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      To Grover Cleveland

      The best writing dog I’ve ever known.

      Too bad you can’t read.
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      I took a bracing and cold shower, cleaned what seemed like an inch of dried grime and blood off my body, and walked out to dive into my bed.

      But there, in the middle of the clean white sheets, sat a small package. Blue wrapping paper with a silver bow.

      I picked the box up and took it over to my desk. I had to undo the ribbon to get the tag out.
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        * * *

      

      Montana of Coggeshall

      Perhaps it is for the holiday that you have done such a service for me as ridding Osterstadt of vampires. I abhor those vile creatures, those perversions of nature. They made things so very difficult for me and mine. I fear, as well, you did a good job with your disguise, of hiding your identity, for I did not even know you were in the city until that final morning. And what an exit you made, the Hero of Osterstadt, a duke of the Empire. Certainly not what this rebellious city council was imagining. What a time to be alive, eh? But I digress. As you did such a kindness for me, giving me an unparalleled holiday gift, I felt it only right I do the same for you.

      Happy Solstice, and enjoy your Fiend Night,

      The Master
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        * * *

      

      “Fuck,” I said. “I killed the wrong master.”

      I dropped everything I had in my hands. The note fell to the desk, and the ribbon fluttered to the floor. Then I took a few careful steps away from the box. Knowing The Master, there was an equal chance the box would kill me as give me a genuine present.

      I went over to the door, backing up there, doing my best to never take my eyes off the box — just in case. It could be a mimic waiting for the right time to bite my head off. Not that it would necessarily work, but I wasn’t too fond of anything biting me anywhere. 

      When the doorknob hit my back, I reached around and opened the door.

      “Your grace,” one of the minotaurs at my door said, either surprised to see me backing out of my room, or surprised to see me backing out of my room naked. “Are you—”

      “Get Nikolai and Emeline here now,” I said.

      The minotaur looked at me for a moment, and I chanced breaking eye contact with the box to glare at him.

      “Now.”

      The minotaur charged off, his hooves clattering down the hall.

      I stepped back into my room.

      The other minotaur guard followed me in, coming up next to me. He had his short sword out, and a small shield on his left arm extended to deflect whatever blow might be coming.

      He did not see the danger as I saw it, moving through the room quickly, looking for any obvious threats. The blue wrapped box didn’t catch his eye.

      It hadn’t changed, at least insofar as I could tell, since I set it on the desk.

      “Has anyone come in here lately?” I asked.

      “Besides your grace?”

      “Besides me.”

      “No.”

      “No one was in here after I came in and took a shower?”

      “Not from the front entrance,” he said. “Why?”

      “Is there another entrance?”

      The minotaur pointed to the door leading out to my oversized balcony.

      “Check out there,” I said, still eyeing the box.

      I caught the look that flashed across the minotaur’s face, a mixture of confusion and concern. But he composed himself quickly and stomped outside into the falling snow.

      “I could have gone quite some time without seeing your naked butt once again,” Nikolai said.

      “Keep your eye on the box,” I said, pointing to the desk, “and I’ll put something on.”

      “The box?”

      “The blue one.”

      “I only see the one. Why am I watching it?”

      “I’ll tell you when Emeline gets here.”

      “Won’t she tell me when she’s here?”

      “Nikolai, you know what I mean.”

      “Sorry,” he said with a wry smile, wiping the sleep out of his eyes.

      I grabbed a set of clothes and pulled them on. When I turned back to Nikolai, he was leaning against the wall with his eyes shut.

      “Nikolai!” I snapped.

      His eyes shot open, and he looked around.

      “I’m awake,” he said, not convincingly. “Why am I here again?”

      “The box,” I said, pointing.

      “Is it a present for me?” Emeline asked, walking into the room.

      “Not quite,” I said. “Or, at least, not that I know of.”

      “Why are we here, your grace?” Nikolai asked through a yawn.

      I pointed at the package.

      Nikolai raised an eyebrow.

      “Is this an early Fiends’ Night present?” he asked, stepping toward the box.

      “Not for you,” I said.

      He frowned. “You wake me up—”

      “It’s from The Master.”

      “The Master?” Emeline asked. Her face went pale and all happiness in her demeanor disappeared.

      I nodded.

      “This was sent prior to you killing him?” Nikolai asked. “Do you expect it is some sort of means of revenge?”

      “It’s not from The Master I killed,” I said.

      “Different master,” Nikolai mused, tilting his head a little while peering at the blue-wrapped box. “They should pick titles that aren’t quite so vague.”

      “I killed the wrong master,” I said. “That’s a thank-you present from The Master we were actually after.”

      “Thanking you for not killing him?” Nikolai asked.

      Emeline shook her head and looked around the room, maybe searching for something that might make sense of the whole situation for her. 

      “Thanking me for killing the other master in Osterstadt,” I replied. “Apparently The Master we were after wasn’t very big on vampires.”

      “Which means he’s not a vampire,” Nikolai mused.

      “I knew it,” Emeline muttered. 

      “Yeah, well,” I said, “I fucked up.”

      Emeline pulled her pouch off her belt and dropped to the floor on the other side of my bed.

      Nikolai got all the way to the desk, stopping to peer down at the package. Without touching it, he scrutinized the whole thing. He went over each side, gave it a sniff, and probably would have tasted it if he could’ve figured out a way to do that without using his tongue.

      “You assume it is trapped?” Nikolai asked.

      “I decided to be careful for once,” I replied.

      “Fetch Reinhart Claewins,” he barked.

      I heard the clomp of Minotaur boots on the stone.

      “Who?” I asked.

      “Someone to take a look at this for us,” Nikolai said, standing up straight, with a slight groan. He stretched his back out, and I heard his tendons creaking in protest. He winced, and shook his head.

      “You need to take those potions,” I said.

      “And what potions are those?” he asked.

      “You know damn well,” I snapped in reply.

      His only response was a frown.

      The door to the balcony opened, and my minotaur guard came back in, covered with snow. He shook the snow from him, and gave a nod to Nikolai before turning to me.

      “There is no evidence anyone has been on the balcony, your grace,” he said. “But the snow makes it difficult to determine—”

      I held my hand up. “It’s fine, bub. You tried—”

      He nodded, and turned to head back outside.

      “Whoa,” I said, “where are—”

      “Someone must guard this door as well,” the minotaur replied. “It is a vulnerability.”

      “I—” I started to disagree, but Nikolai held a hand up to me. I sighed, and let the minotaur go outside.

      “Emeline,” Nikolai replied, “are you quite done with your ritual?”

      “Her what?” I asked, realizing I’d lost track of the woman on the far side of my oversized bed.

      “You do not smell the magic on the air?” Nikolai asked. “She’s got something going on there.”

      We both walked around the bed to see Emeline staring intently at a small copper bowl filled with clear liquid. 

      “Emeline?” I asked.

      She ignored us, keeping her attention on the bowl.

      The color of the liquid flashed to blue.

      “Fuck,” she said. “He’s here.”
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      “Who’s here?” Nikolai asked.

      I bounded to my dresser and pulled my unfillable knapsack out of the bottom drawer. I grabbed a spear from the bag and turned, ready to fight. I scanned the walls, looking for some sign of an invisible person moving around.

      Nothing.

      “The Master,” Emeline said. “He’s here.”

      “He can go invisible?” I asked, wishing I had some sort of heat vision. Instead, I closed my eyes, and I reached out with tremorsense. 

      Still nothing. At least, nothing out of the ordinary. I could feel footsteps from people moving around, some vibrations from creatures outside, and the rumbles from the underground river and waterfall just a few yards away. Which gave me one more reason to be impressed with the work the dwarves had done engineering my home.

      “He’s not here here,” Emeline said. “He’s in Coggeshall.”

      Nikolai crouched at the bowl and peered at it.

      I walked over, tossed the spear on the bed and looked into the bowl myself. 

      “What is that?” I asked.

      “It is what I got the night I went out by myself,” Emeline replied. “It is a small ritual that can find The Master.”

      “So where is he?” I asked.

      “In Coggeshall.”

      “That’s the best it can do?”

      “It’s better than you can do.”

      “Why didn’t you let me know about this before I killed the wrong master?”

      “Because you shunted me out of the damn city and told me The Master was a vampire.”

      “She’s got you there,” Nikolai countered. “I take it the color changes to indicate closeness?”

      Emeline nodded. “If he was in the room, it would be purple. Town, blue. County, turquoise. Dukedom, Green, Country, yellow, Continent Orange. World, Red. On another plane, white. Dead, black.”

      “Blue,” Nikolai said. “Does the shade alter at all?”

      “No,” Emeline said. 

      She pulled out a small piece of parchment and unrolled it. It had swatches of color on it.

      “The guide,” she said, holding the parchment flat next to the bowl.

      “That’s blue,” I said.

      “I know,” Emeline said. “So he’s in this town.”

      “Well shit,” I said. “Let’s go find him.”

      I jumped on the bed, snatched the spear, and was halfway to the door before Nikolai cleared his throat hard enough to stop me in my tracks.

      “What, exactly, dear duke,” he started, “is your plan here?”

      “We, um, go find him,” I replied. 

      “Find him. The Master. Here. In Coggeshall.”

      “Yes.”

      “What does he look like?”

      “He’s got to be among the newcomers, so--“

      “So you just stab them all? Kill every last one?”

      “No, but—”

      “Accuse one of the more influential members of the Empire of being some undiscovered monster?”

      “Okay, yeah — it’s not exactly the best idea.”

      “It would not endear you to them, and I do not see how it could offer you any insight into which of them might be The Master.”

      “You don’t think The Master is so egotistical he’d skip the chance to out himself?”

      “Are you seriously asking that question?”

      “Not now, I’m not.”

      “I doubt The Master has become what he is today by being as foolish as you seem to think he is. There’s little to gain by going after The Master right now, half-cocked and poorly dressed.”

      “So what do you suggest?” I asked, slamming the spear butt into the ground.

      “I suggest,” he said, leaning back against the nearby wall and stifling a yawn, “that we pause and think for a moment. Given the weather, no one is going to leave the holding today. Or tomorrow, likely. Certainly not for an extended trip anywhere. The weather has blessed us to a certain degree, in that you can make an edict to restrict travel until things clear.”

      “And then Fiends’ Night,” Emeline offered.

      “I believe the weather will hold until then, or at least close enough until then to keep anyone from leaving.”

      “Fiends’ Night? Why does that matter?”

      Nikolai shook his head as a smile spread. “I apologize, your grace, but occasionally I forget your, erm, origins. No one travels during Fiends’ Night.”

      “Why?”

      There was a knock on the door. 

      “Hold that thought,” Nikolai whispered.

      We all stood there for a second.

      “Tell them to come in,” Nikolai hissed.

      “Enter,” I bellowed, giving Nikolai the side-eye before realizing that one, it was my room, two, I was the duke. I stopped looking at Nikolai.

      A small man entered the room, somewhere between a dwarf and a human. Perhaps a half-dwarf? He was probably over four feet, but less than five, for sure. Thin, which really set him apart from dwarves, and older, with just a bit of fuzz on his face. He had patches on his clothes, and a small pair of spectacles hung out of a vest pocket. He held a hat in his hands.

      “You requested me?” he said, his voice high and a bit delicate.

      “I did,” I said. “Or, um, my chancellor did.”

      “Ah,” the little man said, giving a slight nod to me before turning his attention to Nikolai. “Then I am here to serve. Though not exactly sure what it is I am to do.”

      “Reinhart Claewins,” Nikolai said.

      “Aye, that’s me.”

      “You joined the holding at a bit of an odd time, eh?”

      “Dependin’ lot on your definition of odd, sir.”

      “I’m no knight, Reinhart.”

      “Beggin’ your pardon, uh, Chancellor. But still, dependin’ on—”

      “Right. I think of it as an odd time, but I suppose, for you at least, not as much.”

      “Not as much, no.”

      “What was going on?” I asked. “Why—”

      Nikolai held up a hand. “A moment, if you will, your grace.”

      I shrugged, and leaned on my spear. I noticed that there were more minotaurs up and about. Two were outside the open door, and two stood inside the door. Plus the one freezing his horns off outside. They felt the danger. Or they felt that I felt the danger. Or, well, you get the idea.

      “You’re a man of particular skills, Reinhart,” Nikolai continued, walking slowly over to the desk.

      “I have been, erm,” Reinhart started to clarify, but then stopped himself. “Yes, chancellor. Supposin’ I am.”

      “I need those skills right now.”

      “You need a finish carpenter?”

      “If I did, would you be the man I would call?”

      “I am a carpenter, your grace,” Reinhart said to me.

      I smiled and pointed to Nikolai. “I’m willing to bet he’s about to say different.”

      “You are a fence, Reinhart,” Nikolai said.

      “See,” I said. 

      “I would never—”

      “Can it,” I said.

      “We may be a backwoods province, but we are not country bumpkins, Reinhart. We know each and every person who comes into this holding, especially those who swear allegiance to his grace, the Duke of Coggeshall.” Nikolai nodded his head in my direction. “Your skills and prior profession are well-known to us.”

      “I ain’t done nothin—”

      Nikolai held up his hands. “And I accuse you of nothing but your Choice. I know what it is you have done, and recognize that, so far, you have been a model citizen. However, I do need your rather particular skills to open this box here.”

      “A box, eh?” Reinhart said. “That seems like something I might be able to help with.”

      He smiled, and rubbed his hands together as he approached the desk. He moved easier now, more lithe and sure-footed, making me feel that, perhaps, his older appearance was just that: an appearance. He pulled a small piece of metal out of one of his sleeves. It was very slim and looked an awful lot like a lock-pick. He used the lock-pick to check the wrapping paper, moving the box around carefully.

      “Did you find it here?” he asked.

      “No,” I said. “On the bed.”

      “Ah,” he said, and immediately picked the box up and peered at the bottom.

      He tutted a few times, but I had no idea what he’d found.

      Then, exceedingly carefully, Reinhart slipped his metal pick into the paper, cutting a small hole. He glanced back over at us, then hunched over the box. Suddenly a bit of light bloomed from somewhere on his person. Reinhart used the light to peer inside the hole. He then cut a hole on each side of the box, giving him the ability to look at everything under the paper.

      He sighed, pulled the paper off and set it to the side, revealing a box made out of wood.

      “Nicely made,” Reinhart said, whistling low as he ran his hands over the box.

      After a minute or two of intense scrutiny, he popped the top of the box open.

      He sighed, and stood up straight.

      “Nothing special about it,” Reinhart said. “No traps. Just, well, whatever might be inside. And I detect nothin’ about whatever gift it is. Anything else you might need, your grace?”

      “Uh,” I said, looking over to Nikolai.

      The chancellor gave a short shake of his head.

      “That’s it,” I said. “Thank you.”

      “Happy to help, your grace,” Reinhart said with a slight nod. Then he walked out of the room.
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      Inside the package was a very fine scarf, made of incredibly soft wool, or something like wool, in Coggeshall colors: green, white, and black.

      I wished I could still use the identification spell to see what exactly it was, but I’d probably just blow up the room if I tried.

      “Don’t put that on,” Nikolai said.

      “I’m not that big an idiot,” I replied, tossing the scarf to the side.

      “I don’t think The Master would poison you with a gift,” Emeline said, her ritual stuff all packed up and put away. “That’s not his style.”

      “What is his style?” I asked.

      “Living in the shadows and killing anyone he likes. Growing in power. Not poisoning or trapping.”

      “These are not important questions for right now,” Nikolai said. “We need to figure out how to hold everyone in place, so we can smoke out The Master.”

      “Do you think he’ll kill anyone while he’s here?” I asked.

      “I cannot imagine he will be able to help himself.”

      “Then maybe it’d be better to just let him go.”

      Nikolai took a deep breath and sat down on the chair in front of my desk, giving me a slow nod.

      “There is certainly some merit to—” he started.

      “You cannot be considering this,” Emeline snapped. “It is—”

      I held up a finger at her. Then I looked over at the minotaurs, who were still standing on either side of the open door, and gestured for them to shut the door.

      They did, taking their positions outside with the others.

      “Now you can yell,” I said.

      “Why—” Emeline started. But her bluster was a bit blown by then, and she petered out.

      “If we let him go,” I said, “he goes somewhere else and becomes a problem for someone else.”

      “Letting a killer like that just go—”

      “It’s not just letting him go,” I spat back. “It’s keeping our people safe. I can’t help everyone.”

      “That is not true,” Emeline snapped. “You’re more powerful than you realize, and—”

      “Both of you,” Nikolai said calmly, his voice even enough to cut between the two of us, “think back to our conversation prior to Master Claewins’ interruption. Even if we were to allow this self-proclaimed Master to leave, there is little chance it would happen until after Fiends’ Night. Which means, if we would like to catch him, we have until then to do so. And if we would like to let him go, we have until then to protect our people against him.”

      “Why can’t he leave until after Fiends’ Night?”

      “No one travels then,” Emeline said.

      “Why?”

      “I think you know that there are other planes of existence neighboring our own. We visited once such place, if you recall,” Nikolai said. “The hells are full of devils, who are often referred to as fiends. On the winter solstice every year, the boundaries between this plane and those planes are weakest, and on that one night, the fiends breach that boundary and wander our world.”

      “Okay, so it’s devils everywhere outside?”

      “Yes. Depending. I suppose it’s possible you’d find yourself in a place with little in the way of devils. They might not be in some of the lesser populated areas, or some of the more dangerous areas. I doubt many fiends would go up against the truly powerful beings across Vuldranni. But anywhere there is a concentration of souls, you’re likely to find fiends walking. And hunting. The only real protection is that fiends may not enter a home uninvited.”

      “So everyone just hunkers down for the night?” I asked.

      “That’s certainly the simplest explanation of it. You hunker down in a home and invite no one in. But the night is the longest of the year, lasting across the entire day until the following dawn. At this far north, it is close to forty hours of darkness.”

      “So we hunker down for forty hours. Not so bad.”

      “It is the ‘home’ aspect that provides difficulty for larger populations.”

      “Or caravans,” Emeline offered.

      Nikolai nodded at her suggestion. “Or armies in the field.”

      “What about boats?” I asked.

      “What about them?” Nikolai replied.

      “What do they do?”

      “Likely, they exist, as do the caravaners. Either find a safe port where they might make a home for a night, or make their ship into a home for the night.”

      “Make it into a home?”

      “That is one of the more important aspects of Fiends’ Night, the making of a home. We have been waiting for a chance to discuss how you would like to handle this. In fact, it was to be first on the list of our council meeting on the morrow — later today, I suppose — but we might as well start now.”

      “Um, can you tell me how you make this place a home?”

      “There are a few general principles. The most important is a shared meal, freely given.”

      “We do that all the time.”

      “No, we provide food that everyone eats at their leisure. If you wish to have the entire mountain work as a singular ‘home,’ we must all break bread and eat together.”

      “Okay, a feast then.”

      “Yes.”

      “And?”

      “Gifts,” Emeline said.

      “In some cultures,” Nikolai said. “The meal is the most important aspect; that is prevalent across the world, as far as I know. The rest is more—”

      “Gifts are important,” Emeline said.

      “In Osterstadt, yes. But in central Glaton, it is dancing. Music and dancing. The dwarves believe in working on a group project. I daresay there is something else the kobolds do, and the battenti. Even the minotaurs likely have their own, well, traditions.”

      “But no one leaves. No one travels around Fiends’ Night?”

      “Not on the day itself, no. There might be times where one travels to be with their family on Fiends’ Night, since that is said to be a stronger protection. A whole family inside a structure makes it more of a home. But once the meal happens, no one leaves.”

      “Okay. So we need a feast. And maybe we find out some of the most popular traditions among our group. And— wait, what about all the workers on the other fort?”

      “They should already be on the way here. Though I believe Lady Northwoods was planning on leaving this morning to spend the next few days with her father at his estate.”

      “That can’t happen,” I said.

      “Something I am realizing now.”

      “Order her to stay.”

      “I cannot.”

      “Why not— oh. Me. I have to order it.”

      “Yes, your grace.”

      “Fine, she cannot leave. No one can leave until the weather is better. I won’t have my people lost in the snow. And she has agreed to be my people, right?”

      “Yes.”

      “Boom. Edict.”

      “Your grace, you do need to actually issue the edict. Not just say ‘boom.’”

      “How do I do that?”

      “I’m sorry,” Emeline said, “but I need to find a safe place to sleep. There’s—”

      “Shit,” I said. “That’s right. He’s probably gunning for you.”

      Nikolai held up a finger. “We cannot make it seem as if you know he is here. We must keep everything ordinary. Which means—”

      “I will be killed if I sleep in my room,” Emeline said, genuine fear in her eyes.

      “You have been left alone until now,” Nikolai said. “You believe that is due to luck?”

      “I think he’s biding his time,” Emeline said. “I’d imagine he’d be looking to take me tonight and leave in the morning. Maybe take me with him.”

      Nikolai nodded a few times, then looked over to me.

      “There is one place you would be safe and it might not be seen as too outside normalcy.”

      “Where?” she asked, hopefully.

      “With Montana.”

      Emeline’s eyes locked on mine.

      “Wait, what?” I asked.

      Emeline laughed. “Might get some people talking.”

      “But no one would think it outside the realm of possibility.”

      “What does that mean?” I asked.

      “It means everyone is expecting your grace to dip his royal wick—” Nikolai started.

      “Okay, what the actual fuck?”

      “Popular topic at the cantina,” Emeline said with an eyebrow raise.

      “And you’re ready to make it seem like—” I started.

      “At least until we have addressed The Master issue,” Nikolai said. “I think it is best we keep the illusion alive.”

      “And so what’s going on right now? You’re in here with us having a threesome?”

      “It’s too late for your humor,” Nikolai said. “I will transmit your orders to the guard, that no one is to leave Coggeshall until after Fiends’ Night. Yes?”

      “Sure.”

      “Lovely. Good night, your grace,” Nikolai said, with a slight bow of his head. And then he strode from the room.

      I looked over and saw Emeline already in the bed. She grinned at me.

      “I do get the bed, right?” she asked.
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      She got the bed.

      I slept on a pile of extra blankets, and when I woke up freezing in the middle of the night, I summoned a bunch of prinkies to act as my living blanket. Of course, when I woke up in the morning, all those damn prinkies were crowded under me for warmth, and I was cold as hell.

      I snatched the prinkies and threw the little furry fellows across the room until I could get up without squishing any of them.

      Emeline was snoring softly in the bed. The snow continued to fall outside in the darkness.

      I pulled my clothes on, and then some armor, and then got my unfillable knapsack on my side, and went through a few stretches. I jumped up and down a few times, testing to see if Emeline was going to wake up.

      Time to start the day.

      As soon as I stepped through the door, my minotaur guards stepped up next to me.

      “Stick with the room,” I said. “Make sure Emeline is safe.”

      “Yes, your grace,” the bigger of the two said.

      “Any idea what time it is?”

      The minotaurs looked at each other, realized neither knew, and then shook their heads.

      I nodded, and headed down the long set of stairs to where the rest of my people lived. It felt odd being so separated from everyone, but then again, that’s what everyone seemed to want. I was supposed to have a nicer place than all of them, and privacy.

      Whatever.

      I walked and walked, until I got to the main hall. Then I went outside.

      Snow gusted inside as I opened the large double doors. It was getting deep, already more than a foot. Snowfalls were one of my favorite things in life, both lives, actually. I crunched through the snow, looking up at the clouds, lit by the torches and fires along our walls. Low clouds.

      There were a few guards huddled near fires at various points along the walls, but other than that, I was the only activity. The brownie tree had a low glow about it, welcoming and cozy. I headed over to their tree, and as soon as I stepped under its branches, the extreme cold slipped away, replaced by a gentle warmth.

      “Mornin’ your grace,” a sharp, high voice said.

      I looked around and couldn’t see where it came from. But, still important to be polite.

      “Morning,” I said.

      “Up here,” the voice replied.

      I looked up to see a brownie in full brownie armor sitting on a branch.

      “On guard?” I asked.

      “I am,” he replied. “Bit redundant, what with the wall and all, but we’ve thought we were safe in the past, and we were not. Something I might help you with?”

      “Just awake early,” I said. “Taking a stroll in the snow.”

      “Ah, well then, I shall take no more of your time.”

      “Are you guys, I mean, do you know about Fiends’ Night?”

      “Of course.”

      “What do you do for the whole be in a home thing?”

      “Be inside a home.”

      “The tree?”

      “Probably.”

      “Do you want to come inside MountainHome?”

      “For Fiends’ Night?”

      “Yup.”

      “Is that an official invitation?”

      “Is there something more I should know about brownie culture before I say yes?”

      “No. Just trying to gauge the seriousness of the offer.”

      “I feel it’d be safer if we were all in the same place.”

      “Can’t fault that logic,” the little brownie said. “I’ll pass it up the chain of command and get an answer to you sometime soon, your grace. If that is all right by you.”

      “Sure.”

      He gave me a jaunty salute, then stepped off the branch and just sort of disappeared out of view.

      “Neat trick,” I said.

      “Fairies got to fairy, after all,” I heard him say from somewhere in the upper branches.

      I shook my head and walked back out into the snowy cold.
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      I made a circuit of the walls, checking in with the guards on duty, looking over everything. Eventually I found my way to the second-floor cantina, where a very nice dwarf made me an impressive breakfast spread. Omelette, extra-thick bacon, several pieces of a sweet bread toasted golden brown and loaded with salty butter, fried potatoes, a mug of milk, a mug of coffee, and a bowl of berries. The whole thing took up my entire table, but the dwarf was so happy to be cooking for me. Her smile stretched across her entire face and she stood there a moment longer than necessary before heading back to the kitchen.

      The food was all delicious, and I chose to remain ignorant of where it might have come from. There was every likelihood the bacon was actually some kind of worm. The milk might have been from a worm as well. Or maybe there was some mold that, when squeezed, produced a milk-like substance. Nothing I needed to know. All I cared about was that it tasted good, and didn’t hurt.

      I’d managed to polish off a bulk of it before someone sat down across from me.

      “Good morning, Eliza,” I said.

      “What is the meaning of keeping me here?” she asked, her beautiful face uncharacteristically hard.

      “I’m just so enamored by your sparkling wit and—”

      “Oh? Is that why—”

      I saw where the conversation was going and held up a hand.

      “Let’s just hold it there, Lady Northwoods,” I quickly said.

      Using her title had the desired effect of shutting her up immediately. Her jaw clamped shut, but I could see its muscles spasming in anger.

      I leaned across the table.

      “Remember why we went to Osterstadt?” I whispered.

      She nodded.

      “We corrected the wrong issue.”

      She frowned, giving me a quizzical look.

      I glanced around the cantina, and saw that we were alone, save the dwarf cook. I gave the cook a little wave. “Breakfast for Lady Northwoods, if you please.”

      The dwarf smiled broadly and jumped into action.

      “I’m trying to keep this on the DL—” I started.

      “DL?” Eliza asked.

      “Down-low.”

      “What does that mean?”

      “Like a secret.”

      “Why?”

      “You know, I’m not exactly sure. Just used it, and—”

      “You should know why you say things.”

      “Sure, but then again, I don’t. So I guess I’m just adding this to the list—”
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        * * *

      

      You have been offered a quest:

      The Etymology of Etymology

      Discover the origins of your commonly used phrases.

      Reward for success: +1 intelligence

      Penalty for failure (or refusal): none

      Yes/No
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        * * *

      

      “Son of a—”

      “Is there an issue, your grace?” Eliza asked.

      “No. But we need to keep things secret because that one thing we were trying to fix in Osterstadt is now among us.”

      “He’s here—” she started, involuntarily getting to her feet.

      I grabbed her hand and yanked her back into her chair.

      “We have to make sure everything seems normal,” I said. “We have an advantage until he knows we know.”

      “Then you should allow me to go to my father’s for Fiends’ Night.”

      “Can’t do that,” I replied. “You go, and others will leave. I need you to remain in place so we can keep everyone else here too.”

      She gritted her teeth.

      “Are you ordering me to remain?” she asked.

      “I would really prefer if I didn’t need to do that.”

      She didn’t respond. Instead, she glared at me until the dwarven cook appeared with way more breakfast than Eliza could possibly finish, a copy of my own. Eliza, ever the lady, smiled and thanked the cook with what seemed like genuine appreciation, and tucked into the meal before the cook could say anything.

      As soon as the cook left our table, however, Eliza’s smile vanished, and her glare returned.

      “I disagree with your decision,” she said. “Fiends’ Night is a danger we must all face every year, and every precaution should be taken to prevent—”

      “I get it,” I said. “I understand it’s a big deal—”

      “If you understood, you would not prevent me from being with my family.”

      “I’m not preventing you from being with your family—”

      “Oh? How else would you describe this?”

      “That you are prevented from joining your father on his estates is a side-effect of something else we are forced to do.”

      “You are forced to do nothing. You are the duke. You might—”

      “It has to appear normal.”

      “Nothing about you is normal, Montana of Coggeshall.”

      She tore into her toast angrily and chomped down on it.

      “Tasty?” I asked.

      “It is, and I hate it,” she replied, clearly unable to stop eating it. She piled all the toast she had, grabbed my remaining pieces, and stomped out of the room with the plate.

      “She likes the toast,” I called out over my shoulder.

      The cook laughed and clapped her hands.

      By the time my breakfast was done and I’d managed to finish most of what Eliza had left behind, Nikolai stood next to the table.

      “Your grace,” he said, “it is time for the council meeting.”

      “Don’t suppose it can happen here,” I said.

      “No. It cannot.”

      I sighed, pushed back the chair, and grabbed my mug of milk.
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      A new room had been built specifically for council meetings, which is why Nikolai forced me from the comfy surrounds of the cantina. The aptly-named council meeting room was behind the grand hall, and connected to both the hall and Nikolai’s office. While there was definitely enough space for an enormous conference table in there, at present it only had one of the larger tables from the lower cafeteria in it. Eight chairs surrounded it, and when I strolled in behind Nikolai, six were already taken.

      First was Lee, my fellow Earth-born buddy and engineering genius. He was still wearing traveling clothes, and given the mud on the floor around his chair, I’d wager he’d just returned from building the fortress along our northern border.

      Next up was Harmut, who had been the chief of his clan of dwarves. Now, though, he served on the council. A smile peeked out from under his beard, and there seemed to be a twinkle in his eyes.

      Nathalie Glaton, eyes puffy from crying, sat upright in her chair. She wore her full plate harness, ready to walk into battle the second there was a chance to fight. It wasn’t the worst look for the head of our guard, but I had a bad feeling about her state of mind, given her brother’s death. I made a note to speak to Nikolai about how to help her.

      Tarryn the warmancer slouched in his chair next to Nathalie with a mug of something red steaming in front of him. He looked haggard, which could mean he’d been practicing hard, or that he’d been drinking hard. Tough to tell.

      Timurlan the lifeweaver was next to Tarryn, and he had a small breakfast with him. He also had dirt under his fingernails, and a musty smell about him. At least, I hoped it was just dirt under his fingernails. Timurlan was in charge of our food production, and given how many mouths I’d just brought home with me, he was going to have his work cut out for him.

      In the last chair sat Baltu, the elderly kobold. Wisps of white feathers seemed to be growing in over his body, and, in contrast to nearly everyone else in the room, he looked to be getting healthier the longer he spent in Coggeshall. He smiled at me, his toothy grin a welcome sight.

      As soon as everyone realized I’d walked into the room, they all stood up. Baltu stood on his chair so he could see above the table.

      “Sit,” I said. “We’re, I mean, there’s no reason to stand—”

      Nikolai flicked my ear.

      “Ow,” I snapped.

      Nikolai pointed at the chair.

      I sat.

      Everyone else followed suit.

      Nikolai pulled a notebook out of his pocket and set it on the table.

      “Coggeshall Council is in session,” he intoned. “I am afraid there is quite a lot of business to get through today. To start, I would call the roll, but we can all see who is missing.”

      “Who?” I asked.

      “Lady Northwoods.”

      “Ah.”

      “She is sitting out in protest, I believe, over the Duke’s ruling regarding leaving the holding.”

      “There have been a few complaints in that vein,”  Nathalie said. “My guards have been enduring it, but they are holding firm. No one has left today.”

      “Maybe we should keep track of who’s trying to leave,” I said.

      Nikolai shook his head. “Too much,” he whispered.

      All eyes at the table were on me, so I just smiled.

      “Fiends’ Night, huh?” I said.

      “Jumping a few of my bullet points,” Nikolai said, flipping his notebook open.

      “How many of the new mouths are going to become permanent?” Timurlan asked.

      “We have yet to really know,” Nikolai said. “There have been some requests to join Coggeshall so far, and, as Nathalie will tell you, some families have already attempted to leave.”

      “Coggeshall is prepared to get through the winter based on our population three days ago,” Timurlan replied. “I might be able to increase some yields, but if we’re housing and feeding all the newcomers from Osterstadt, I need more resources.”

      Nikolai scribbled in his notebook.

      “Plan for everyone staying,” Nikolai said. “Then tell me what you need.”

      “A damn miracle,” Timurlan replied.

      “I can get you all the prinkies you need,” I offered, summoning a prinky and tossing it to the lifeweaver.

      He grabbed the creature out of the air and set it on the ground. The prinky darted around to stand at my arm, ready for orders.

      “That might actually be of some use,” Timurlan said. “I have some ideas that might require enough manual labor to make them impossible without, you know, untiring workers.”

      “Let me know,” Nikolai said, and Timurlan nodded. “We do have a few requests to join our holding, and a few to join this council. In the past, your restrictions on joining Coggeshall have been—”

      “Nonexistent,” Harmut the dwarf piped up.

      There was some light laughter.

      “Relaxed,” said Nikolai, not smiling. “Is there anyone you’d prefer did not join?”

      Again, everyone looked at me.

      “Not that I can think of,” I said. “Pretty sure everyone is welcome in Coggeshall.”

      “Then I will organize a swearing in of anyone who wants to join. The council?”

      “Eh,” Harmut said. “Plenty big.”

      “Why would we—” I started, but Nikolai just cleared his throat. “I suppose you are going to explain.”

      “Thank you, your grace,” Nikolai said. “Many of those who came out to Osterstadt at the Emperor’s urging were ambitious nobles. Obviously, you have saved a great many of those nobles, and now they see you as the person of power. Some will likely make Coggeshall their long-term home, and will seek to have a say in how it is governed. They come from a position of power, and they expect that to extend here. Others will have seen you as the strongest representation of the Empire here, and, perhaps, think you might have an interest in the throne. They will look to ingratiate themselves to you so they might ride your coattails. There are five counts with lands in the east who are living in Coggeshall right now. Two have requested a place on your council. A marquessa, with lands to the southwest, is also requesting a meeting, which it is safe to assume will be a request to join the council. You may ask us for our feelings on the matter, or you may choose to decide yourself. Still—”

      “I think we’re fine for now,” I said. “Let’s give it a little time, see how things shake out once we know who’s actually staying.”

      “I warn you that some might leave if not given a place.”

      “Then fuck ‘em.”

      Nikolai frowned at me.

      “I mean,” I blurted, “maybe those people aren’t, um, right for Coggeshall.”

      “Of course, your grace.”

      “Now can we talk about Fiends’ Night?”

      “Now we talk about ongoing projects. Lee, the fortress?”

      “It’s coming together,” Lee said. “The wall is in place across the lake. It’s probably enough to stop most people from coming in, but I wouldn’t think it’s ready for, say an army.”

      “Is there an army there?” I asked.

      “The centaur encampment is still in place on the plains, but that’s it. You should know the rolegurdaüdi are following us home. I believe they believe they’re coming into MountainHome.”

      “Where are they currently?” Nikolai asked.

      “We took Fritz back. They weren’t willing to share the ride, so they’re coming through the woods.”

      I grabbed the prinky. “Tell the wall guards—”

      Nikolai ripped a piece of paper out from his notebook and handed it to the prinky.

      “Take this to the captain of the guard,” Nikolai said.

      The prinky looked to me.

      “Take that to the captain of the guard,” I said.

      The prinky snatched the paper and its legs were already pumping, ready to run, before I set him down.

      “Does he know who the captain of the guard is?” Nathalie asked.

      “It’s possible,” I said.

      “Follow up afterward,” Nikolai said, writing in his book again, “if you don’t mind. Wouldn’t do to have our wall guards torn apart because they fired upon friends.”

      Nathalie nodded.

      “I’m not expecting any delays,” Lee said. “I mean, other than coming back for this holiday. Which, I mean, I think it would have been just as possible to remain in place—”

      Nikolai held up a hand. “It would not. But let us table that discussion until we get to it.”

      “Lee,” Timurlan said, “did you have a chance to look over those plans for the cold storage area we spoke about?”

      “I’ve got revised drawings in my pack,” Lee replied, “which is in Nikolai’s office. Not sure how far we can get without an enchanter, but that’s, I mean, it is what it is.”

      “Tarryn, have you met Arno?” I asked.

      “Arno?” Tarryn asked, thinking. “No.”

      “He’s an Imperial mancer who came in with the group. He might be able to, I mean, I don’t know the full range of his abilities, but—”

      “If he’s an Imperial mancer, is he even going to stay here?” Tarryn asked.

      “What are we doing about the Legion?” Nathalie asked. “And—”

      “As the highest ranking Imperial in the region,” Nikolai said, “and the nearest point to Osterstadt, Coggeshall would be the natural position for the Legion to take at present. I imagine there will be orders to retake Osterstadt in the very near future, which means the Empire will use our city as their staging point.”

      “How is Osterstadt—” I started to ask, but Nikolai shook his head.

      “I beg pardon, your grace, but that is not a problem we need to concern ourselves with at present. The Legion can build their own fortifications if necessary. But, Harmut, how is our housing situation in general?”

      “In general?” Harmut said. “Tight. We certainly have more than ample space to build housing, but we are running up against the limits of our labor. But, given Fiends’ Night, we might make that our project, and with all hands aboard—”

      “Hold off on Fiends’ Night talk,” Nikolai said, looking over his notebook. “I have a feeling there might be more than a little fighting over the events of the night. Do we have spots for everyone to sleep?”

      “We’ve got most everyone bedded down to some degree, though we’ve basically pulled all the hay from the barns and the upper farm,” Harmut said.

      “Likely we can get the weavers to up production,” Nikolai mused, tapping his pencil on the notebook. “Tailor blankets? Make cots, that sort of thing. Sleeping on the stone will not be an option for—”

      “We’ve also got the kobolds back now,” Lee said. “I’ve seen how they can work. Put them to the task and give them clear directions, and they’ll get those new bedrooms knocked out.”

      “There has been growth in our skills,” Baltu said. “I believe we can help.”

      Harmut didn’t look fully convinced, but he took a breath and then nodded. “You and I,” he said to Baltu, “can we speak after?”

      “Of course,” Baltu replied.

      “If you can, get to work on Legion barracks as well,” Nikolai said, ticking something off his list. “Might as well be prepared.”

      Harmut made a face, but dutifully pulled out his own notebook. I saw him begin sketching.

      “So we have covered most everything,” Nikolai said. “Now, Fiends’ Night. Do we have stores for a feast?”

      “Yes,” Timurlan said. “Plenty. We’ll be harvesting heavily for the next few days to make sure there’s adequate food for the new mouths, but I have no doubt we can feed everyone as much as they will want to eat.”

      “Space for it?”

      “Are you expecting a true Fiends’ Night feast?” Harmut asked.

      Nikolai nodded. “MountainHome shall be the Home for all of Coggeshall.”

      Harmut whistled. Nathalie shook her head. Baltu smiled.

      “Is the guard ready for it?” Nikolai asked Nathalie.

      “We have done some drills,” she said, “but given how many people will be inside that night, I can’t quite say what will happen.”

      “I want the secret entrance sealed,” I said. “Get Essie to seal it up, and then plan for a new exit. One that will be an actual secret this time.”

      “Yes, your grace,” Harmut said with a sigh.

      “All guards will be on duty that night,” Nathalie said. “Three fourteen-hour shifts with some overlap. There should be no breaches, provided—”

      “A breach will likely happen,” Nikolai said. “It always happens when a group this large is together. Any word on bounty hunters?”

      “None yet.”

      “Double check that,” Nikolai said. “And, your grace, I would suggest speaking with Yuri to insure he does not plan to partake in bounties.”

      “I don’t know what—” I started, but Nikolai gave me a sharp shake of his head, meaning it was one more thing to take up later.

      “I think we should hit the goblins before then,” Nathalie said. “They have been actively pushing into the valley more and more. They seem to be setting something up inside the kobold’s former home. If that happens, they’ll have us surrounded.”

      “I can spearhead that,” I said.

      “Your grace,” Nikolai said without looking up from his notebook, “I daresay your skills will be necessary elsewhere in this rather trying time, when your people will look to you for guidance and leadership.”

      “I don’t know,” Harmut said, leaning back in his chair, “I think it might be good for his grace to bust some goblin heads. Boost morale a little.”

      Nikolai shot a glare over to Harmut, but Harmut just shot a smile back. I think it was his way of getting back at Nikolai for forcing the dwarf to work with kobolds.

      “I have outlined some basic ideas for our Fiends’ Night,” Nikolai said. “We will have the Home Meal two hours past midday. At that point, we seal the doors. Gifts will be given after the Home Meal. There will be a dance in the evening, a ball for all of Coggeshall—”

      “A ball?” Harmut asked, almost a sneer. “Dancing for Fiends’ Night? Might as well—”

      Nikolai frowned.

      I slammed my hand on the stone table, hard, to make a point. A piece of the table cracked and fell onto my lap.

      All eyes were on me.

      “No more interrupting,” I said sharply.

      “I appreciate the intensity, your grace,” Nikolai said. “But I fear this is why we cannot have nice things.”

      “I can get a new table in here later today,” Harmut said, glancing at the cracks shooting out from my hit.

      “Thank you,” Nikolai continued. “Following the ball, there will be food available in the cantinas for anyone to eat whenever they want. That will also be the time for Harmut’s project to begin. You will have whomever wishes to work with you to do what it is you wish to accomplish.”

      “Do we have a ballroom?” I asked.

      “No, your grace,” Harmut said.

      “Where is the ball going to be, then?”

      Harmut shrugged, then pointed at Nikolai. “Ask him.”

      “Where are we having the ball?” I asked.

      “Harmut,” Nikolai said, “we will need a ballroom.”

      “That can fit how many people?”

      “The current population of Coggeshall. It will need to sit that many people.”

      “That is an absurd request.”

      “And here I’d been hearing legends of dwarven engineering and stonework,” I said. “I guess we should ask the kobolds?”

      Harmut reacted as if someone had slapped him. “I never said we could not do it,” he snapped, “just that it is absurd.”

      “So get it done,” I replied with a smile.

      “Ballroom, apartments, Legion barracks. Anything else?” Harmut asked, getting to his feet and kicking his chair over.

      “Can I get a slide from my rooms down to the barracks put in? Or the armory?”

      He stared at me for a moment, and then stomped out of the room.

      “Other questions?” Nikolai asked, then before anyone could say anything, he closed his notebook with some force. “Lovely. Council is adjourned for now. Though given everything going on, I’m scheduling another meeting tomorrow morning.”
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      Nikolai grabbed me and Lee and pulled us into his office. A new small bed was in the corner, barely visible beneath a tangle of blankets. His desk was covered in papers, though there seemed to be some sort of organization in the madness. A remarkably large crate leaned against one wall, nearly full of shiny pebbles.

      I summoned a few prinkies and got them to work cleaning the space.

      Nikolai sat down at his desk with a grunt, and then leaned back in his chair.

      “Fiends’ Night,” he said.

      “Right,” Lee said. “Why exactly, did we need to come back?”

      “It’s not exactly a holiday,” I said. “More like Halloween, except demonic things actually do walk around and make mischief.”

      “It is more than mischief,” Nikolai said. “Fiends have access to this plane of existence for this one chunk of time, and they use that time to acquire souls.”

      “Ah,” Lee said. “And I take it there are certain rules they abide by? Something to do with homes?”

      “They cannot enter a home without being invited. So we must make this a home in order to keep from fighting fiends all night long.”

      “If one gets in, can they all get in?” I asked.

      “Yes and no. If one gets in, it is possible for the fiend to then invite other fiends. So it can be an ever-increasing problem if one gains entrance.”

      “And this happens every year?”

      Nikolai nodded.

      “Seems like a giant pain in the ass to happen every year.”

      “From an outside perspective, it certainly is. But it is an annual event, and I suppose we have just become used to it.”

      “Used to demons walking the lands—”

      “Not exactly demons. Fiends.”

      “Right. Forgot.”

      “For most, it is a holiday. A time to be close to family. “

      “I could see that,” Lee said. “There’s a certain nicety to it.”

      “Right,” Nikolai said. “But as with everything, a large group creates additional issues. Disparate cultures create additional problems we must address, and that is why we have more to do. Now—”

      “Where is Fritz going to go?” I asked.

      “Fritz?” Nikolai replied, genuinely confused. “Why, I presume a roc goes wherever it damn well pleases.”

      “For Fiends’ Night.”

      “I doubt any fiends will tangle with a roc. And I doubt any fiends will think a roc to be a target anyhow. Is Fritz, rather— does he have a soul?”

      “This whole soul business is confusing as hell to me.”

      “Yes, well, the short answer is that Fritz can go whither he wants—”

      “I think he should be somewhere inside.”

      “And where exactly should a bird that size go?”

      “Can we make a space for him?”

      “I daresay it is possible, though we are already close to the limits of what we can do in time. And we cannot have an errant opening that renders MountainHome not a home. That would be disastrous.”

      “The rolegurdaüdi,” Lee said. “What about them?”

      Nikolai leaned back in his chair, pushing hard against the desk.

      “Must we bring the cows in as well?” he asked. “The sheep?”

      “The cows and the sheep already are inside,” I said.

      “You know what I meant--“

      “It’s not an equivalency,” Lee said. “Cows and sheep don’t communicate. The rolegurdaüdi are not just beasts. They—”

      “I suppose it is slightly more reasonable to bring them inside than Fritz,” Nikolai said, musing. “They will, at least, probably be able to fit through our main doors. Or, if not, through the freight doors.”

      Nikolai pulled open a narrow drawer and grabbed a roll of paper out. He went to spread it on his desk, and realized the problem: no room. Instead, he spread it out against a wall.

      “Your grace, if you would be so kind as to hold this,” he said, gesturing at the drawing with his nose.

      I walked over and held the drawing for him. He was looking at the plans for MountainHome.

      He traced a few hallways with his fingers, muttering to himself.

      “The rolegurdaüdi could fit in many spaces on the first level, likely into the farms,” he said, though it wasn’t clear if he was speaking to us or himself. “Of course, then, how do we keep them from just gorging themselves on the crops? Feeding them could be very difficult.”

      “They seemed to fend for themselves quite well at the lake,” Lee offered. “I think they’re only coming back here because we all left. They seem to think they’re part of Coggeshall—”

      “They are part of Coggeshall,” I interjected.

      “Right. I’m trying to say that I don’t think they’ll be staying here long term is all. Once the crews head back to finish the wall and the fort, and once the fort is staffed, they’ll probably go back there.”

      Nikolai nodded and then sat down. I stood there with the map a moment longer before I realized Nikolai was done with it. I rolled the map up and handed it to an anxiously waiting prinky. The little guy calmed down as soon as he had a job to do, as if taking the map, returning it to the drawer and closing the drawer was completing his life’s work. Nikolai stared at the prinky, not realizing it was there.

      “Gah,” he said, almost jumping out of his chair. He turned and glared at me. “No more pebbles.”

      I held both hands up, innocent.

      “Are there any others we should expect to join us inside MountainHome?” Nikolai asked. “New friends you’re bringing home, perhaps, your grace?”

      “The Brownies,” I said. “I think they’re planning on spending that night with us.”

      Nikolai’s eyebrows went up. “A spot of good news.”

      “That’s good news?”

      “Brownies are no fans of fiends. They will likely be strident defenders of MountainHome. And might also provide more of a distraction for those who find being stuck inside for thirty-six hours difficult.”

      “Why are you looking at me?” I asked Nikolai before I noticed Lee was also staring.

      “You are exactly the type to think he can go toe-to-toe with a fiend and decide to take a walk—” Nikolai started.

      “You mentioned bounty hunters—”

      Nikolai shook his head. “No.”

      “No what?”

      “Do not seek to collect bounties.”

      “On who?”

      “Fiends.”

      “Someone put bounties on them?”

      “Yes. Celestials put bounties on fiends. And considering it is much easier to stalk and kill a fiend when it is on this plane, there are some who seek their fortunes on Fiends’ Night. But those fools are rarely considered good people — most often they are nearly as bad as the fiends, more than willing to put others at risk just to snare their bounty.”

      “But why—”

      “Your grace,” Nikolai said, “the coming winter is long. I daresay we will have ample chance to speak about a grand number of things then, when there are not a million things to do. Right now is not one of those moments, as we have less than two days to accomplish everything we’ve already started. You need to talk to Eliza Northwoods and make sure she understands the truth of the situation.”

      “She does—”

      “The full truth,” Nikolai snapped. “She was in Osterstadt — she deserves to know the complete picture. “

      “Um, okay, but—”

      “And Lee, you have several projects you are involved in, yes?”

      “I do.”

      “Do you have any more questions on Fiends’ Night?”

      “Not as of yet.”

      “Then please see if you might assist Harmut with the ballroom. And, if you don’t mind, perhaps see if you might explain the coming event to Darius. I believe everyone else will understand the seriousness of the night...”

      Lee nodded, then got to his feet.

      Nikolai didn’t wait for us to leave before he dug back into the stacks of paper on his desk.
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      After the meeting, I had to go outside. It was too stuffy inside. Which, sure, bode somewhat poorly considering how long I’d have to spend inside coming up. But there was a chance the stuffiness was because of the council meeting and all that Nikolai time.

      Outside, snow was still falling, though not as heavily. Now it was more gentle, like the god of snow was dancing around the landscape. Men and women in legion armor were out in force with shovels, clearing all our various pathways, as well as the walls and stairways. Other legion members followed with buckets of sand and salt, ensuring the stairs and walls would remain clear throughout the storm.

      Not wanting to get in the way, I veered off the walkway, trudging into the snow, which was easily past two feet. I made it about ten yards before I heard snow crunching behind me.

      I stopped, but didn’t turn around.

      “Your grace,” a woman’s voice said.

      Bah. I had to turn around.

      A young woman in the Northwoods colors and trim curtsied.

      “My lady requests your presence for a morning tea,” she said through chattering teeth. She was not at all dressed for the cold. Her dress dragged in the snow and was soaked almost up to her waist.

      “Of course,” I said. “Though might I request carrying you back inside to the warmth?”

      “Your grace?” she asked, confused.

      “Like this,” I said, and picked up her with one arm, letting her perch on my shoulder.

      She giggled, but nodded.

      I held her in place, and we went back to MountainHome.

      Once inside, she directed me to Eliza’s chambers.

      MountainHome felt like a giant maze at this point. One thing I was determined to do over this Fiends’ Night nonsense was get to know the layout of the place. Intricately, so I didn’t need help getting anywhere, and I never got lost. Which wasn’t exactly a thing that could happen indoors to me, — once I went somewhere, I knew the way, thanks to my Labyrinthine Recall ability — but you know, I needed to actually know the place.
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        * * *

      

      You have been offered a quest:

      Get to know MountainHome

      Get a good map of your home in your head.

      Reward for success: Know where you are.

      Penalty for failure (or refusal): none

      Yes/No
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        * * *

      

      Fantastic! Another silly quest. Which reminded me: I had made no progress on finding out who cleaned up in Coggeshall.

      Eliza lived up several levels, near-ish to where my own quarters were, at least in height. Her chambers, however, were more to the west than my own.

      My escort, a lady-in-waiting named Anna Ellingham, went in first while I waited outside.

      It gave me a moment to look at myself. I still had on my armor, more set for guarding than for tea. It wasn’t a full-plate harness, just some chain over a thin gambeson and under a Coggeshall tabard. I had a sword on one hip and a knapsack on the other. Mud and snow caked my boots. I was really killing it on that whole ‘look-like-a-duke’ thing.

      The door opened and Priscilla, a lady-in-waiting who was clearly also a guard, stood there. No smile. She looked me up and down, and frowned a little.

      “Your grace,” she said, with that perfect tone implying that I was not worth the title, “my lady will see you now.”

      “Thank you,” I said, giving her a slight bow of the head.

      I walked inside and saw that it was basically a tea party. Even though I made sure there was a big smile on my face, I felt like they had arranged everything to make me feel as awkward as possible.

      First, the table was almost comically small, with chairs that were surely meant for children. In fact, there were two actual children at the table with Eliza, two young girls who wore the dark blue of Glaton, and had their hair up in intricate braids.

      Eliza looked up at me and beamed.

      “Your grace,” she said, standing up out of a chair that was too small even for her. “It honors us you were able to clear some time out of your schedule to visit us.”

      “Ah, I,” I stammered, “of course.”

      “Have a seat?”

      I looked at the seat, and said a quick prayer to all the gods on my side that it would hold.

      Of course, given Mister Paul’s sense of humor...

      I sat down in the tiny chair, and heard the strain my bulk put on the wood.

      My knees went out to the side and rested above the table.

      “Gloves off at the table, please,” Eliza said.

      I pulled my heavy leather gloves off and set them to the side, where Priscilla quickly snatched them.

      My sword was digging into my stomach at a strange angle, and I had to take a moment to rearrange things to get it to not stick into me or the table.

      “Sheesh,” I said, making a face at the little girls.

      They giggled a little, then looked over at Eliza and sat up straight.

      “Duke Coggeshall,” Eliza said, fully serious, “may I present Lady Nerissa Rosewall and Lady Emma Wraight.”

      Both little girls hopped up from their seats and did a curtsy.

      I swallowed a sigh, and got to my feet and gave them a bow.

      “A pleasure to meet you, Lady Rosewall and Lady Wraight,” I said.

      The girls giggled as I went through the total nonsense of sitting down again, despite getting stern looks from Eliza, whom I could tell was enjoying this remarkably.

      “Tea?” Eliza asked.

      The girls nodded enthusiastically, so I did the same.

      Eliza gave me a look. She was doing a lot of look-giving.

      “Yes, please,” I said.

      Eliza nodded, as if that was the preferred response to the question.

      Anna Ellingham, the lady-in-waiting, came over with a teapot. She poured tea into cups so tiny that I couldn’t even fit my pinky in the handle.

      Someone delivered very dainty cakes and set them in the middle of the table. Each cake was about the size of a quarter, and maybe half an inch tall. Each was frosted in a bright color, and there was an impressive variety of shades.

      I reached for one, but Eliza’s hand snapped out and smacked mine.

      “Young ladies first, your grace,” she said.

      The girls’ eyes went wide, as if they couldn’t believe Eliza had hit me.

      I winked at them and pushed the plate a little closer.

      The girls hesitated, one looking to the other before digging in.

      “These ladies were recently in Osterstadt,” Eliza said. “And they mentioned how much they would like to thank you for saving them.”

      “I, uh—” I started, but somehow, magically it seemed, Eliza stomped on my foot. I didn’t even see her leg move.

      I gritted my teeth.

      “Lady Rosewall?” Eliza said.

      “Um,” the little girl said, pushing an errant ringlet back into her updo. “Thank you for saving me, your grace.”

      “You are most welcome,” I said.

      “Thank you for saving me,” Lady Wraight said, spraying cake crumbs all across the table.

      “You are most welcome as well,” I said.

      Eliza gave me the slightest of nods, then mouthed, “thank you” to me.

      I smiled at her.

      “Would you like a cake?” the little Lady Rosewall asked before adding, “your grace,” after a glare from Eliza.

      “I would love one,” I said, delicately taking one tiny cake and popping it into my mouth. I managed to keep a straight face as I ate the thing, which was so unbelievably sweet I felt like my teeth were actively decaying while I chewed.

      Thank the gods I had the tea, even if it was only about one sip. So, you know, one tooth saved.

      “More tea?” Eliza asked.
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      I handled my first tea party quite well, if I do say so myself. I laughed at the little jokes; I did my best to make little jokes, and I purposefully fell off my chair twice, to the extreme delight of the little girls.

      Finally, once the girls were stuffed with cake and we had gone through the entire teapot, the little ones were taken to another room, and I got to stand up and stretch.

      Eliza waited for the door to shut before turning back to me.

      “Thank you, your grace,” she said.

      “Not sure what it was I did, but you’re welcome,” I replied with a smile.

      “Those two are the heads of their houses now,” Eliza said, a sad look coming across her eyes. “They lost their parents in Osterstadt.”

      “Well shit,” I said.

      “It is not your fault, Duke Coggeshall.”

      “Still feels, I mean—”

      “Painful.”

      “Yes.”

      “I know you are probably already feeling rage and thinking of violence. Right?”

      “Maybe,” I lied. I was. I wanted to go throttle Bottes, see the look on his face when there weren’t a thousand mercenaries around to protect him.

      “It is not the time nor the place for that,” she said. “They need you here. There are many who need to see you here. To be a calm and kind leader. They have seen the horror of the mob, and there is genuine fear running through these noble families. Whatever you may think of them, know that they are nearly all looking to you.”

      “I am here.”

      “And you need to act like a duke to them.”

      “More tea parties?”

      She smiled, and crossed the room to stand near one of her windows. She was a lucky one to have windows.

      “Perhaps,” she said. “Nerissa and Emma are hardly the only orphans made that night. I wasn’t quite sure what to expect from you when I asked you to come. I thought, perhaps, you might not know how to act around children, but, I mean—”

      “I’m basically a child myself?”

      “I did not mean to imply that—”

      “You didn’t. I get it.”

      “I do not think that, just--“

      “How private is this place?” I asked.

      “This room?” she looked around, eyes wide. “What exactly do you intend to do with me here?”

      “Definitely not what you’re imagining right now.”

      She blushed. “I would never—”

      “Sure,” I said, pretending I didn’t see how red her cheeks were. “I need to talk to you about Osterstadt.”

      She flicked a fan open and fanned her face.

      “A moment,” she said.

      She left the room.

      I walked over to the windows and peered out.

      She had a pleasant view. Lots of snow and trees. Interestingly, her rooms were past the walls, so I was actually looking down into the area we’d cleared in front of the walls. Leaning against the windows and looking to the west, I could see the snow-covered trees getting taller and thicker. Luckily, I couldn’t see anything moving about.

      I felt a hand on my shoulder, and turned to see Eliza.

      She had a small piece of paper and held it to me.
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        * * *

      

      While this burns, we will have privacy.
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        * * *

      

      I nodded at her. She took the piece of paper, and set it in a small metal bowl, then lit it from the candle. It felt like the air pressure in the room changed.

      “We didn’t get the guy in Osterstadt,” I blurted. “The Master, I mean. Well, I mean, we got A master, but not The Master.”

      “That is less than ideal,” she said. “Will we have to go back—”

      “No,” I interrupted, worried about running out of time. “For better or worse, The Master has come to us.”

      “Come to— he is here?”

      “He is somewhere in Coggeshall, yes.”

      “Then—”

      “That’s why Emeline is staying with me. We believe she’ll be targeted if she’s on her own, and—”

      “And she can use sleeping with you as a cover. I understand.”

      “Right. And it’s why we can’t let anyone else leave.”

      “That is what you were trying to tell me at breakfast.”

      “It was. I’m sorry, but—”

      “No,” she said, waving my apology away, “It is fine. We need to keep everyone here and act as though everything is normal so The Master does not suspect we know he is here. But I assume you plan to find and kill him?”

      “That’s the plan, yes.”

      “Not exactly the most elegant of plans, but I suppose it is for the best.”

      “If we can’t get him before Fiends’ Night ends, we’ll probably be forced to let him go.”

      “You would let someone go?”

      “I mean, not if I can help it.”

      “If we are to remain normal, I suppose that means I must still be mean to you,” she said, with a smile I was not liking.

      “I guess, but—”

      “After all, you denied my request to leave, and are sleeping with a trollop.”

      “Why would you care about the trollop?”

      “I wouldn’t,” she said remarkably quickly. “It’s just, I mean, I don’t care. I shouldn’t. I don’t. At all.”

      “Okay then,” I said. “That’s settled.”

      “I can do my best to make sure the newcomers do not push too hard to leave,” she mused, happy to change the topic but very much blushing again. “And perhaps I can do something to help with the ball. You are having a ball, correct?”

      “We are—” I started, but I noticed the paper flare up before disappearing into ash.

      “I agree, your grace,” Eliza blurted. “That might behoove my family back in central Glaton, but my father and I are currently focused on our holdings here, near Coggeshall and Osterstadt.”

      She gave me a curt nod.

      “I appreciate you listening to my, um,” I started, but froze.

      “Proposal,” she offered.

      “Right,” I said and snapped my fingers. “My proposal. For—”

      She shook her head, and it dawned on me there was no need to get into the specifics of our fake trade conversation.

      “Thank you for the tea,” I said, giving her a slight bow.

      “You honor me with your visit, your grace,” she replied.

      Priscilla walked into the room, seemingly for the express purpose of opening the door back to MountainHome, and stood there, stern faced, until I left.
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      With nothing else on my calendar — and, frankly, not having a calendar — I made my way down to the smithy.

      It was loud, hot, and dirty. A place where I felt like I was actually fit to be.

      I heard hammering and felt the heat rising as soon as I got near.

      Inside was exactly as I’d hoped: busy. The forges were glowing, and metal was being made and formed. It was amazing to watch.

      Because it was so busy and loud, no one seemed to notice me leaning against the back wall. I just got to watch the goings on of the smithy. Swords being made by one apprentice, armor hammered out by another. On the opposite forge, iron gates were being put together. At the far end, bronze was being poured into moulds.

      But then someone saw me, and work stopped. Narfin, the head blacksmith’s apprentice, went sprinting.

      A moment later, Zoey came trotting back, trying to finish what looked like an egg sandwich before coming into the smithy.

      “You didn’t—” I started, but Zoey shook her head.

      “What can I do for you, your grace?” she asked.

      “I was just, um, watching,” I said.

      “Watching us?”

      “Yep. Just—”

      “Are you looking to learn the trade?”

      “I mean, no, not— just, I mean, just—”

      “Can we use you for measurements?”

      “Me? Sure?”

      She nodded, and pulled me over to a small raised platform.

      “Stand here,” she said.

      I nodded.

      “Disrobe,” she said.

      I sighed, and started pulling everything off.

      Narfin gathered up my chain, my gambeson, my belt, and then stopped me before I pulled off my pants and shirt.

      “She just meant your armor,” Narfin said.

      She carefully folded my things and set them in a clean space before draping a heavy tarp over them.

      I frowned, but then realized everywhere else was covered in ash. She was trying to keep my things clean. Nice of her.

      Zoey, along with some assistants, came back with all sorts of armor and leather for me to try on. Zoey worked to put together my full plate harness. It was different being dressed in the armor by professionals. Everything fit, for one. And when something didn’t fit, they changed it out to something that did. The armor hung off my harness, and me, in a way that was actually pretty comfortable. I mean, I wasn’t about to sleep in it, but I felt like I could wear it all day without trouble.

      At the start, nearly everything was for fit, finding the individual bits of armor that went together. Which gauntlets worked best with which vambrace. Which vambrace guard covered my couter (ha) well enough to keep my elbow protected while still giving me full range of motion swinging weapons. At which point they would give me weapons and have me run through various exercises to make sure I had as much motion as I wanted. Or needed. In some cases the range wasn’t there, and I’d break the armor. Most often the leather, but a few times I bent pieces out of place. After all sorts of that fun, they moved on to more aesthetic pieces. How should the helm look, how should the pauldrons fit on my shoulders. What made me look menacing, firm, scary, and other adjectives.

      The whole time, of course, Zoey made notes, writing every last detail down.

      After a few hours of playing metallic dress-up, Narfin gave me my original mail back and pushed me out the door so I’d stop being a nuisance. Naturally, I didn’t think I was being a nuisance; I was just standing there. But then again, the workers didn’t seem to get much work done around me. Even the smiths who weren’t actively on my armor crew kept bringing their pieces to me to get my opinion on things. I supposed it made sense, since I was a bit like a celebrity who also had the ability to give them raises. Or whatever other niceties nobles could dole out.

      Once out of the smithy, I stood in the hallway for a few minutes, just feeling good about not being touched for a hot minute. And speaking of hot, I was burning up. How the smiths handled being inside with the forges and furnaces all day was beyond me.

      I needed to go outside.
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      One thing about being the duke that I like, and there really aren’t too many, is if I’m walking with purpose and a stern face, nobody asks me nothing. Everyone just moves out of the way.

      I put on my stern face, and I stomped through the halls until I got outside. I felt like I was steaming as I plowed through the ever-increasing snow. A few kids were outside, however — some I recognized, most I did not — and even though I had my stern face on, I couldn’t help but smile as I saw a snowball fight break out.

      I was tempted to join in, but before I even bent down to make a monster snowball, the oft-repeated words of all my advisors came back to me: I needed to act like a duke and be seen to be a duke.

      Snowball fights were likely not in the realm of duke-appropriate activities. I had that book of etiquette, so I could go upstairs and look and see where snowball fights were ranked, but a quick glance up at my balcony reminded me of how many stairs there were between me and said book. Also, Emeline was probably still there, and I just felt awkward around her. And around Eliza.

      I shook my head, and continued on through the snow, bound for witches.

      Their little camp looked positively pastoral, covered in snow. The tents seemed to hold up fine against the weight of the snow, but it was rather clear no one had been outside since the snow started falling, as my footsteps were the first there. The little wooden patios in front of their tents were covered in snow as well.

      I summoned a host of prinkies and got them cleaning up the snow, brushing it off the patios, making walkways.

      “I’m not sure that’s necessary,” Cicily Bixby called out from her porch, a steaming mug between her hands. She was bundled up with blankets upon blankets.

      “Noticed you didn’t come out until your porch was clear,” I replied, stepping around a busy prinky.

      “There are apprentices who need to get their butts to work. Now what will I have them do?”

      “Move your camp inside, perhaps.”

      She leaned out to look up at the sky and promptly got a snowflake right in her eye. She winced and rubbed at it.

      “The weather in your valley is a little less accommodating than our own,” she said.

      “Very true.”

      “I take it our interior quarters are not yet ready?”

      “You know, I haven’t actually checked on that. I could check, but—”

      “Nonsense, there are plenty of others who can do that for you. That a duke comes to visit is an honor itself, and you do too much for us as it is. You will only find we sully your reputation.”

      “Bah,” I said. “What’s the use of having a reputation if not for sullying it?”

      She laughed, and took a large gulp from her mug.

      “You often come with questions, lord duke,” she started. “Is there something I can help you with this day?”

      With a vague wave of her hand, the wood of Cicily’s porch lifted to create a small chair that fit her perfectly. She sat down with a sigh, and then sort of set her mug down in the air, where it balanced as if it were on a table.

      “I, uh,” I started, but shook my head, “that’s a neat trick there.”

      “A mere trifle of magic,” she said, looking at the mug in the air. “Though if you fail to use your magic, you tend to lose your magic.”

      “I’ve noticed that. Fiends’ Night.”

      “You wish to discuss Fiends’ Night?”

      “Yes. Do you, I mean, obviously you know about it, but—”

      “You wish to know our plans?”

      “Yes.”

      “We have weathered many a Fiends’ Night before, my lord duke. We will be fine within our small camp of little tents.”

      “You could come inside if you want—”

      “I fear your MountainHome will be quite crowded--“

      “We’re family here,” I said. “We can always make room.”

      “I daresay, the cold is more of an issue for us than the Fiends. Most any fiend knows better than to get into a mix with a coven of witches.”

      As soon as the porch to our left had been swept off, the tent door opened, and a younger woman with a bouffant of red hair stepped out. She also had a steaming mug.

      “Good morning, Cicily,” she said.

      “Careena,” Cicily replied.

      “I overheard a bit of your talk,” Careena said. “The joys of living in tents: thin walls. But there is something you should know about this Fiends’ Night. I fear it will be a big one.”

      “Is this just a feeling?” I asked. “Or do you have something to back this up?”

      “Careena does have some skills in divination,” Cicily said. “As well as deeper planar abilities than any other witches.”

      “Planar abilities?” I asked. “You mean like carpentry?”

      Careena tilted her head to the side and then looked over at Cicily. Both women shook their heads.

      “Not in the slightest, Duke Coggeshall,” Careena replied. “It references abilities dealing with the other planes of existence.”

      “Like the hells.”

      “Yes, or the Shadow Realm. Or the Elemental planes. Or even the Outer Madness if I am feeling adventurous. I spend some time every day examining the boundaries nearest our own, seeing if there are weaknesses, or if entities are pushing against those boundaries. This is a means of defense. Given that our magic sometimes derives power from extra-planar entities, we need to know what is happening around us. Is this sufficient to understand that I am not just giving you the results of my feelings?”

      “I didn’t mean it that way.”

      “Of course. I have been following the boundary between our plane and the hells as it approaches Fiends’ Night. There will likely be a very large rift in this valley. I imagine the traffic through our little region will be quite, well, thick.”

      “You think some more powerful devils might come through?” Cicily asked.

      “I am all but assured of it.”

      “Okay, but why?” I asked. “Why would they come here?”

      Cicily shrugged.

      “There could be many reasons,” Careena said. She pulled the same move as Cicily, doing a little wave to pull a seat out of the wood, then sitting on it.

      I was left standing out in the snow, but I felt it suited me better. It was cold on my bare head, and it made me realize I needed to pay a visit to the Dwarven beard doctor.

      “Have you been digging deeper in the planes?” Cicily asked, in that sort of teacherly way, where she already knew the answer.

      “Not exactly,” Careena said. “I’m merely saying that there are reasons why devils choose where to visit on their night.”

      “Shouldn’t they go somewhere with lots of people?” I asked. “Lots of souls?”

      “Sometimes,” Careena said.

      “Who knows the minds of the fiends,” Cicily interjected quickly. She shot a dark look to her underling.

      “The headmistress makes a good point,” Careena said, eyes cast downward. “It is impossible to know why fiends do what they do when they do what they do.”

      I sighed, knowing there was more going on they were unwilling to reveal. I mean, it was obvious. But what was the best way to find out? I still needed these women as allies. Didn’t I? I needed to talk to Nikolai.

      “Ladies,” I said, “it is always a pleasure to visit with you. However, with the night coming, there are many things that need to happen.”

      “The offer to come into MountainHome for the Night,” Cicily said suddenly, “is that still open?”

      “Of course.”

      “We will take you up on that, if you don’t mind.”

      “Great,” I said. “I can--“

      Cicily waved her hand at me. “There is nothing else for you to do for us. We have younglings that need work. They will move everything. Just tell us where to go.”

      “Look for Nikolai,” I said, starting to walk back.” I’ll make sure he’s got a spot for you.”
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      “A spot for who?” Nikolai asked.

      “The witches,” I said.

      “They’re coming inside too? Are you insane?”

      “Why?”

      “Where are they going to go?”

      “I don’t know, they’re pretty small.“

      “We’re bursting at the seams, Montana! You can’t just—”

      “I already did.”

      “And you leave it to me to clean up the mess, right?”

      “Isn’t that your fucking job?”

      “It is, my lord duke. But perhaps you could hold off on piling more mess on top until I’ve cleaned up the rest.”

      “When it rains, it pours.”

      “What a stupid phrase. Sometimes it barely sprinkles.”

      “Sometimes you barely sprinkle.”

      “What does that even mean?”

      “Just a bad dick joke.”

      “Terrible. I’ve half a mind to find a bard to teach you some actual humor.”

      “Right after the etiquette lessons.”

      “We’ve seen how well those have been going.”

      “Sometimes I think Eliza has ulterior motives in our meetings,” I said.

      “Sometimes?” Nikolai asked, eyes wide. “Sometimes? She always has ulterior motives. She’s a lady of an ambitious house. Of course she has ulterior motives.”

      “Okay, but I think—”

      “I will stop you right there for the moment,” Nikolai snapped. “Does this thought have to do with Fiends’ Night?”

      “No, not really.”

      “Then we will table it until after we’ve dealt with Fiends’ Night.”

      “I think the witches know a bit more about Fiends’ Night than we do.”

      “I would expect as much. They are witches.”

      “What does that mean?”

      “It is not unusual for witches to traffic with devils, demons, and other extra-planar entities.”

      “You think they’re in league with the fiends coming here?”

      “There is always that possibility, your grace.”

      “Which is why you don’t want to let them inside?”

      “I would not phrase it quite so bluntly, but that is certainly a worry.”

      “One of them, Careena, sounded like she’s tapped into things a bit more. She was saying there’s going to be a large breach in our valley—”

      “Well shit.”

      “—and I think she’s got some idea as to why, but Cicily the head witch didn’t want her to talk.”

      “Shit again.”

      “You think they’re planning something?”

      “I think everyone is planning something,” Nikolai replied with a sigh. “Do I think they aim to betray us? No. And yet...we do present quite an offering. They open the doors to the fiends, and the fiends feast on the thousands of souls inside Coggeshall. Likely plenty of power to come down to the witches from their new fiend friends. Perhaps even enough to take on the spiders in their home valley...”

      “And then they’re back home with no overlord.”

      “Except the fiends.”

      “Potentially the fiends. And even if they have a fiend overlord, which I doubt that would be how they structure the deal, that fiend would be more hands-off than we are.”

      “Well shit.”

      “Yes.”

      “We could uninvite them, I guess.”

      “Yes, but then you risk looking evil for sticking a group of your followers outside in cold during Fiends’ Night.”

      “Better than damning all the rest of my people to the hells.”

      “If that is what is happening.”

      “You just said that’s what’s happening.”

      “I pointed out a possibility.”

      “Seems pretty fucking likely to me.”

      “Have they shown even a hint of disloyalty so far?”

      “Not that I’ve noticed.”

      “Then what will your rationale be for denying them access?”

      “Out of room.”

      “Really, your grace?”

      “Now I’m fucking paranoid.”

      “As well you should be. All the damn time.”

      “This whole ruling shit sucks.”

      “Agreed.”

      “Then why the fuck are we doing it?”

      “Because who else would you put in our place?”

      “Um, anyone?”

      “You have the joy of saying that because there is likely no single person in the Empire, right now, who can force you to do anything. You have the strength and prowess to fight for the freedom to live as you please. But what of all the rest—”

      “Let’s table this talk for later as well.”

      Nikolai leaned back in his chair and crossed his arms across his chest. He gave me a smarmy sort of smile, and nodded.

      “As you wish, your grace,” he said.

      “Eliza introduced me to some orphan girls,” I replied. “What’s going to happen to them?”

      “That depends largely on their social station.”

      “Ladies.”

      “They belong to a house?”

      “Yes. Eliza told me they were the head of their houses now.”

      “If they have a house, it is very likely there are other members of the house somewhere in the Empire who will come to gather their new charge.”

      “What if they were like Benedict?” I asked, thinking back to my adopted father.

      “Cleeve? If they were like Cleeve, then they will be alone.”

      “That’s—”

      “Do not even think of adopting them, your grace. That is not a position you are ready for.”

      “I was thinking you could adopt them.”

      The smile vanished. Nikolai shook his head.

      “No,” he said.

      “I feel like it’s something I could order you to do. Like, as a duke.”

      “Your grace—”

      “Definitely as a member of my hirð.”

      “Montana.”

      I smiled and winked. “But maybe we should table this conversation as well.”

      “We shall never have this conversation again. Now, can you let me clean up your messes for a little while before—”

      “Can we talk to fiends?”

      “I’m sorry?”

      “The fiends. Can we talk to them?”

      “Yes. They are mostly intelligent beings, but—”

      “Can’t we ask why they’re coming here?”

      “You would need to find a way to contact them for that to happen, a summoning ritual of some sort. And then you would need to trade them for the information, which will likely wind up with you getting the shit end of the deal, being that all they do is make deals. It would be better, I believe, to hunker down and make sure we have our doors and windows guarded, to ignore any and all fiendly dealings.”

      “Okay then. I leave you to my messes.”

      “Thank you, your grace. I will make sure the witches have a safe spot to spend Fiends’ Night.”
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      I realized it felt odd to get to eat all the meals I wanted during a day. Being back in Coggeshall meant food was always available. It made me happy I could provide that for so many people.

      I wandered into the second-floor cantina, the more reserved of the two, and loaded a plate full of steak and bread. Then I grabbed a mug of mead and a bowl of greens. I spotted a table way off to one side, near the windows, and sat down, happy to eat by myself. I dug in.

      Three bites of steak later, and Ragnar sat down across from me, a plate of fish held between his paws. The lutra looked at me with his otter-like eyes and winked.

      “Ragnar,” I said.

      “Boss,” he replied.

      And then we ate.

      Skeld came next, and sat to my right. Once upon a time, he’d been a lutra like Ragnar. Now he was more like a wolverine. I noticed his plate reflected that change: he had more land-based food. Which could just have been a coincidence, but I doubted it.

      Then Bear the brownie materialized out of thin air, and sat down in a floating magical throne next to Skeld, putting her at appropriate table height.

      “Could just get you a high chair,” I said.

      Bear glared at me, then flicked her hand. A bright line of arcane sparkles shot from her hand to my chair, and the chair disappeared.

      I fell to the floor with an undignified thump.

      “Guess I can just get a chair,” I said, slowly getting up and rubbing my thumped rump.

      “Gotta watch out for brownies,” Tarryn said, stepping around me to take a spot at the table.

      “What is this?” I asked, looking at the bulk of my hirð gathered in front of me. “Were you just waiting for me to eat so you could gang up on me or something?”

      “Or something,” Tarryn said as he blew on a spoonful of hot soup.

      New chair placed, I sat back down.

      “Is this a meeting?” I asked. “An intervention?”

      “Think it’s just lunch time,” Ragnar replied.

      I shrugged. That worked for me.

      We ate in a comfortable silence; I think all enjoying being inside, safe, warm, and fed. It seemed, in this life at least, that that was a rarity.

      Ragnar finished his plate of fish and practically ran to get an entire pie for himself. He brought the pie back and dug into it with gusto, inhaling the berries in an almost dangerous fashion.

      “Slow down,” I said. “Chew your food.”

      “Don’t have pie out in the field,” Ragnar said through a full mouth, spraying crumbs in a red berry mist across the table.

      “Knock it off,” Skeld snapped.

      Ragnar dutifully slowed down.

      “Tarryn,” I started, “do you know any summoning magic?”

      He paused with his fork in his mouth, and looked over at me, his eyes wide. Slowly, he shook his head.

      “Pity,” I said. “What about Essie or Mercy?”

      “I doubt it,” Tarryn said. “Though I suppose it would depend largely on what you are trying to summon.”

      “A fiend.”

      Everyone at the table stopped eating.

      “To ask about Fiends’ Night. That’s all,” I said.

      “That is, I mean,” Tarryn stammered, “I cannot imagine why you would do that.”

      “To find out why they’re coming to our valley.”

      “Who?”

      “The fiends.”

      “They go most everywhere on Fiends’ Night.”

      “Sure, but supposedly there’s going to be a large rift in this valley, with a whole host of them coming here. I want to understand why.”

      “There are quite a few people here,” Skeld said. “And we’re a new village. They might think we’ll be ill prepared, and that makes us a tempting target.”

      “You think it’s better than Osterstadt?” I asked. “They’ve got thousands upon thousands of people. We’re at, what, twenty-five hundred?”

      “A tad over five thousand,” Bear the brownie offered.

      “What? That’s wild.”

      “You keep bringing people home. All the Imperial refugees from Osterstadt.”

      “We have nearly half a legion,” Skeld said.

      “Yeah, but,” I stammered. “Well, I mean, I guess that sounds right.”

      “Speaking of newcomers,” Skeld said, “you might want to work on getting some of them to stay here.”

      “Me? Why me? And don’t say because I’m the duke.”

      “I mean,” Ragnar said, “you are.”

      “Yeah, but—”

      “And the Hero of Osterstadt,” Bear offered.

      “Okay, but—”

      “And somehow surprisingly charismatic,” Tarryn added.

      “Surprising?”

      “Was to me,” Bear said.

      “Any tips on who I should get to stay here?” I asked.

      “Arno,” Bear offered quickly.

      “Wait, can you summon—”

      “Not doing it,” Bear said.

      “Why not?”

      “It’s a terrible idea.”

      “Don’t you think it would be good to know why they’re coming here?”

      “Why would they tell you the truth? And even if they did, what would you do with that knowledge? Go out and fight them?”

      “Maybe.”

      “Yeah, that’s going to end well,” Ragnar said. “You kill a few, then the big ones come and stomp all over you. And then all over us.”

      “We’ve got half a legion, some of another legion, and a goodly chunk of the last Emperor’s thingmen. You think we’d just get steamrolled?”

      “One,” Ragnar replied, “I have no idea what a steamroll is.”

      “It’s—”

      “Context clues pretty much clear it up — I get it. Two, yes. Whatever a steamroll does, a host of fiends would do that to us. Even if we had an entire Legion. Or two. Don’t you think armies would fight them off if they could? It’d be a massive XP boost, and you’d get showered in favors and riches from the celestial bounties. But no one would think about hitting fiends this close to a rift.”

      “Why?”

      “Because where do you think they get their reinforcements? Do you know how many fiends there actually are?”

      “I’m assuming a lot.”

      “More than a lot,” Bear said.

      “Millions upon millions,” Tarryn said.

      “And even the little ones have powers we don’t,” Ragnar said.

      “And powers I don’t have,” Bear said.

      “We haven’t even talked about the princes of darkness. You attract their attention, and someone will have to scrape us off their infernal hooves.”

      “The princes of darkness?”

      “The ones who rule over the hells.”

      “Why would they come here?”

      “They tend to frown on losing too many fiends. The whole thing is supposed to be when they build their numbers and power.”

      “Why?”

      I got some weird looks, and then Ragnar started nodding.

      “Sorry,” he said. “I just, I mean, lately I’ve been forgetting where you come from. So, I just, you don’t know.”

      “Sorry,” Tarryn said.

      “Stop apologizing,” I snapped. “I need to know this stuff, so tell me.”

      “The hells act as a beachhead, or a backstop I suppose, depending on your point of view,” Tarryn started.

      “Bulwark,” Skeld offered.

      “Right, that was the b-word I was looking for. A bulwark. They’re the line of defense between our plane and some of the more, um, terrible chunks of the universe. In particular, they have to go up against the Outside and the Abyss. Lots of nasties there who’d like nothing more than to sow destruction and chaos. And because the Hells do that, an agreement was brokered, which, among other things, allowed for Fiends’ Night.”

      “Seems mostly fair. But, I mean, if everyone can just stay inside their home, who—”

      “Fools,” Tarryn said. “And certain prisoners.”

      “Prisoners?”

      “Sometimes. In some places. At least, so I’ve heard.”

      “It’s true,” Bear said. “At least as far as I have seen. Several nations use Fiends’ Night to get rid of their incarcerated. One night of ‘executions.’”

      “Why doesn’t Glaton do it that way?”

      “Don’t you think it a bit horrific to sentence someone to a lifetime in the Hells for a wrong they may have committed here,” Ragnar asked as he threw a bite of pie into the air to catch in his mouth.

      “Good point,” I said, thinking back to my own brush with execution. Just getting my head cut off seemed barbaric. And while I had no idea what it was like being taken by a fiend, I couldn’t imagine it was a pleasant experience. Was it like dying? Did the fiend gain your soul through destruction of your corporeal form, or was your corporeal form taken down into the hells back through the portal? Also a good time to bring up the question: where did I learn the term corporeal?

      “Listen,” Tarryn said, “I think I speak for all of us here at the hirð table when I say that Fiends’ Night is strange and scary, but we’ve all been through it more than a few times. The best thing to do is hunker down inside with a good book and a glass of wine.”

      “Or a good nighttime companion,” Ragnar said, elbowing Skeld hard enough to edge the wolverine almost off his chair.

      “I don’t know what you’re talking about,” Skeld said in a monotone.

      “Hunker down and get rid of reasons to go outside,” Bear said. “That’s the way to go about it.”

      “What were the centaurs doing?” I asked.

      “When?” Ragnar asked.

      “When you left?”

      “Running races.”

      “Races?”

      Skeld nodded. “That is certainly what it seemed.”

      “That’s odd. Do you think they’ve got a setup for Fiends’ Night?”

      “Their camp is fully assembled. Plenty of closed structures that could easily be made into ‘homes.’”

      “Any chance you got more information about the culling?”

      “The culling? Nothing that I heard. Still a mystery.”

      “Makes me wonder how I’m supposed to be involved with whatever it might be.”

      “What if the culling is just them forcing all their undesirables outside for fiends to take?” Bear asked, munching on an apple.

      “You mean, like, they just kick everyone out of their tents and let the fiends come and do what they will?” I asked.

      “Seems in the realm of possibility,” Skeld said. “They weren’t, um, I am trying to find a way to describe their actions while being polite and—”

      “Don’t be polite,” I said.

      “It seemed like they’re the types to take the easy way out with unpleasant things.”

      “Well shit,” I said, pushing back from the table.

      “But you’d want to talk to Lee before you get anything into your head,” Ragnar blurted. “He spent more time watching the centaurs than anyone else.”

      “Guess I’m off to find Lee.”

      “Any chance you know where Amber is?” Ragnar hollered as I strode away.

      “No,” Skeld answered for me.
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      It was always harder to find someone in Vuldranni than I wanted it to be. I had an idea of where Lee might be, but that was a far cry from knowing where he was. Or rather, being able to contact him directly. Maybe my magic building could be a cell tower so we could get smart phones.

      I paused to pet a passing dog — something I was glad to see more of in MountainHome — and continued moving through the halls. Lee wasn’t in the lower cantina. He wasn’t outside in the main grassy area, nor hanging out in the barn with his good friend Darius, another Earthborn person who was now a minotaur and in charge of our animals. I moved from the barn area to the farm area, but still no Lee.

      Finally, I found him in the treasury, pacing slowly through our accumulated wealth with a clipboard in his hands.

      “What’re you doing?” I asked.

      “Counting,” he replied, not looking at me. “More like double-checking my numbers.”

      “Any particular reason?”

      “Soothing.”

      “You need to be soothed?”

      “I don’t like to admit it, but maybe. Sometimes I have trouble accepting our reality.”

      “Fiends’ Night?”

      “It’s so odd, isn’t it? And disconcerting.”

      He put the clipboard down and rubbed his eyes. Had there been a window in the room, he would’ve gone over to stare wistfully out of it. We were deep in the mountain, with more than a hundred feet of solid rock before the nearest ‘outside.’

      “Demons just come and walk the surface?” Lee asked.

      “Devils,” I corrected. “Apparently demons are different. They live in a different plane. And I definitely struggled to understand the whole thing until I—”

      “Wait, you understand why it happens now?”

      “Understand is a strong word, but I’ve got more a grasp. I was talking to my hirð about it, and they explained how it came about. That there’s some compact in place that allows the fiends to come gather souls, because the fiends operate as the defense against other worse things out there.”

      “I would say something about it being a Faustian bargain, but I guess that’s exactly the definition.”

      “I guess.”

      “You don’t know what a Faustian bargain is, do you?”

      “Not off-hand, no.”

      “It’s—”

      “I actually came to speak to you about something else, Lee.”

      “Yes, your grace?”

      “Knock that off,” I said, and Lee gave me a wry smile. He knew exactly how to push my buttons when he wanted. “I need to talk centaurs.”

      “Our erstwhile neighbors to the north.”

      “Those guys, yes.”

      “What about them?”

      “I have a bad feeling about this culling of theirs.”

      “I mean, don’t we all?”

      “Right, but Ragnar and Skeld said you spent some time watching them.”

      “I did. I’m kind of fascinated with watching all these different cultures, seeing how they work. And a group that’s so different from humans, you know, they have such a unique physiology, and I want to know how that affects their culture and civilization.”

      “They were racing?”

      He held a finger up. “Look, there must be better scholars out there than me. People who have actually studied centaurian culture. I haven’t. I merely observed in my off-time between engineering disputes—”

      “And waiting for donuts to cook.”

      “Exactly. There seemed to be races happening. Amongst other activities. A series of contests that seemed to have real importance to them as a group. I don’t know what the outcomes were, nor why they were competing. A lot of centaurs attended the events, and they tied real significance to the outcomes. I saw incredible displays of emotion for both victories and losses. Again—”

      “I know, you’re making guesses.”

      “Yep.”

      “It’s just, you know, given the timing, I can’t help wondering if the contests and the Cull are related to Fiends’ Night.”

      “What do you...” he stopped mid-sentence as his brain ran through things. His eyes opened wide, and his jaw dropped. “Oh no.”

      “You’re thinking exactly what I’m thinking,” I said.

      He nodded. “The fiends do the culling.”

      “But if that’s true, then what would I need to do?”

      “Technically, nothing.”

      “I have this quest, though,” I said, pulling up the quest and reading the details to Lee.
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      You have been offered a quest (by person if applicable):

      To Cull, or Not To Cull

      Complete the Cull as requested by the Centaur Herd. Or don’t.

      Reward: unknown

      This quest is mandatory.
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      “Huh,” he said. “Either we’re wrong, which, you know—”

      “Is common for me,” I interrupted.

      “Not what I was going to say, but if you’d like a petty pity party, go ahead.”

      “Cuts deep.”

      “I seem to remember something about truth and pain,” he said with a wink, “but the other option is them herding their chosen newly non-members onto your land, wherein technically you are allowing the fiends to consume them.”

      “So it’s ultimately inaction on my part,” I said.

      “If we’re right about the Fiends’ Night connection, and that’s what the quest means.”

      “Could be the easiest quest I’ve ever gotten.”

      “Slightly vile ramifications, but yes, it would be easy to complete.”

      “So I should go?”

      “I don’t think so, no.”

      “You going to hit me with some reasoning?”

      “You mean other than bringing in a whole host of new people into our holding? People who have just been abandoned by a group of their own kind? People who are also the weakest of their kind? That’s going to be—”

      “When have we ever cared if they’re the strongest?” I snapped. “We’ve championed taking anyone and everyone in. Regardless of—”

      “And that is very admirable, Montana. And maybe you’re right. Maybe you should do something, but keep in mind how little time you have.”

      “I know.”

      “And how many people we already have here.”

      “I know.”

      “And how long the winter is supposed to be.”

      “All things I am aware of.”

      “Perhaps you need to think of those who’ve already come to you for safety.”

      “I do think about them. But I also think that we can’t just turn our backs because it’s inconvenient or difficult.”

      “It would seem to me, at least, that you’ve already made up your mind.”

      “Maybe.”

      “Montana,” Lee said, sitting down on a fortune of gold coins, “you’re a good person. You have good instincts when it comes to protecting other people. I believe you’ll make the right decision here, especially because I agree with you.”

      “But you—”

      “I was just asking what others are going to ask. You need to be prepared to argue because there will be those who aren’t happy with how you do things. But I am. And I will back you in this.”

      “Thank you,” I said.

      “But you need to move faster than you think to get this pulled off in time.”

      “Thanks—”

      “Stop thanking me and go talk to Nikolai.”

      I just smiled and ran.
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      I don’t think it would surprise anyone to know that Nikolai was not as enthusiastic about my plan.

      “This is a stupid thing you are doing,” he said. “And I am tempted to tender my resignation if you choose to go through with it.”

      “One, I don’t think you can resign,” I replied. “And two, even if you could, I don’t think you would. What would you complain about if you didn’t have this stupid job, your stupid boss, and the prinkies?”

      “I’m sure I could find happiness in a life without complaints.”

      “Yeah, but would you even be Nikolai at that point?”

      “I don’t need to have existential debates with you, Montana.”

      “No, you get to. It’s a joy. A priv—”

      “Your grace, I realize you’ve got a rather relaxed attitude toward time, but I promise you, we are up against something we cannot move. No matter what we do, Fiends’ Night will occur in two nights’ time. We have one day to prepare, and half a day to make sure we have made no mistakes. And then—”

      “And this happens every year?”

      “Yes.”

      “Seems awfully big to happen every year. How—”

      “This seems big to you because you have never done it, and we are trying to make it happen for an entire town at once. That is exceedingly rare.”

      “What do the homeless do?”

      “In the kinder areas, ‘homes’ are made available. Either individual houses open their doors for whomever needs a home, or the powers that be will designate a large building as a home. Temples are always open for their followers, and those who wish to pretend to be followers for the night.”

      “So temples are safe as well?”

      Nikolai nodded. “I imagine a fiend taking on a temple to be both delicious and ridiculous.”

      “Can we make this whole place into a temple?”

      His eyes went wide, and he actually started to smile. “Funny.”

      I winked, pretending I’d meant it as a joke.

      “Okay, centaur talk.”

      “As your chancellor, I urge you to let the centaurs do what it is they are going to do without interfering, especially if it means adding additional stomachs to growing hold as we get into winter.”

      “What about as my mentor and friend?”

      “I would prefer if we kept this to—”

      “Nikolai, what would Cleeve tell me to do?”

      He leaned back in his chair. He drummed his fingers on his desk, and then reached into his drawer and pulled out a shiny pebble that he tossed on the vast pile in the corner.

      “I hate that you have to ask me that question,” Nikolai said. “Cleeve was a better man than me in almost every way. I have spent more nights than I care to remember wishing there was a way for the two of us to trade places. He would have been able to not only guide you better than me, but he would have built this little holding into a grand place in such a short time. He had vision. Discipline. And a love for all. I find I have but one of those. Cleeve would not have told you to do anything. He would already be on his way across the valley. He would already be speaking to the dwarven crews about adding space for our new friends. He would already be planning on rationing our food stocks, so we might take in anyone who asked this winter. Cleeve was good, and I am not. But I think, more often now, that perhaps he was correct in making you his heir. That you are on your way to becoming a good man yourself. So while I will sit here at this chancellor’s desk and rail about how shoddy a decision it is to save those centaurs from their own foolish choices, know that—”

      “Nikolai,” I said, “I know you’re going to drop down a pity spiral if I let you. You were who you were when you were who you were—”

      “Wherever you’re going from that statement--“

      “Just let me finish.”

      “Did you let me finish?”

      “No, but I’m the duke.”

      “Yes, your grace,” Nikolai said with a smile.

      “I’m just trying to say that if you don’t like who you are, change.”

      “Not that easy.”

      “Why?”

      “Because. I am known. I—”

      “I don’t want to burst your bubble, bub, but people only know you as Nikolai the Grumpy Chancellor.”

      “They call me the grumpy chancellor?”

      “Nikolai the Grumpy Chancellor.”

      “I’m not that grumpy.”

      “You’re the only one in all of Coggeshall who yells at prinkies.”

      “Because they bring me fucking pebbles!”

      “They think you’re an ardent rock collector.”

      “They don’t have thoughts of their own--“

      “We’re getting off track. And yes they do. All I’m saying is that you don’t have to be Nikolai the Grumpy Chancellor. You can change yourself, and—”

      “If I weren’t the one sitting here holding you back, you’d invite the Night Goblins to live with us.”

      “Maybe there are some nice ones among—”

      “There very well may be, your grace, but there are far more who would use your generosity as an opportunity to kill with impunity. But as far as the centaurs are concerned, I support your decision to rescue them from Fiends’ Night. If that happens to them with the Cull, that is. If there is something else, I would have to, I suppose, rethink my position.”

      “I’m going to find Fritz, then,” I said. “To go see about a rescue.”

      “Good luck, Montana of Coggeshall,” he said with a nod of his head. “Is there anything else you need your grumpy chancellor to do?”

      “Besides cheer up? Yeah, get some spaces ready for our new citizens.”
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      I rushed from his offices, happy to have a project. Something to do.

      I know the desire for excitement seems at odds with a man who’d been dreaming of doing nothing but fishing, but I’d argue fishing is doing something. Had fishing been an activity available while it was snowing, I might have been able to console myself with a few hours next to the burbling brook. And yet, we had no babbling brooks nearby. Nor was ice fishing ever really something anyone enjoyed. So instead of ice fishing, or fishing, or doing something relaxing, I was going to jump to adventure.

      However excited I was, I knew it was best to be prepared. So I found Ragnar and Skeld, and I told them to get ready for a rescue mission. As expected, Ragnar was excited. Skeld, less so.

      Ever since he’d died and been resurrected, Skeld’d been keener to stay home. In this case, I made sure he knew that I didn’t expect him to come, because I was trying to limit numbers, but I did need his help getting all our shit together.

      I had Bear the brownie gather my team while I went to visit Zoey in the smithy.

      “Your grace?” she said with surprise as I walked in. “I thought we had seen all of you for the day.”

      “I need some armor,” I said.

      “In process, your grace. Sadly we--“

      “Not the nice stuff. For now, I just need something to make me look mean.”

      “No need for armor for that, your grace.”

      “Also something to keep arrows from puncturing me.”

      “Ah, well, for looking mean and keeping arrows away,” Zoey said, and idly spun a heavy hammer in one hand, “I imagine there is something we can do.”

      She barked out orders to her assistants, and they all scurried off to the storeroom.

      “How is Mouse doing?” I asked.

      “My son is well, your grace,” she said with a smile. “He is attending school as requested, and I believe it may be at least a week since I have had to return a stolen article.”

      “Fantastic. And your daughter?”

      Zoey’s smile broadened. “She has fallen in love with Nathalie Glaton, your grace. She seeks to follow the captain of the guard wherever she goes. Which Nathalie has been more than patient about. I imagine it is rather annoying, but I find it cute.”

      “Maybe I can promote your daughter into the guard,” I mused.

      “Perhaps you might wait for her sixth birthday, at least.”

      “At least,” I replied, smiling. It was incredible to see how different her life had become, from nearly dead in a shack tucked into the alleys of Osterstadt to being one of the pillars of our community. When I’d met her, a long illness had left her with little beyond bones on her body, but a few months of steady meals and swinging a hammer had completely changed her body. Impressive muscles were showing.

      The assistants returned and quickly dressed me in a full plate harness. The armor was heavy and thick, chunky almost, with some bonus spikes here and there for added menace.

      “Ursus armor,” Zoey said, adJustin a pauldron and retying a vambrace. “Modified just a bit to fit a human frame.”

      “Pretty good,” I said, twisting my body and swinging my arms. I jumped up and down, then did a few lunges. “No pinching or sticking.”

      “Excellent, your grace. Is there anything else?”

      “That’s it for the moment,” I said. “Many thanks.”

      Then I was off again, this time for a much more annoying task. Finding Fritz.

      That basically meant going outside and yelling, and then waiting in the snow.

      And so I went outside and yelled. And waited in the snow.

      It was still coming down. Not white-out conditions, or even a blizzard, but heavy enough that no one besides the guards on the wall were outside. And even they seemed to find every opportunity to duck inside their towers.

      I made a snowman.

      It wasn’t my best work, in terms of snow sculpture. But working snow while wearing plate gauntlets is difficult.

      Fritz dropped out of the low clouds and slammed to the ground right in front of me. With terrible speed, he tore the snow man apart, and threw it into the air, eating the falling snow in a single bite.

      “Nice to see you too,” I said.

      He let out a trill of chirps.

      “Yeah, well, I missed you, you big oaf.”

      He laughed. Or at least that’s how I interpreted his noise. Then, he balanced on one leg to scratch in the snow.

      wat we do

      “Another Air Fritz adventure,” I said. “We’re going to the centaurs. See if they need rescue.”

      bring her

      “Missing an e there,” I said.

      He looked at what he wrote, then added an e.

      bringe her

      “You mean bring here? Yes. Bringing the ones who want to come back here. But we have to get them all here before Fiends’ Night. Do you know about Fiends’ Night?”

      He nodded.

      “Do you need a place to hole up?”

      He did the laughing thing again and shook his head.

      “Might be able to make something if you need.”

      He rolled his giant roc eyes, which were nearly the size of manhole covers.

      “Okay, fine. Be that way.”

      when we go

      “As soon as the team gets here.”

      He stretched his huge wings out and shook, his massive feathers ruffling and sending all the accumulated snow into a mini-flurry around him.

      I packed a snowball and launched it at the roc.

      It piffed against his feathers.

      One giant eye turned my way. Then a huge talon pushed me into the snow.

      “You win,” I said, my mouth full of snow and my voice muffled.

      Fritz squawked loudly. I had the feeling that if it was possible, he’d have smiled.

      Naturally, as soon as I got up and brushed the snow off, Fritz shoved me right back in.

      Fucker.
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      Maybe twenty minutes later, my team assembled. ‘Team’ was maybe a bit misleading: there were just four of us. Bear the brownie, Yuri the lionfolk, Ragnar the otterfolk, and me. I wanted Yuri along in the hopes he had more insight into centaurs. And to show him the valley. If he was going to be our resident monster hunter, it only made sense for him to get to know the land.

      We all got settled on Air Fritz, and we were off.

      The weather did a great job in dashing my hopes to show Yuri the valley.  Low clouds and heavy snow made it nearly impossible to see anything. But Fritz seemed to know where he was going.

      “What is the purpose of this trip?” Yuri asked in something of a yell.

      “No one told you?” I asked.

      “No, your grace.”

      “Can you not do the ‘your grace’ thing?”

      “No, your grace,” Yuri said with a smile, showing off his rather imposing canines.

      “We’re going to visit some centaurs,” I said.

      “Bother,” he said. “Had I known, I believe I would have been busy brushing my mane.”

      “Takes some work?” I asked.

      “Sometimes I long for the life of a hairless one as you.”

      “I’m not hairless,” I said.

      He raised one bushy eyebrow and frowned.

      “Not that hairless,” I said.

      “Whereabouts might that hair be?” Yuri asked. “It certainly is not anywhere visible.”

      I tried to run my hand over my scalp to see how much hair I’d grown since the shorning, but ended up just jamming my fingers into my helm.

      “Centaurs,” Yuri said.

      “Right. We’re going to visit them because of, well, something. I have a quest and I need to see how it’s going to complete.”

      “I don’t suppose you know which herd is there.”

      “Not off-hand, no. Does it matter?”

      “Certainly.”

      “So you have experience with centaurs?”

      “Yes.”

      “Care to elaborate?”

      He was about to say something when Fritz banked hard to the right.

      The four of us hung on tightly as Fritz darted back to the left. Then there was a screech and the sound of impact. Something was torn apart and blue light flared through the clouds directly around us.

      Then everything went back to normal.

      “Everything okay?” I shouted to Fritz.

      I got a single screech back.

      “Okay then,” I said. “We’re all still on board.”

      Another screech.

      “Any idea what that was?” I asked.

      “Ice wyvern or something along those lines,” Yuri replied. I noticed he had not relaxed his grip whatsoever on Fritz’s leather straps.

      “Nervous flyer?” I asked.

      “How you find this enjoyable is beyond me.”

      “Centaurs.”

      “Right,” he said with a nod. “There are many herds within the known world, several of whom fight over the Amber Wastes in a continual battle for dominance. None of them seem to hold the same values and beliefs, save the sole tenet that there is nothing in the world that equals the centaur.”

      “I did get a serious superiority vibe from them. There’s something called the Culling that I have to deal with.”

      “Not sure I know what that refers to, though from the name, I doubt it is anything pleasant. Bear in mind, I have not had many dealings with centaurs. They are largely their own creatures within their own society. And, as I am sure you have seen, they are not overly keen on interactions with others. Thus, little call for a monster such as myself.”

      “What about the behemoths?”

      Yuri smiled, then shook his head.

      “What of them?” he replied.

      “What are they?” I asked. “Are they dangerous?”

      “They are, well, behemoths. Huge monstrosities that wander the Amber Wastes. Where they come from, no one knows. Why they exist, no one knows. But they are massive. And most definitely dangerous.”

      “How do the centaurs deal with them?”

      “Depends on who you ask,” he said, “but most often, they lure the behemoths to become someone else’s problem.”

      “So we’ll probably have that to look forward to in the future?”

      “I suppose that would depend on how much you irritate them.”

      “Well, it’s me, so—”

      “So, yes, we will deal with behemoths in the future.”

      I shrugged, wanting to say the guy had me all wrong, but let’s be honest.

      Yuri leaned down into Fritz’s feathers in an attempt to get out of the wind and the weather. Which also made it clear he was done with our conversation.
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      It took a little longer than usual to get across the valley, with Fritz battling both the weather and intense headwinds. But we managed to land near our wall fortress area a little before dark.

      The wall looked impressive, especially considering how short the construction period had been. It went all the way across the opening of the valley, blocking off our little slice of the world from the outside, though it looked imperfect at the present time. It was difficult to build, considering that we had to build across a lake.

      There were a series of arches across the front to let water through, with metal bars in the arches to, I guess, keep everything else out. The wall was thick, probably twenty feet, but only about thirty or so feet high. I expected the gate to be in the middle, but it was off to the right, all the way up against the eastern edge of the opening. The gatehouse was still being built around the gate, and it looked like the gate itself wasn’t in place. There was just a portcullis, but judging by the chains and pulleys, it was a working portcullis.

      Ragnar and Yuri busied themselves setting up camp, clearing off the snow and starting a fire in one of the already built fire-pits. They took over Lee’s tent.

      I steeled myself for the upcoming interaction, and Bear stood bravely on the top of my helm.

      “Forward, mount!” she cried out.

      “I’m not your mount,” I said.

      She hit my helmet with something metallic, and it clanged loudly off the steel.

      “Forward!” she called out again.

      I fell backward into the snow, arms out to the side.

      The soft cry of a brownie being dumped in snow rang out.

      I got up, brushed myself off, and pulled the struggling brownie out of the drift.

      “Not funny,” she said, shivering under a healthy layer of snow.

      “And calling me a mount was?”

      “Yes,” she replied.

      I shook her so the snow fell off.

      She smacked my wrist with something, and once again, it clanged.

      “Is that a scepter?” I asked, peering at her hand.

      She was, in fact, brandishing a golden scepter with a small yellow sparkling jewel at the end.

      “Huh,” I said, thinking maybe of asking where she’d gotten the scepter before I realized I didn’t care. “You coming with?”

      “Yes,” she said, “but the snow is too deep for me to walk through and I don’t feel like flying.”

      I set her on my pauldron.

      “Forward—” she began, scepter leading the way.

      I looked at her sharply.

      She smiled, and quickly added, “Your grace.”

      I sighed, and marched forward through the snow to the gate.

      The centaur encampment had grown since my last visit. It was huge, spreading out in every direction the plains allowed. Some tents even connected to form something like buildings. Multi-unit tents, I guess. Pathways between the tents had been tamped down by lots and lots of hooves.

      The most notable difference, aside from the size, was a large corral off to the east, up against the river and nearly in line with our gatehouse. Or the structure that would one day become the gatehouse. The corral was jam-packed with centaurs of all different shapes, sizes, and colors. There were too many to count, which was distressing, to say the least. And they were distressed as well. There were plenty of sobs coming from the group, at least as far as I could tell.

      Calls went up from the camp as I walked down the snowy embankment, and by the time I’d forded the shallow river, armed centaurs were waiting.

      “Evening,” I said, pulling my helm off and putting it under my left arm.

      “What is the meaning of this intrusion?” the guards barked.

      “Well,” I said, “funny you should ask. See, I have a little thing I’m supposed to do with, uh, the Culling.”

      The centaurs looked at each other, but no one seemed to know what to do.

      “Duke of Coggeshall,” I said. “Me. That’s my wall there, and my lands beyond. I met with your, uh, top guy, and he decided I should handle the Culling for him.”

      More looks and confusion, but no action.

      “Can you just get his horseship out here?” I snapped, growing tired of watching the centaurs look to each other to do something. No one was brave enough to be the first to act.

      “Horseship?” one centaur asked, a sleek male with dark hair.

      “The Tip of the Spear,” Bear whispered in my ear.

      “You speak centaur?” I whispered back.

      “With a little magic, I can speak anything.”

      “I meant the Tip of the Spear,” I repeated. “Where is he? I’m here to complete his cull. Or the Cull. Whatever.”

      Finally, one of the centaurs raced off.

      “So,” I said, looking at the remaining eight centaurs, “how were your races?”

      “Races?” one of them asked.

      “I heard you guys were running some races. Contests.”

      They looked confused.

      “We do not know about what you speak of,” the speaker replied.

      “Okay,” I said, smiling. “Any fun plans for the weekend?”

      “What is a weekend?”

      “Seen any good movies? Read good books?”

      I just got confused looks before the centaurs nervously trotted back away from me, doing a pretty good job making it clear they weren’t interested in small talk.

      So we waited.

      And waited.

      And waited.

      It was nonsensical, to me at least. Why were they acting this way? Why were they afraid of me? Or, you know, why were they afraid of having a social moment with me. Crazy.

      “Do you know much about centaurs?” I asked Bear quietly.

      “Nope,” she replied.

      “Okay then,” I said. “We just wait.”

      The sun had gone down, and the sky was fully dark when a shout finally went up. Fires were being lit all across the camp, and torches emerged in a long line as a group of centaurs came charging from the center of the camp. Lots of spears reached into the sky, and the sound of horse hooves tromping was thunderous. It was all a bit of a show, to be sure. The procession took a moment to get itself together, and then, as one, they struck forth toward me.

      The Tip of the Spear trotted at the front, looking resplendent. He wore heavy furs and carried nothing, but, instead, he walked with his hands spread out, kind of like he was strutting down a catwalk.

      He came to a stop directly in front of me. I think he expected me to be shorter, because he was definitely prepared to look down at me, but wound up just about looking me right in the eye.

      We stood there in silence for a moment, him just sneering and me just smiling.

      It was definitely one of those he-who-speaks-first loses moments. Since I knew what I was doing there, he was going to have to speak up.

      Finally, he did.

      “Human,” he said.

      “Centaur,” I replied.

      “You would speak to us that way?”

      “I did. And I would.”

      “We find you repellant.”

      “You know what’s odd? I don’t know that I’ve thought about you enough to even care. I’m here for the Culling.”

      “The Cull?”

      “Call it what you will, I’m here for it. Are those them?” I pointed over at the corral.

      He turned his head and looked where I was pointing.

      “We see nothing there,” he replied.

      “Might want to get your eyes tested.”

      “As with everything about our person, our eyes are perfect.”

      “Listen, sweetness. Maybe you don’t have better places to be than hanging out in the snow and chewing the fat with a hot piece of ass like me, but I’ve got other shit to do. So can we move this along?”

      He seethed. He was very clearly not used to being spoken to that way. Hell, he probably wasn’t even used to being spoken to.

      “Those are the ones who need to be culled,” I said, “right? So why don’t I take them?”

      “We have changed our mind,” he said. “There will be no need of you to do anything.”

      I raised an eyebrow and leaned a little to peek at the next row of centaurs. More slim, slender, beautiful people. Well, beautiful human torsos on equally beautiful horse bottoms.

      “Why the change of heart, oh Tip of the Spear?” I asked.

      “We need to explain nothing to you.”

      I looked over at the corral. It had become quiet, and they were watching us.

      “See,” I said slowly, “I’m going to have to argue a bit with you on that one. Because, I mean, I dragged my ass all the way out here in this horrible weather, when I’ve got a whole lot else on my plate. I don’t like wasting my time. I also don’t like incomplete quests, and worse, I hate failing them. I am here for the Cull because you made me be here for it.”

      “The quest is—”

      “You made me take the quest, you feckless fart-nugget. I tried to say no, and you made it mandatory. And now I am here.”

      “Fart nugget?” he said slowly.

      “Use your perfect ears to hear the words I am saying and understand them. You wanted me? You got me. Live with the consequences.”

      “You cannot speak to us this way.”

      “You heard me — I just did.“

      “We will have you drawn and quartered!”

      “One, I’d like to see you try. Two, you touch me and the Empire will bring down the hammer on you. I am an Imperial Duke, not just some yokel out for a snowy stroll on a starlit night. I might be all chummy-chummy with you here, letting you talk like you’re the big cheese, but don’t let my calm demeanor and friendly attitude confuse you. I will crush you if I feel you’re going to be an actual threat to my people or my chosen home. Got that?”

      “You think too highly of yourself.”

      “Nah, buddy. I’m only as confident as I can prove. I can take on your entire army here if need be, and I can call down thunder like you’ve never seen. So live up to the deal you made and then we’ll go on being wall buddies until the end of our days.”

      “We no longer wish for you to take the Cull.”

      “Tough titties. I am taking them. You only get to decide if you want to fight over this, not whether it is happening.”

      “We are the Tip of the Spear, with over ten thousand ready to die—”

      “The big question,” I interrupted to say, “is whether they can kill me before I kill you right now. That’s all you should be worried about.”

      With that, a genuine look of fear flashed in his eyes.

      “Doesn’t matter how many people you got if they can’t stop that,” I said, “does it?”

      He took a tentative step back.

      “One more step without agreeing to this Cull thing,” I snapped, “and I’ll cut you back into a horse and a human.”

      The centaur leader stood there, staring at me. I think he thought I was bluffing.

      I wasn’t.

      If I needed to cut down the entire upper crust of this centaur society, I’d do it. Or, you know, I’d die trying.

      He so wanted to take a step away from me, but any time I saw his foot so much as quiver, I’d lean forward and he’d freeze.

      “We find your threats annoying,” he finally said. “Should you choose to go through with this nonsense, we will consider you an enemy of the herd.”

      “Works for me,” I said. “Now—”

      “You are fine with being our enemy?”

      “Just get in line, kid.”

      “I am no child!” He screamed. “I am—”

      “Don’t you mean we?”

      He reared up on his hind legs and kicked his right foreleg out.

      Almost lazily, because I could see exactly what he was going to do, I leaned to the side.

      The foot went right past my head.

      I sighed and pushed my helm down on my head.

      “You want to dance, foal?” I asked, putting one hand on my sword.

      For good measure, Bear stood tall on my pauldron, holding a ball of fire in front of her.

      An older centaur moved forward and placed a hand on the Tip of the Spear’s shoulder.

      “You may take the Cull,” the older centaur said, “but we mark you enemy of the herd.”

      “Works for me,” I said with a curt nod. Then I walked over to the corral.
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      As I approached the corral, I saw nothing but wide eyes full of fear. The centaurs pushed back from the wooden fences, trying to get away from me.

      I held my hands up.

      “There’s nothing to worry about,” I shouted. “I’m here to, I mean, I’m technically here for the Cull—”

      All the centaurs panicked.

      That was a dumb thing to say.

      Bear swore softly in a language I didn’t know. Then she swirled up into the air in a spray of golden sparkles. She pulled some spell together, throwing a net of arcane glowy goodness over the entire corral, which drifted slowly down to the ground.

      The centaurs all took a collective breath and calmed down.

      “Now try again without implying you’re going to kill them,” Bear said, dropping back onto my pauldron and crossing her arms.

      “My apologies,” I bellowed, “let me restart. I am Duke Coggeshall of Glaton. That is my land there, right on the other side of the wall.”

      The entire group looked over to the wall at the same time.

      “I’m offering you a place to live,” I said. “You will become part of the Empire and live in my holding.”

      “But we are to be culled!” a younger female shouted back.

      “This is my version of culling,” I replied. “You will no longer be a part of this herd — you’ll be part of my herd. More or less.”

      Chatter wound its way through the group as they tried to parse what I’d said into what they thought I meant.

      “There are no secrets: you owe me nothing but loyalty,” I said. “And if you’d like to do something else, go somewhere else, I will not hold you back. I only offer my home to you for Fiends’ Night. Ater that, you can do what you want.”

      There was a moment of silence. But I knew I’d won them over, at least enough to get them out of the corral and through my portcullis.

      I walked up to said corral and tore it open, tossing the heavy wood beams over my shoulder.

      “Through the gate quickly, if you don’t mind,” I said with a smile.

      None of them obliged. Once again, they all seemed to be waiting for someone else to make the first move.

      I glanced over at Bear.

      She shrugged.

      I looked over the group, doing a quick count and trying to gauge who was who in the mini-herd. Just judging on first appearances, the culled group was made up, mostly, of larger centaurs. More like draft horse types, less like the sleek Arabian types who were more common in the camp. Given that these were bigger centaurs, I couldn’t easily see over them, so I had to climb up on the wobbling corral I had just smashed to find what I was looking for: the biggest centaur in the group.

      Somewhere on the farther side was a monster of a horse-man combo sporting a rather hideous amount of muscle and scars. He was one of the few in the group who wasn’t dancing around nervously. He stood still, massive arms crossed over his colossal chest, observing the world around him with what seemed to range from disgust to concern.

      “That’s who we need to talk to,” I said, pointing to the centaur with a nod of my nose.

      “Looks real friendly,” Bear said.

      “Hey! He might be friendly.”

      “’Might’ is doing an awful lot of work in that sentence.”

      I frowned at her, tempted to give her a gentle shove off my shoulder and into the snow.

      But I didn’t. After all, I am a kind and benevolent man.

      Instead, I walked around until I got as close to the big guy as I could, and then I climbed up on the corral.

      “Hey big guy!” I shouted out.

      The big guy looked over at me, blinked a few times, then sighed. He remained completely unmoved.

      “Mind coming closer?” I asked.

      Another sigh, but he pushed his way through his brethren to me. I barely reached the top of his horse legs, and his entire human torso continued on above.

      “Hi there,” I said.

      “Duke,” he said, his voice an incredibly deep basso profundo.

      “Why are none of you moving?” I asked.

      “I believe there is some confusion,” he replied.

      “Will you go?”

      “To be your slave? I don’t think so.”

      “At what point did slavery come into this?”

      “You said we had to swear to you—”

      “I said you needed to be loyal to me, but that doesn’t imply slavery. I also said you could go. And in case you didn’t know, slavery is illegal in the Empire. There is no slavery whatsoever there. And nothing even approaching it in my lands. I won’t have it.”

      “You won’t have slaves?”

      “No.”

      “Then what is that thing on your shoulder?”

      “A pauldron.”

      “The living thing.”

      “An annoyance.”

      Bear smacked me with her scepter, but without a helm, it just rang my bell.

      “I am no slave,” Bear snapped. “I am my own creature, and I have sworn fealty to this man. He is a good man trying to do good things.”

      “You are of the Feedoheem?” the centaur asked.

      “I am.”

      “And you swore to this, erm, duke, of free will?”

      “I did,” she said, which was a sort of truth. “He means what he says. He will offer you a home. Shelter, food, a place of safety. Many have argued against it, and yet, the duke wills it, so it is.”

      “You know nothing of us,” the centaur said. “Why offer us so much at the expense of your own?’

      “Because I don’t think you should be killed just because.”

      “You know nothing of what we have done.”

      “What did you do to get culled?”

      He sighed and shook his head. “The intricacies of the Spear’s culture are beyond my understanding.”

      “Is that herd the spear?”

      “That is the name they have taken, yes.”

      “Ah, then tip of the spear—”

      “Their leader.”

      “And you’re not part of them?”

      “No longer, no.”

      “You weren’t born into them?”

      He shook his head. “I joined them during their passage through the Endless Grains.”

      “And now they want to kill you.”

      “We are being kept here for the fiends.”

      “That’s what we feared,” I said. “And it was another reason I came. I can’t imagine that being a worthy punishment for anything but the worst crimes. And from what I’ve seen, I don’t think you’re a criminal.”

      “Again, you know nothing of me.”

      “True. But are you a criminal?”

      “No, but is that not what a criminal would answer?”

      “Meh. I’d rather hope people tell the truth than live assuming everything is a lie.”

      “Then you are a fool.”

      “I get that a lot.”

      “Perhaps there is truth in numbers.”

      “Eh, a lot of people liked Nickleback; doesn’t make them a good band.”

      “Nickel back? What is this?”

      “It is a terrible joke,” Bear said. “The duke here is an optimist, for whatever foolish reason. But he works hard to make good things happen. If you wish to live in safety, his lands are a genuine option.”

      “Regardless,” I said, “we need to get moving. There’s not exactly a ton of time until shit hits the fan, and I’d really rather get you guys settled before we’re all stuck inside for Fiends’ Night.”

      “You have space for all of us?” the centaur asked, holding his massive arms out wide.

      “If not now, we will. Besides, it’s winter. We can all just have a big cuddle.”

      “Your duke is strange,” the centaur said.

      “You do not know how right you are.”

      “Okay, I’m going to go,” I said. “You two can work this out.”

      I jumped off the corral and started walking toward the gate.

      There was a crash behind me. I looked over my shoulder to see the big centaur just walking through the wooden wall of the corral and stepping over to walk beside me.

      “I am known as The Tower,” he said.

      “Montana,” I replied. “That’s Bear.”

      Bear was zooming through the air, heading toward the gate.

      “It is good to meet you, Duke Montana.”

      There was noise behind me, and a quick glance over my shoulder showed that the culled centaurs were all following me and The Tower to the gate. I wanted to talk to the big guy, find out a little more about centaurs in general or the Spear herd in specifics, but The Tower seemed content to walk along in silence. He was attentive, and wore armor over his horse body, but had his human torso mostly exposed. It must have been rather challenging to get dressed as a centaur. I was, suddenly, insanely curious about how the centaur lived. What did they eat? How did they bathe? Could they wipe their own butts?

      I stopped the thought train there and focused on issues I actually needed to address, like getting a small herd of centaurs back across the valley.
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      As we went through the gate, I noticed the Tower slow down a little.

      “Where is your city?” he asked. “Your home?”

      “Good question,” I replied. “It’s on the other side of this valley.”

      “How large is the valley?”

      “Depends on how you measure it,” I said. “But we’ve got a quick way across.”

      I pointed over to the Air Fritz platform.

      “What am I looking upon?” the big centaur asked.

      “It’s a platform—”

      “I gathered as much.”

      “That a roc picks up and flies across the valley.”

      The big centaur’s head snapped to focus on me.

      “A roc?” he asked.

      “Named Fritz,” I answered. “Fritz!”

      The enormous bird dropped out of the clouds, thankfully a decent distance away, making a dramatically steep bank before landing. The nerves and fear in the centaurs was positively palpable.

      “That monster is yours?” The Tower asked, definitely working on keeping his voice from shaking.

      “Don’t think of him as a monster,” I said, raising a hand to wave at the enormous bird. “Think of him as Fritz.”

      “Fritz...”

      “Yeah. He’s a friendly fellow.”

      “Who could eat us in a single bite.”

      “In theory, yes. He could. But he hasn’t yet.”

      “The ‘yet’ does not make me comfortable.”

      “Well, that’s common. Air Fritz rides are, um, convenient, but certainly not comfortable.”

      “I suppose as long as I am not riding in his belly and exiting from his—”

      “Nope,” I interrupted. “Ride the platform.”

      Slowly, almost glacially, the Tower walked on. I could see his clenched fists in my peripheral vision. I had to give the guy credit — he was pushing through the fear remarkably well. Finally, we got to the platform, and I opened the gate. His hooves clopped on the wooden floor.

      “How many of us can he take?” The Tower asked.

      “Hopefully all of you?”

      “I meant at once.”

      “Oh,” I said. “Let’s see. Fill it up.”

      After introducing Ragnar and Yuri to the centaurs, I found out Yuri knew a little centaur, enough to provide some guidance and reassurance about things. I had the feeling it helped that there weren’t all human faces around. The centaurs smiled at the lutra as Ragnar went through extensive mimes to show how to be safe while on the platform.

      I stood at the front, wanting the centaurs to know I trusted this method of travel enough to go as well, and left Bear and Yuri behind to get the next group on. It was going to be a rather long night for Fritz. There were probably around four hundred centaurs joining Coggeshall, a distressing number of which were just young foals. Children? I wasn’t sure of the appropriate word. We’d gotten roughly thirty centaurs on the first round, so likely ten or eleven trips to go, depending on Fritz’s ability.

      I was nervous watching Fritz come around to grab the handle of the platform. We were a heavy group. Thirty horses weighed a lot more than thirty people did.

      But the huge roc talons wrapped around the platform, and we were airborne without a second’s hesitation. Fritz’s massive wings pumped hard, and air blew every which way.

      Then we were freezing for a while.
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      I’m not sure any of the centaurs were happy with flying. There were plenty of curses, a few shouts, and a few, um, biological accidents along the way, but otherwise we made the journey without incident. Thankfully, the storm had lessened somewhat, so we could kind of see the landscape below.

      No one in the group spoke in any meaningful way, but as soon as the platform was on the ground, there was a general push to get off. I hopped up on the railing and sat there, keeping out of the way as much as possible while the mini-stampede happened.

      Nikolai was there to meet us. The somber chancellor stood under the weight of a heavy fur cloak, a clipboard in one delicately gloved hand.

      “How long have you been out here?” I asked, walking up to him with a swagger and a smile.

      “A few minutes,” he replied.

      “Impressive timing.”

      “Is it?”

      “I mean, not like I called to say I was coming.”

      “You do realize we have scouts watching the skies, your grace.”

      I looked up at the wall of MountainHome, seeing plenty of windows, but nothing that looked like a lookout tower.

      “You did not,” Nikolai sighed. “We have lookouts, your grace. They warned me you were on approach.”

      “Well, um, good,” I said.

      Nikolai looked over the group helping each other off the platform. As soon as the platform was empty, Fritz dropped down and scooped it up, heading off into the gloom once more.

      “Not as many as I feared,” Nikolai said, looking at his clipboard and almost sounding happy.

      “About a tenth of what we’ll be bringing.”

      Nikolai’s face dropped, and he groaned.

      “A tenth? So, three hundred?”

      “Thereabouts.”

      “How close to three hundred?”

      “Four hundred. Or so.”

      “Remind me to get you a mathematics tutor. Four hundred centaurs is not a small group. Are they all coming?”

      “Yes.”

      “Fantastic,” Nikolai said, looking at his clipboard.

      “Is it going to be a problem?”

      “Of course it is, your grace. But what is our life if not sorting out problems?”

      “Big philosophy for so late at night.”

      “I have grown used to not sleeping when you are around.”

      “Oh stop. You sleep all the time.”

      “I take several naps during the day — I would hardly call that sleeping all the time. I need to go have a chat with Harmut and see how we can alter his schedule to make rooms for these new residents.”

      He turned on his heel, and a long fur scarf whipped me across the face.

      Ragnar giggled.

      “What are you laughing at?” I asked. “Go get the centaurs into the cantina and make sure we have something they can eat.”

      “Yes your grace,” Ragnar said, giving me a snappy, if somewhat satirical, salute. Then he sprinted over to The Tower and began his excited miming.

      I was just about to follow Nikolai, but Nathalie walked up to me.

      “Your grace,” she said, “it appears we have a night goblin issue.”

      I sighed. “Of course we do.”
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      Nathalie led me over to the western wall. We took the stairs to the top and looked over the edge. Which, you know, meant we were looking at cleared land covered in snow, and then heavy forest. Also covered in snow.

      “So what am I looking at?” I asked.

      “The snow?” Nathalie replied.

      “Where are the goblins?”

      “Out there,” she pointed west-northwest. “I doubt you could see them from here.”

      “Why do we need to talk here, then?”

      “Away from prying ears.”

      “Not sure I’ve heard that one before. What’s up?”

      “You know we have patrols that go out in our neighboring area, yes?”

      “I assumed as much.”

      “There are also rangers who spend more time out there and—”

      “ Sure, like Amber.”

      “She is among them, yes. They have discovered several pieces of evidence pointing to Night Goblin activity to the west and northwest.”

      “What kind of activity?”

      “They found at least two camps, large enough that the night goblin attempts to hide them failed. We believe there have been additional camps in the area that have not been quite as large.”

      “War camps?”

      “That much is unclear, though I would imagine any night goblin camp in this valley is likely a war camp. But the larger issue is that we believe there is a camp set up right now, and there are some who would like to mount a force to strike out at this camp.”

      “The camp that is theoretically out there?”

      “Yes.”

      “Do we know where the theoretical camp might be?”

      “In theory, yes.”

      She looked over her shoulder one way, then the other, then pulled a small roll of paper from what I’d thought was a sheathe on her hip. She wiped the snow off a crenelation, then unrolled a map showing Coggeshall and its surrounding area.

      “Here,” she said, stabbing her finger at an ‘x’ on the map, “is where camp one was. Camp two was at this ‘x.’ These,” she pointed to small circles on the map, “were all our suspected camp sites. You can see they are following a pattern.”

      It took me a second to get it, but, sure enough, it seemed completely reasonable to expect a camp to be — “Here,” I said, pointing to the map.

      “Yes, your grace.”

      “Why, though?” I asked.

      “That is not a question we can answer until we get out there and see exactly what they are doing.”

      I turned my back on the outside world so I could watch the centaurs make their way into MountainHome.

      “Not exactly the best time to be doing this,” I said. “We’re a bit busy.”

      “I understand your grace. It’s just—”

      “They might be planning something for Fiends’ Night.”

      “Yes, your grace. We will have no one on the walls that night, nor anyone outside MountainHome. Should the Night Goblins brave the fiends, they could breach our walls and make sure we have a tough fight merely to regain Coggeshall. Or, worse — they might occupy enough of Coggeshall that you will lose control of the holding.”

      “That can happen?” I asked.

      “Of course, your grace.”

      “Well, shit.”

      “I told you it was a problem. But there are plenty of potential solutions. You do have most of an Imperial Legion at your command now. You could send the Legion out to smash whatever they find.”

      “I could.”

      “You could send out your kobold force, have them fight—”

      “That too.”

      “Or even the Coggeshall Guard. They are willing to”

      “The Legion is not the right move,” I said.

      “You wish their presence to remain a surprise.”

      “Right?”

      “There is wisdom to that, your grace.”

      “And this is just a camp?”

      “What we have found are camps.”

      “How big?”

      “Sadly, I cannot make any sort of accurate guess. Amber believes these are work camps. A group of goblins set up a camp for one or two nights to accomplish some task that cannot be done within their caves. Kiernan believes these are training exercises, meant to condition the goblins so they can fight and live better outside their caves. Preparing to fight us.”

      “I’m going,” I said.

      “Your grace.”

      I started pulling things out of my knapsack, getting ready for a little run in the woods.

      “Get Amber,” I said. “And tell the Legion they are to stay off the walls. Our guard on the walls only.”

      “I must protest,” Nathalie said. “You should not do this on your own.”

      “I’m not,” I replied with a smile. “I’m taking Amber--“

      “Duke!” came a cry at about the same time a guard came sprinting my way along the ground. “We need you at the gates!”

      “Put a pin in this,” I said, and jumped off the wall. “Gather my team, and I’ll meet you back at this wall!”

      The guard skidded to a stop and got a salute of sorts up.

      “Your grace,” he said, “we need you—”

      “Yeah, at the gates. I heard you,” I said. “Let’s go.”

      We ran to the gates, which were currently covered in soldiers. I didn’t stop until I got up to the top, and leaned over to see a pair hulking monsters outside.
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      The rolegurdaüdi waved to me with what seemed like big smiles on their terrible faces. It didn’t surprise me to see the two gray beasts, with their long creepy fingers and pug-like noses, standing at the gates.

      It was the third one who surprised me.

      That one was slightly smaller than the others. It looked like—

      “Hey!” I yelled out. “You took my leg!”

      The creature smiled, at least what I assumed was a smile.

      “Open the gates,” I called out.

      There were some mutterings at first, but a quick glare took care of them, and the gates opened.

      I hopped off the gatehouse and walked over to greet the gigantic monsters. Being up close reminded me of how imposing they were. More than a little terrifying. I mean, if I could still feel terror.

      But I could see the reaction of the guard as the rolegurdaüdi strolled into Coggeshall. There was certainly a niggling question in my head — was this some dark and crazy plan so smart I’d missed it, where the rolegurdaüdi played nice with us for months just so they could come in without problem, and then have a massive feast without even the slightest fight?

      But after they walked into the place, they didn’t grab anybody, nor did they slaver and slobber. They were, at least as far as ghastly monstrosities go, civil. I noticed the larger male was carrying something wrapped up in an animal skin.

      “Welcome,” I said.

      They tilted their heads to the side and blinked a few times at me.

      I frowned, remembering we’d had a conversation in the past, but—

      “Shit,” I said. “Bear needs to be here for this.”

      Nothing from the rolegurdaüdi.

      I scratched my chin a few times. I was in a tough spot. A bit of rudimentary communication was possible, though, so I got them to move farther inside so we could close the gates.

      Frankly, I’m not sure what would have happened had Timurlan not been on his daily outdoor time stroll around the grounds. It was really only a spot of luck. Timurlan saw me, then the rolegurdaüdi. He did a double take at the rolegurdaüdi. Then he smiled.

      The rolegurdaüdi smiled at the sight of the lifeweaver.

      “Hey,” I called out, “any chance you know speak with animals or something along those lines?”

      “A very high chance,” Timurlan replied, walking closer, but keeping his eyes on the rolegurdaüdi. Then, without visibly doing anything, he spoke with the rolegurdaüdi in a guttural barking sort of noise.

      The rolegurdaüdi brightened immediately, and replied in kind to Timurlan.

      I frowned a little, because I’d expected Timurlan to let me in on what was being said. But, well, I didn’t want to complain in front of everyone.

      It was impossible to follow the conversation, and, once again, it mystified me how this did not make up a language—
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        * * *

      

      You have been offered a quest:

      Now, why is rolegurdaüdi not a language?

      Discover why rolegurdaüdi communication is not considered a language

      Reward for success: Satisfcation of intellectual curiosity and, perhaps, greater understanding of the rolegurdaüdi

      Penalty for failure (or refusal): None, save a mild disappointment in your intellectual growth…

      Yes/No
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        * * *

      

      Jeez. I had to stop with the big questions.

      A genuine conversation was happening between the three imposing monsters and the comparatively tiny lifeweaver. Hell, Timurlan started laughing at what had to be a joke.

      “He says they’re your family,” Timurlan finally said to me.

      “They are,” I replied.

      “They wanted to be where you are for winter,” he said. “Apparently that’s how they spend the winters — they hole up in their cave with their entire family, so, they need to be in your cave.”

      “They’re welcome to be in my cave.”

      “Also, it seems like something happened to their cave? It either flooded or they dug into a cavern below that was filled with water, and, well, they have no other place to live right now.”

      “They’re more than welcome here. I mean, we’ve been expecting them. There should be a spot for them somewhere inside.”

      “I think,” Timurlan began slowly, “I might have an idea.”

      The big male said something.

      It was disconcerting for me to not understand others. I’d become so used to magically knowing every language that I’d almost forgotten how to figure things out using context clues.

      “He wants to know if this is your cave,” Timurlan said. “They don’t exactly have a way to say home.”

      I pointed to my balcony. “That’s my spot inside the cave right there.”

      The rolegurdaüdi all looked up at the spot, and then muttered to each other, then barked at Timurlan. Timurlan barked back.

      “They are not keen on heights, though, naturally, it wasn’t quite as, well—”

      “Verbose?”

      “Sure. I told them there are plenty of other places to go.”

      “Do you mind—”

      “If you are about to ask me to take them into MountainHome, I am more than willing,” Timurlan said. “However, I feel you should come along because it will be a strange sight and people might react to such creatures being among them if you are not there to reassure them.”

      I glanced over my shoulder towards the west and the Night Goblins. We’d have to strike while it was night if we were hoping to catch them in the act of whatever they were doing.

      “I don’t have a lot of extra time,” I said, “but let’s go.”

      Timurlan passed that on to the rolegurdaüdi, and we were on our way.

      Bringing the rolegurdaüdi inside was, well, interesting. First there was the fact that they were really fucking big, which presented its own set of challenges. Plenty of times, we needed squish and squeeze to get through spots, and once, they had to crawl through a hallway clearly meant for dwarves. That’s where we learned rolegurdaüdi were a bit like cats, in that they could basically squeeze through anything they could get their heads through. Which was terrifying, because they could almost make it through normal sized doors with a little work. I made a mental note to speak to Harmut about ensuring all our public thoroughfares were built with all our public in mind.

      And speaking of the public, there were more than a few shouts of surprise, a few screams of terror, and one older human who fainted dead away at the sight of our new neighbors. The only group that seemed excited by the gigantic monsters were, oddly, the tiny battenti. The little dog-bear-fox folk were positively giddy seeing the big rolegurdaüdi, and also seemed able to communicate with them. That was our biggest delay, the rolegurdaüdi and battenti barking at each other like they were all at a dog park.

      It was a bit of an issue to find a spot inside where they felt comfortable, mainly because they weren’t super keen on being indoors and surrounded by so many people. But something strange happened when we got down to the farming levels. They calmed down and walked onto the grass like they had been waiting for something like this their entire lives. Our animals and livestock were skittish at first, but Timurlan was quick to soothe everyone.

      “I’ll make sure they’re settled here,” Timurlan said.

      “They seem to like it,” I said.

      Timurlan nodded, then leaned in to whisper. “It’s the oddest thing: I’d swear they’re old friends of mine, though I’ve never seen these things before. Nor even heard of them.”

      “I’ve stopped thinking things are odd here,” I replied. “Easier that way.”

      “Coggeshall does seem to possess more than its fair share of surprises.”

      “You sure it’s just Coggeshall?”
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      Back outside in the snow, I pulled a shield out of my knapsack, and then a spear. I did a little warming up while I waited for Nathalie to get back with Amber. But unfortunately when Nathalie returned, she had Amber with her, but also a few others.

      Nikolai smiled at me, his wry oh-gods-why-must-you-curse-me-with-this-buffoon smile. It was always nice to see that expression.

      “Your grace,” Nikolai said.

      “Am I about to hear the ‘you shouldn’t be doing this’ speech yet again?” I asked.

      “Not at all,” he replied. “I have started to come around to the idea of you being our first line of attack. For a myriad of reasons: you are incredibly resilient, for one, and as you demonstrated in Osterstadt, oftentimes you are the correct hammer for the job.”

      “Hammer?”

      “Sword? Weapon? Tool?”

      “Let’s just keep it with hammer.”

      “Certainly, your grace. In this case, I cannot picture a better person to lead this charge.”

      “Great. What’s the issue then?”

      “No issue, your grace. I am merely waiting here for the next arrivals, and I saw a moment to chat with Lady Glaton about her duties here.”

      “Ah.”

      “It is me who has the issue with you going alone,” Nathalie replied. “I do not think it wise.”

      “I’m not going alone. Amber is—”

      “I’m coming, too,” Ragnar called, running from the main entrance to MountainHome while trying to buckle armor on at the same time. It was going well right until it wasn’t, and he piffed into the snow, sending up a heady spray into the sky.

      “He is, apparently, coming,” Nathalie said. “As are Skeld and Tarryn. You should be prepared for whatever they might throw at you.”

      “You’re right,” I said, nodding my head. “The last time we tussled with them was a bit of a surprise. Got toasty there.”

      “Slimy,” Amber said.

      “Right,” I replied. “I remember.”

      Skeld strolled along and pulled his buddy out of the snow with a single arm. It was interesting to see the difference in the two since Skeld’s rebirth. His carcajou form was impressive. Tarryn, meanwhile, had wrapped himself up in a thick white robe, his pale face almost blending in. When he fell in the snow, he basically disappeared.

      “It’s a great crew we’ve got here,” I said, watching Skeld sigh while going back to pick up Tarryn.

      “You do have a way of picking your hirð,” Nikolai said.

      “If you’d just take those damn potions and whatnot, you’d be back to your old self, you dingleberry.”

      “No, I would not.”

      “What potions would those be?” Nathalie asked.

      “Stop bringing up the potions.”

      “I’m just saying,” I started, but a sharp glare from Nikolai stopped me. “There are no potions, Nathalie. None.”

      She frowned.

      I thought we were ready to go, but then an old man in a dark robe came running through the main doors and out into the snowy field. Unlike most everyone else that evening, he didn’t trip. He just moved smoothly through the snow.

      “Your grace,” Arno the mancer called out, “I was wondering if you might have use for me. I’m getting a bit, well, not quite bored, but—”

      “Your timing is impeccable, Arno,” I replied.

      “Oh?”

      “We’re about to go for a little walk in the snow.”

      “More snow than this?”

      “Likely.”

      “Mind if I tag along?”

      I waited until he’d gotten right next to us before saying, “It’s more a hunt than a stroll.”

      “Oh? Well, I can hunt,” he replied. “Grew up in the Winterman Woods.”

      “No idea where that is, but if you don’t mind being out in the snow, I know you can handle yourself if we get in the shit. Friends, this is Arno. Arno, these are my friends.”

      “Hullo,” Arno said, a craggy smile on his face.

      “You want to put on socks?” I asked, looking down at his feet going right into his boots. “Or pants?”

      “Why would I do that?” he asked, genuinely confused.

      “Never mind. Let’s go,” I said.

      Amber, the kitsune-girl ranger, led the way through the gates.
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      I felt strangely alive, being outside the gates on a hunt once again. It had been some time since death was on the menu. And by some time, I mean just a few days, since we’d been hunting vampires in Osterstadt. But that was urban hunting, and this was out in the wilds. Also, vampires had been unknown monsters and pretty scary. Goblins, however, seemed easy.

      Which was probably thinking that would bite me in the ass.

      The snow continued to fall, and the night got darker, making our stroll less than pleasant. The complete cloud cover meant having to be full time in dark vision, which is always creepy because there’s not a lot of color in dark vision. It’s mostly variants of grey and green. And once we were under the trees, we had to deal with snow hiding obstacles on the ground, which increased the trip factor immensely. Amber didn’t trip; she seemed to just glide over the snow. I didn’t trip because I had an ability that made it essentially impossible for me to trip, but the rest of the group got very well-acquainted with the ground, face-planting over and over again. It made things slow-going, and not particularly quiet.

      We paused for a break after the first hour, and there were definitely some mutterings.

      Amber scurried up a tree, all the way to the tippy-top, to get a look at things. Both to determine our exact position, but also to see if there was any evidence of the gobbos down below.

      When she dropped down next to me, she was smiling.

      “On the right path?” I asked.

      “Indeed, your grace,” she said.

      I couldn’t help it. I smiled back at her. “Excellent,” I said.

      She blushed and looked away from me, tucking a strand of her perfect hair behind one of her ears. I was, as always, reminded how incredibly beautiful she was. The nearly inhuman perfection of her face and the practically anatomically impossible aspects of her figure. Which meant I pulled out a weapon and went to stretching. It was not the time to ogle. Really, there was never a time for ogling. Which was something I needed to drill into Ragnar’s skull, since he was in the middle of a grand ogle.

      I caught Skeld’s eye and gestured to Ragnar.

      Skeld slapped his friend upside the head.

      In the old days, it would have just been a light slap, but now a light slap from Skeld knocked Ragnar off the branch he’d been sitting on and into the snow below.

      Ragnar popped up with a clump of snow perched on his noggin.

      “Really?” he snapped at Skeld.

      “Sorry,” Skeld said. “Getting used to myself.”

      Ragnar frowned, but nodded, as if this was something that everyone knew. I guess it made sense — you know, being reborn in a new body took some getting used to. Actually, I’d seen that from personal experience. But still. Weird that everyone took it as general knowledge.

      “The camp is nearby,” Amber whispered. She snapped off a small branch from an overhanging tree and started drawing a rough map in the snow. “I believe it is here.” She drew a circle. “We are here.” She stuck a twig in, about a foot away and down. “I think it would be best to split into four groups. I will go to the far side over here. Tarryn and Skeld go to the left side. Ragnar and Arno to the right. Your grace, you go to the close side—”

      “I don’t think that’s a good idea,” I said. “Splitting the party isn’t worth it. We’re not here to encircle them, we’re here to see what they’re doing and then give them a good scare.”

      “You do not care some will get away?” Amber asked.

      I shook my head. “I don’t. Not yet, at least. Besides, with just the six of us here, I don’t think there’s any way we’d be able to pull off a full wipe.”

      Amber frowned, making it clear she did not like this alteration to her plan, but then nodded.

      “There’s also the chance that we’ll see something we don’t want to interrupt,” I added. “Might be too many goblins for us to handle. So make sure we have an exit strategy, Amber. That’s on you.”

      She nodded again.

      “Rest of you,” I continued, “it’s investigation and then elimination. Very important to know what they’re doing, not just wipe them off the face of Vuldranni.”

      I got nods from the group.

      “Questions?” I asked.

      There were none, so I gestured for Amber to lead us to the camp.

      Five more minutes of crawling through the forest, and we came to a small clearing that was newly occupied by a Night Goblin camp. In the relative middle of the clearing was a large, mostly round tent made of poorly tanned leather. Patches of fur still stuck to it at strange angles, and it was clear it had been stitched together by someone with little working knowledge of a needle. Or thread.

      There were six other tents in the camp, but they were smaller and had a better sense of construction about them. That made me think the middle one was new. Maybe it’d been purpose-built for this particular camping trip. Who knew?

      A large fire burned to the front of the main tent, something that was way too big for cooking. Or safety. The goblins didn’t seem to care though, and were currently burning the shit out of a haunch of deer.

      A long table had been set up on the far side of the camp from us, with tools and some basic construction material on it. A small workshop, perhaps? It looked like someone had been working there recently, but there was no evidence as to what they were working on. Whatever it had been was gone now.

      Goblins moved all around the camp, the little-ish kind with greenish-whitish skin common to night goblins in my valley. Maybe common to night goblins everywhere — I didn’t know. They wore shoddy armor, pieced together from a wide variety of sources it seemed. One strange goblin wore a frying pan over his butt. Their weapons were rusty and had zero evidence of maintenance.

      “What do you think?” I whispered.

      Ragnar just shook his head.

      Skeld frowned.

      Tarryn shrugged.

      Arno flicked something out of his nose.

      Tier-one operators here.

      “Guys,” I hissed. “What are we looking at?”

      “Night goblins,” Ragnar said.

      “Go help Amber. Skeld, make sure he does nothing untoward.”

      Skeld rolled his eyes, and Ragnar frowned, but they slipped away back east.

      “I regret I know very little of goblins,” Arno whispered. “It is rare the Empire needs more than basic soldiers to deal with them.”

      “Guesses though?” I asked.

      “It would seem they are, perhaps, practicing being soldiers. Training.”

      “I agree with my fellow mancer,” Tarryn added quietly. “It doesn’t seem like they have any nefarious plan. I get no serious magical overtures from the camp.”

      “Small tones from the tent,” Arno said.

      “Oh?” I asked.

      “Yes, by the rear.”

      Tarryn stared intently at the rough leather.

      “Ah,” he said. “There it is.”

      “What are they up to?” I asked.

      “It is a tiny thing,” Arno said. “Perhaps a magic item, weapon or some such.”

      “An altar?”

      “I doubt it would register as magic in that way.”

      “Unless it was to the god of magic,” Tarryn said.

      “Yes, I did not consider such a case. Whereby, it would—”

      “Yeah, got it,” I said, getting the feeling that these two were going to become fast friends and likely never shut up. “I suppose that concludes the investigation portion of the evening. Ready for some elimination?”

      I pulled out a large scutum, the basic shield of the legion, and got it affixed to my left arm. Knowing I was likely going up against a lot of lightly armored little foes, I chose a sword for my chief weapon. I needed to be fast and lethal, and I probably wouldn’t have room for a spear.

      “What is it you would have us do?” Arno asked, still intent on the goblins.

      “Clean up and back up,” I said, giving my shoulders a roll and bouncing a little on my toes. “If you see that it’s a trap, make sure I can get out. And, you know, potshots.”

      Arno shrugged, but nodded. “Understood, your grace.”

      “Okay,” I said, “let’s play.”
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      There were lots of ways I could have attacked the camp. I could have been sneaky, going around and killing the goblins in silence. I could have used a bow and slaughtered from afar. But since I knew this was as much a psychological game as it was physical, giving the goblins another reason to fear me was a big part of our potential victory. I needed the goblins to be more afraid of me than their own evil overlords.

      So I went in guns blazing.

      Metaphorically speaking, of course.

      I sprinted through the snow, jumped up to a low branch, and launched myself into the air. A few goblins looked up, confused about the giant in metal armor soaring by.

      I skidded to a stop, kicking the remains of a goblin off my sabaton. I twirled the sword once, and then dropped into stabby-stabby mode.

      Goblin to the left? Stabby. Goblin to the right? Stabby.

      Arrows came rocking toward me from every direction, little stone tipped things that plinked off my armor and did little aside from making an annoying noise.

      I slammed my shield out now and then, driving the goblins back on their heels.

      Some goblins just ran for it, screaming. Maybe that was my goblin slayer indicium at work. As more goblins ran, more goblins noticed the running and then ran themselves. It wasn’t long before it was just goblins running from me. A rout.

      I had exactly one second to breathe, and I used it to look over my shoulder at Arno and Tarryn. They flashed me the thumbs up, and then everything changed.

      The vast tent fell apart to reveal a waiting ambush.

      Larger goblins, dudes with actual armor and actual weapons, roared at me and charged.

      I got my shield sideways, giving me as much horizontal blocking area as I could, and ducked behind it before the goblins slammed against me.

      There was a moment where they were actually pushing me across the ground before my feet got purchase. Then I stopped their charge.

      Any time the goblins tried to peek around my shield, on either side, I counterattacked with my sword, stabbing out with quick thrusts over and over, getting the goblins off of me.

      “It’s an ambush!” Tarryn yelled.

      “Yeah, aware of that!” I called back.

      I gave my shield a hearty shove forward, pushing the goblins off to get a little room.

      Spears bristled in my face as goblins brought their weapons to bear. But while spears were useful in this situation, they were too long for the goblins to use to get around my shield when we were up close.

      I stepped back, leaning out of their range, and took a second to figure out what the fuck was happening.

      The large tent had hidden a bowl-shaped hole and about thirty heavily armed goblins.

      I’d managed to get about six down, and now the other twenty-four were spreading out across the clearing. They weren’t necessarily afraid of me, but they knew I was better armed and armored than they were, so they wanted to flank me. And they had the numbers to do it.

      For the most part, they wore heavy chain as armor, and had eight-foot long spears with nasty curling spearheads. They’d do real damage going in, but even more coming out. I had to hope my armor would hold, because I was definitely going to get stuck a few times.

      A feint forward caused the middle of their line to bulge back.

      I eyed the goblins as they glared at me.

      They were ugly fuckers. At least to me. I’m sure that the goblin ladies, and probably the gents too, weren’t at all into my looks. These ones were between three and four feet tall, and some had on conical helmets that gave them an extra few inches. They had small red eyes and sharp teeth, and almost all of them had piercings in their ears with multiple heavy rings. Their fingers ended in pointy nails. Most of them had scars crisscrossing their bodies, I assumed from a lifetime of fighting.

      I risked a glance to the left and then to the right, seeing how my flankers were getting on.

      The ones on the right were moving slower than the left, maybe thinking the shield would give them better cover for an approach.

      In a smooth motion, I threw my sword to the left. The blade flashed in the camp’s firelight before finding its mark and thunking home in a goblin’s face.

      The goblin’s eyes crossed as it looked at the blade for a heartbeat before realizing it was dead and slowly falling back to the snow.

      A cry rose up from the goblin in the middle, and there was a sudden rush because they all thought I was weaponless.

      Naturally, I didn’t feel the need to watch the goblin die, and while its fellows did, I’d pulled another sword from my bag, and had it ready to receive guests.

      The first goblin got two inches of steel in his belly. Just enough to drop the thing, but not so much that I couldn’t reset for another enemy.

      It was a harder fight this time, balancing keeping up a defense across over 180 degrees of action. My sword was a blur, and my shield shifted constantly to keep the scrapes across my armor to a minimum. And all the while, I was having to retreat toward the trees to keep from being overwhelmed.

      Seconds passed like hours, but finally the goblins relented, realizing that their spears were just glancing off my armor. They had yet to find the weak points and were paying heavily in blood. Another eight were down, though not necessarily out. The goblins put a few yards between us, and, notably, left their wounded where they lie.

      I gave the sword a quick twirl to get rid of the bits of blood and viscera on it, noticing that it was heavily chipped from the short fight. The goblins seemed to have gotten better armor since our last fight.

      Fast as I could, I launched the sword to the right. The blade hit home perfectly, right through a goblin.

      This time, though, there was no immediate attack as they knew I’d have another weapon ready to go.

      And I did: another sword.

      They moved uneasily, wondering if I was going to use the sword as a dart again.

      But there was something keeping them there. They wanted to leave, I could see that in their beady red eyes. Looking from left to right, desperate to find that opening to flee, but not going through with it.

      The goblin in the center, someone I’d ignored because it seemed to keep behind its fellows, whistled sharply twice. Then all the goblins dropped to the ground.

      A creature that seemed like a mouth mounted on two stubby legs launched itself out of a hole, landing in the snow and bouncing around, eyes wide, gigantic mouth bared to show massive, shiny teeth. It bounced right, then left, obviously looking for something.

      Then it saw me.

      It made a strange mewling sound, something between a whine and a roar.

      A sound that echoed in the hole that had been covered by the large central tent. A hole I’d assumed was empty.

      It was not empty.

      More of the same creatures launched themselves out of the hole. They charged me while slobber ran out of their massive mouths. Their tiny legs pumped in the snow, dragging their bellies and stubby tails, leaving a groove wherever they went.

      The first creature snapped at the shield, and its long teeth went all the way through like it was nothing. The only plus side was that it didn’t seem to be able to pull its teeth out. But plenty more of the beasts were coming at me.

      I sliced out quickly, bisecting some of the first to arrive while I backpedaled.

      The stupid things were everywhere, and while the sword seemed to do a stellar job cutting their bodies to shreds, they had something inside that my steel blade would clang off of, sending some swings in odd directions. I stomped on one, then kicked it off my foot toward the goblins.

      The corpse bounced off a goblin head, and the little fucker made a squeak. The squeak got the attention of the little mouth creatures, and suddenly there wasn’t just one target to attack. There were plenty.

      It didn’t seem like the little mouth creatures had any love for the goblins. Or, conversely, perhaps they had too much love, because they were more than happy to tear into the goblins.

      With more space, I had a half-second to look over the things emerging from the tent and coming my way. About the size of basketballs, with a stout tail and two stubby legs. Mostly they were just teeth and a mouth. As well as being fearless and daft.

      I glanced at my notifications to get a name.
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      GG! You’ve killed a Lesser Swarm Florg (lvl 4 goblinoid monstrosity).

      You’ve earned 185 xp! What a mighty hero you are.
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      They were swarming over the goblins now. I found it more than a little strange that the goblins would release creatures so likely to attack themselves.

      I was basically being left alone. Every now and again, one of the florgs would attack me, but one-on-one, it was easy to just cut it down. They really needed to work together as a team. Looking at the goblins, I could see how effective they were as a swarm. I glanced over my shoulder, trying to find Arno and Tarryn, see what they were doing or what they were thinking.

      Pain exploded in my leg. One of the little beasties bit me in the thigh right when I wasn’t looking. I grabbed it, ripped it free from my leg, and threw it back into the hole from whence it came.

      Then I waded into the goblin-florg fracas, swinging my sword and stomping with my heavy metal sabatons. I killed indiscriminately, as they were all my enemies.

      Between the florgs and myself, we killed all the remaining goblins. I’d almost thought about breaking a sweat, but the florgs had paid the price. They no longer had the numbers needed for a swarm, and now they almost seemed docile. Or confused. They moved around, a bit skittish, looking for another lesser swarm florg to glom on to. But after a single gulp of air, I kept up the pressure, killing all the florgs I could until I was the only thing still moving in the camp.

      I’d been bitten six separate times by florgs. Four dead florgs were still hanging off of me. Blood spurted from the teeth holes with my every step, and I could feel my feet practically swimming in my metal boots. I didn’t want to think what might happen on the walk home, if my blood was going to freeze around my feet.

      “Balls,” I mumbled, looking at how ruined I was. With the teeth sticking inside me, and me unable to get a grip on the teeth to pull them out, I wasn’t healing. Pain throbbed out of each puncture, washing over me in waves, and there was nothing I could do but grit my teeth.

      I picked up a few of the florgs and tossed them into my bag. I figured it might be something worth examining once we got back to base.

      “Might be over,” I said. Which, you know, was the cue for it to not be over at all.

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            27

          

        

      

    

    
      While Tarryn tried to pull a tooth out, I heard a strange sound coming from the sky. Like a wet fluttering noise. Like someone threw a Jell-O mold off the Renaissance Center and—

      “Slimes!” I shouted.

      I got my shield up just as the first slime hit.

      The mass of red jiggling nastiness slammed into my shield with an incredible amount of force, enough that I felt it all the way across my back. The slime practically exploded on impact, causing an acidic red mist to spread around us.

      Anything organic started sizzling. Thin, putrid tendrils of smoke rose from the ground.

      Tarryn wretched.

      “What is happening?” Arno cried from his hiding spot in the trees.

      The next slime hit right when my brain was trying to process an answer, another massive onslaught of weight on my shield. Either I was in the exact wrong place, or they’d managed to figure out long-distance aiming. I had a bad feeling about things. As before, the slime exploded on impact, sending another acidic mist around Tarryn and me.

      I started moving, keeping my improvised slime umbrella in place and shepherding Tarryn along a few steps until we both realized, at the same time, that his boots were being eaten by the acid. Leather soles.

      Under the sabatons, my shoes were leather too, which meant they were about to be smoking and thinning as well.

      I picked up Tarryn and sprinted to the trees.

      Another slime landed right where I’d been, smashing to the ground.

      I lowered the shield.

      “These are not your typical goblins,” Arno said, looking out at the carnage in the camp. The slime acid was busy eating through the dead goblins and florgs, doing a pretty bang-up job cleaning up the camp.

      I had my shield ready and my eyes skyward.

      Was another slime going to come?

      “Should we go find the slime launcher?” Tarryn asked quietly.

      I waited longer.

      Another slime flubbered through the air before smashing to the ground in the middle of the camp. It exploded on impact, as had the others.

      “Was it an ambush for me?” I asked.

      “Probably,” Tarryn replied.

      “Not effective,” I said.

      “Unless they’re testing their launcher,” Arno said, as we watched the fifth slime come down. A sixth and seventh followed. There was a five-minute delay before seven more slimes came down in quick succession. The slimes were mostly red, but there were also two blue, one yellow, and one green. The ones I could track in the air were roughly the same size, about five feet around. Thickness was impossible to judge, though, because they moved so much in the air.

      As more slimes landed, the exploded pieces of slime seemed to find each other and merge into new slimes. Smaller, sure, but slimes all the same. They moved around the clearing, doing their own version of hunting.

      A slime slammed into the trees above us, and I got my shield up in time to block the spray of slime bits.

      “I think we need to move,” I said.

      “Should we burn those?” Tarryn asked.

      “Just you,” I said. “Better to keep our other warmancer a secret for the moment.”

      Tarryn nodded. He unleashed bursts of fire from his hands, walking forward and moving from left to right and back, scorching the earth and all the slimes.

      I kept my shield overhead while Arno hurried away toward a waving Amber.

      No more slimes came. Either the goblins ran out of ammunition, or they decided that once the fire was going, their slimes weren’t worth wasting.

      “These are weird goblins,” Tarryn said, his face a little paler after using so much magic.

      “Everything is here,” I replied.
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      We moved quickly on our return. I wouldn’t say we were careless, but we cared less about noise and more about speed. I wanted to get back behind the walls, and preferably under something stone or steel. I didn’t relish the idea of being eaten alive by slimes. That was probably the least pleasant way I’d died, and one time was enough, thankyouverymuch.

      Half an hour into our return trip, wolves began howling. Or, you know, something wolflike.

      “Come on,” I said, exasperated. I grabbed a big axe from my bag and turned to face the source of the noise. “Behind me.”

      Wolves with goblins on their backs streamed through the woods from the north.

      I slammed the axe into a tree.

      Again and again, and then finally I gave the tree a hearty push.

      An immense crack sounded from the base of the trunk, and the tree began to fall.

      While the first tree fell, I was already on to cutting a second so it would fall at a ninety-degree angle to the first.

      Tree two started falling as tree one crashed into the forest floor, hard enough to make the ground rumble.

      I got trees three and four down, also at ninety-degree angles, taking away all but one lane of access to my little party. Sure, the wolf-riders could go all the way around, but we could defend two spots a whole lot easier than every direction at once.

      “Up,” I said. When I turned around I realized Amber was already in a tree, standing on a spike jutting out from the trunk about twenty feet in the air. She had a small rope around her waist, keeping her on the spike and the tree.

      Bow out, she loosed an arrow that sped right over my head and popped a goblin straight in the eye.

      Skeld and Ragnar already had their shields and spears out, one standing on either side of me.

      The wizards were moving towards the rear, each with their hands out, ready to sling spells.

      “You got a plan here, boss?” Ragnar asked.

      “Kill?” I replied, watching as the wolf-riders bore down on us, coming together in our little funnel.

      “Always the easy way with you,” Ragnar said.

      “Feed me,” I said to the little lutra, tossing him the bag.

      “Food—?” Arno began to ask.

      Skeld moved to take up more of the front, while Ragnar dropped his shield and started pulling spears out of the bag.

      I hauled off and threw the first spear hard enough to take the rider off its mount, tangling up the next few wolves for a moment.

      The next spear impaled the oncoming wolf.

      Spear after spear flew into the horde, dealing death. After what seemed like an eternity, the wolf-riders slowed and stopped, finally taking a minute to try something else, instead of just eat spears.

      “I can keep this up all day!” I shouted.

      “Actually,” Ragnar whispered, holding up an empty hand.

      “Play along,” I hissed back.

      “Plenty of spears here, your lordship,” Ragnar piped up.

      “Oh, that was believable,” Skeld said.

      “Sorry I haven’t had time to brush up on my play-acting,” Ragnar hissed back. “Maybe if I wasn’t picking up all your slack so you could moon over—”

      “Not the time,” I snapped. “Weapon.”

      Ragnar struggled to pull a very large axe out of the bag, hoisting it up to me with no small amount of strain.

      Our lane between the two felled trees was only about fifteen feet wide. Not exactly a lot of room when you’ve got an eight-foot axe to swing around. I took a few big steps in front of Skeld and struck a menacing pose, hoping I could just scare the rest of the goblins into going away.

      The wolf-riders eyed me warily, while the wolves eyed their fallen pack-mates. The wolves did not look particularly eager to continue.

      “Any chance you’ve got a speak with animals spell?” I called over my shoulder.

      “None,” Tarryn said.

      “Sadly not in the Legion spell book,” Arno replied.

      “Mind if I look at that spell book?” Tarryn asked quietly.

      “Yes,” Arno replied in a perfect shut-down.

      I stared at the wolf-riders, and then I sneered at them.

      “You want to sit here all night or are you ready to dance?” I yelled, giving my axe a twirl.

      They whispered amongst themselves.

      I threw the axe.

      They thought they were safely out of range.

      They weren’t.

      I loved seeing big weapons flying; it was so absurd. And effective.

      The axe hit home, cutting a goblin right down the middle and deeply into his mount.

      For a hot second, the goblins just stared at the fountain of blood where their commander had just been.

      Then they ran.

      I was unclear on whether it was the wolves or their riders who decided to flee. But the result was the same.

      “Interesting tactics, your grace,” Arno said. “Do we have to pick up all your spears now?”
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      I had prinkies for that. Arno hadn’t seen my mass prinky summon before, and he was more than a little surprised when a hundred of the little furry guys popped into existence and began running around the forest, picking up anything and everything they found. They brought all the stuff back and dropped it in my waiting knapsack, even as we walked back to the holding.

      “Fascinating bit of kit there,” Arno said, watching as another spear disappeared into the knapsack.

      “He’d be useless without it,” Ragnar said.

      “Useless?” I asked.

      “Hard-pressed,” Skeld replied.

      I rolled my eyes.

      Ahead, Amber waved us down frantically.

      “Now what?” I asked.

      She shot me a dark look and had her finger up to her mouth.

      When we all shut up and got down, she gestured for me to come forward.

      I came at a crawl, trying my best to ignore all the teeth stuck inside my flesh, grinding against my insides as I moved my outsides. It was also odd to not be healing, and I had to wonder why my body wasn’t responding the way it should. Something to talk to—
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      You have been offered a quest:

      Why Can’t I Heal

      Discover what prevented your regenerative abilities from healing yourself

      Reward for success: Knowledge

      Penalty for failure (or refusal): Ignorance

      Yes/No
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      Come on. Really?

      Apparently yes.

      I crawled up next to Amber.

      “What is it?” I whispered.

      “The clearing up ahead.”

      Slowly, I got to my knees and peered around the trunk of the tree hiding us so I could look into the clearing.

      It wasn’t a large clearing. It looked to be about as big as one of the tighter Trader Joe’s parking lots. And like those parking lots, it was full.

      “Well, fuck,” I mumbled. “Don’t suppose you can guide us around this?”

      “I can try,” Amber said. “But I think they’re waiting for us. If we go around, they’ll move to intercept.”

      “You think?”

      “I mean,” she said, “they watching us right now, so...”

      “Fuck.”
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      My hatred for the night goblins had hit an all-time high.

      The clearing was crawling with creatures that looked a lot like the florgs we’d already come up against. If, you know, those florgs had eaten a steady diet of steroids, growth hormone, and PCP.

      Like their smaller cousins, they were round creatures with two stumpy legs and a tail. But these guys were much bigger, probably six feet tall with tails that went out three feet. Their mouths practically bisected their ball bodies. They were closed for the moment, but I could see tendrils of drool dangling down from more than one. Thick leathery skin replete with bumps and random tufts of thick fur covered their bodies. They had lots of wrinkles along the legs, as if they had extra skin down there. Each one had a distinct pattern of horns and spikes across their bodies, including some with full-on stegosaurus-like thagomizers at the end of their tails. Four small yellow eyes were in a line above their mouth. And they were looking directly at Amber and me.

      A quick count, as long as they were mostly standing still, told me we were probably in no small amount of trouble.

      “Ten,” I said.

      “I count twelve,” Amber whispered back.

      “This is going to be a nasty fight,” I said, running through any scenarios in my head that didn’t wind up with me charging in and being eaten. I didn’t see many. “I’m going to go in there, keep their attention. You go around with the rest, get to Coggeshall.”

      “What are you—”

      “This looks like one of those fights where it’s best if others aren’t around.”

      “Frenzy?” she asked.

      I nodded.

      She nodded, then crawled back to the others.

      I stood up. The florgs in the clearing shuffled around, one of them darting a thick black tongue out and licking the drool off its neighbor.

      I frowned. That was disgusting.

      Walking forward, I pulled my sword out of the sheath and held my blade out to the side. Ready, but not threatening. Something was holding the florgs back, if these were, in fact, florgs, and I wanted to buy more time for Amber and crew to get moving.

      “Gentlemen,” I said, looking at the twelve beasts ambling to encircle me. “Any chance you’re here to chat? Maybe switch sides?”

      No response from the creatures.

      I reached for my bag, feeling like a shield was going to be clutch in this sort of situation.

      But I felt nothing on my belt.

      I glanced down.

      No bag.

      Ragnar had it.

      I rolled my eyes at my stupid self.

      “Don’t suppose you’d excuse me for a minute?” I asked.

      The gathered florgs did not seem inclined to do so.

      But they also hadn’t moved.

      Why? What was their play here?

      “Fuck it,” I said, not wanting to spend any more time thinking about goblin strategies.

      I lunged forward, flicking my sword up and driving it right through the stupid yellow eyes of the über-florg. I got my foot up and shoved the dying beast off my blade, then spun around to see the next big fucker coming my way, its huge mouth agape.

      Quickly, I sidestepped and contorted myself out of the way of the mouth. And what a mouth. It was huge, with teeth that were a foot long, with a very thin point and a thick root the size of Coke can.

      My dodge put me in perfect chomping range of the next florg, but he wasn’t ready. He opened his mouth, and I tried to get my blade up to attack.

      There was no room. The teeth were coming closer.

      I grabbed the horn of the florg coming in behind and pulled myself up and out of the way of the oncoming teeth.

      These guys were so big, and not at all used to working in teams, that they were all rushing together, trying to fight me at the same time.

      I managed to walk across the tops of their bodies for a moment before a sudden florg-shift caused me to fall to the ground.

      Where I dropped the sword.

      I rolled out of the way of a florg stomp, then scrambled to my feet just in time to get squished between two florgs, both trying to turn to get their mouths around me. Their horns and spikes and other keratinous protrusions dug into my armor, hard enough that the metal screeched. Then one horn punched through the steel and I felt a horrific pain right through my lung. Breathing immediately got difficult.

      But it also made me mad. I didn’t like these big fuckers in my forest. For one, they were ugly. For two, see one.

      I punched the one in front of me.

      Hard.

      The florg made a noise, but otherwise, no effect.

      I reached up and grabbed a horn on the one to my left, and the one to my right. Then I pulled.

      And pulled.

      One of the florgs started trying to get away. I gripped down harder, but the damn horn slipped out! I screamed in frustration and pain, as the departing florg tore his own horn from my lungs.

      Dropping to my knees, I ripped my gauntlets off, and then rolled out of the way of another stomp. This time, when I got up and grabbed some horns, I got my grip on tight, my hands that joyful clammy-sticky mess from sweating inside gloves all day.

      With a moment’s effort, and just as I felt teeth coming down on the back plate of my cuirass, there was a grand ripping noise as I opened up the side of a florg.

      It was a mess of green flesh inside, with a dark, thick blood that poured out in great quantity, steaming in the cold, snowy air.

      The florg behind me had his teeth firmly in the steel of my armor, and slightly in my back itself. He wrenched me to the left.

      I held onto the horns in my hand. There was more tearing until I had a new set of weapons: Florg horns.
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      Hunter Florg Horns

      Item Type: Improvised

      Item Class: One-handed Melee, Two-handed Melee

      Material: Florg Horn

      Damage: 90-120 (Piercing)

      Durability: 200/200

      Weight: 4.8 lbs

      Requirements: n/a

      Description: The horns of a hunter florg removed and used for stabbing.
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      The torn hunter florg went into a rage, attacking anything it could, which, in this case, mostly meant its fellows.

      I stabbed backward with the florg horns, feeling them punch through the heavy leather of the florg.

      This did not make the florg happy.

      He tried to get his teeth out of me.

      But they weren’t going so easily.

      So he shook me harder.

      And I stabbed over and over again.

      I could feel fresh blood pouring over my body, so I clamped my mouth shut and closed my eyes. I did not need a taste of florg to know it was going to be disgusting.

      Stabbing and stabbing and stabbing, and soon I wasn’t even punching through the hide. I was just going into flesh. The flails of the dying florg sped up and then stopped suddenly, the florg becoming literal dead weight.

      The rest of the florgs were devolving into their own fracas, fighting each other and ignoring me.

      I took a few steps, feeling the pain in my legs, my lung, and dragging a whole fucking florg behind me.

      I shook the blood off my face and my florg horns and sighed. I took a deep breath, bared down on my pain, and forced a maniacal smile on my face as I kicked in my least favorite ability - battle frenzy.

      My health was dropping, and I needed to kill these fuckers just so I could get the one percent health bump with each death. Didn’t do me any good if they killed each other. My vision tinged toward red, and I could feel my heart hammering against my chest as adrenaline, and probably other things, powered through my system.

      Unable to help myself, I leaned my head back and let loose a primal scream. Then I launched into the fracas, pulling the dead florg on my back, and caring little for my own ruined self.

      It was slaughter time.

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            31

          

        

      

    

    
      As always, the frenzy was a blur.

      I returned to myself while I was standing — well, sort of standing, using the dead florg still attached to my armor for help. My armor had a few more holes in it, and several florg teeth were now part of me. Some went all the way through from front to back in my legs.

      My health bar was prodigiously low, and looking at the various indicators, I was only going to continue to lose health until I got these damn teeth out of me. I finally had a chance to really look at the teeth. They were unbelievably smooth. Even with my gloves off, I couldn’t get a grip on them, certainly not enough to pull them free.

      I sighed, sagging back against my florg-backpack. I summoned a horde of prinkies and had them carry all the florg corpses and all the rest of the spare gore from around me. I figured, once again, that this stuff would be useful to study.

      Now I just needed to make it back in time. It was a race against my health bar.

      I closed my eyes, gave myself a pep talk, and stood up and started walking. One foot in front of the other, really wishing I had a different backpack.

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            32

          

        

      

    

    
      In my two lifetimes, I’ve done quite a bit of hiking. Of all the hikes in my lifetimes, I’d rank that particular hike, from the florg clearing to Coggeshall, in the bottom five.

      The storm got worse, wind whipping the snow sideways through the trees. I had a host of prinkies that would get stuck or lost or start fighting amongst themselves. My boots had holes in them, and were full of blood, which was slowly freezing around my feet. It made me wonder how my body would deal with frostbite. Would my toes regrow after falling off or would they regrow while my black and dead appendages were still attached? That was one answer I didn’t want to know.

      Thanks to scouting, I had a decent sense of direction in a forest, but even then, the sun had risen by the time I finally emerged from the tree line.

      The gates opened up and soldiers charged out, seeing what must have looked like a monster approaching the walls. But the guard came to a stop when the prinkies surged out around me, rushing for Coggeshall as they all competed to be the first ones to complete their assigned jobs.

      I kept putting one foot in front of the other, well aware that I had a precariously slim bit of health bar remaining.

      The guards, perhaps confused, stood aside as I trudged through the last few yards of snow before walking under the gatehouse and into the village of Coggeshall. I didn’t stumble, didn’t drop to my knees, but I did take a minute to sigh and breathe with relief. Most likely, I’d be able to survive this nonsense. I moved enough along the road between our two gatehouses to make sure I wouldn’t get in the way of the wagons coming in from the Empire side.

      Then, I pulled at my pauldron, realizing why knights in stories always had squires and pages to help them armor up. Getting armor on and off was a pain in the ass.

      “I need a squire,” I breathed.

      “I am sure there is a long list of potential candidates,” Nikolai said.

      I looked up and saw my chancellor walking out of the gatehouse.

      He looked me over and poked at the florg on my back with a walking stick.

      “You have the most interesting taste in fashion,” he said.

      “I think I’m pulling it off,” I replied, giving up on getting the pauldron off and leaning against the corpse. Which was no longer soft, having hardened between rigor mortis and freezing.

      “I do wish you would pull it off.”

      “It’s a bit stuck.”

      “Oh?” he asked, walking around and peering at my armor and my florg. “Ah. I see.”

      “You thought I was wearing it for fun?”

      “It may have crossed my mind.”

      “Really?”

      “I have stopped trying to guess, your grace.”

      “Can you get someone to help me?”

      “Of course,” Nikolai said with a smile. Then his smiled vanished as he likely realized just how injured I was. “Healers!”

      He was as close to running as I’d seen post-prison Nikolai, which was about as fast as I think he could go these days.

      The prinkies were piling up their goods about ten feet from me, and I smiled a wan smile ,watching them struggle to get all the bits and bobs to stay together.

      My breathing was getting ragged.

      A woman raced toward me with a wooden box under one arm. She almost slipped trying to stop next to me, and my arm shot out on its own to keep her upright.

      “Thank you, your grace,” she said, setting her box on the ground, “but I am supposed to be helping you.”

      She flipped the lid of the box up, revealing two rows of glass bottles holding various potions in a rainbow of vivid colors. She peered over me, pulled on some of the teeth, gritted her own teeth, poked me a few times, and finally decided she’d seen enough. She picked out a yellow potion.

      “Open,” she said.

      I did, and she poured some potion into my mouth.

      It burned, like really pure alcohol, but I started to heal. At least, my health bar was going up. But none of the holes in my body closed.

      “You are quite injured, your grace,” the healer said.

      “A bit,” I said.

      “I have given you a potion to boost your health temporarily. Hopefully that will give us time to get, uh, whatever these are, out of you.”

      She ran her fingers over a tooth again, feeling the smoothness.

      “Are you stable?” she asked.

      “The dead body on my back is keeping me from falling over,” I said.

      “I meant your health levels.”

      I checked them quickly.

      “Yes,” I said. “I think.”

      She nodded. “I will need to get some tools.”

      “Great,” I said, with the best smile I could muster.

      She gave me a weak smile in return, and then hurried off.

      Nikolai came rushing back with a string of soldiers behind him, each with large shields.

      He had them form a protective barrier around me.

      “What is this?” I asked.

      “Bad for morale to see you like this,” Nikolai said.

      “Really? Come on—”

      “Children are coming outside to play. Would you—”

      “Point taken. Hide me.”

      “Of course, your grace.”

      The healer came back shortly with Zoey, the smith.

      Working together, they drilled holes in the teeth, and then pushed thin metal wires through them. Then, with all the delicacy of a woman who forges steel, Zoey yanked the wires, and the teeth, one by one.

      Each tooth came out in a spurt of blood, and often with some of my flesh as well. Like the teeth were stuck to my insides. It was not the most pleasant of mornings.

      Finally, though, after who knows how long, the last tooth came out, and there was a glorious wave of pain as my boon finally kicked in and I started patching up.

      The healer, Thomasina Harding, had a healing potion all ready to go, but Nikolai held her back from administering it.

      “I am sure his grace is more than capable of healing himself now,” Nikolai said.

      “I mean,” I said, doing my best to keep my hands from shaking, “I wouldn—”

      “Your grace,” Nikolai said, “I hesitate to burden you with—”

      “What is it?”

      “There are some new guests you need to meet.”

      “The centaurs?”

      “Have you not already met the centaurs?”

      “I mean, we had a vague interaction, but—”

      “Lord Northwoods has arrived to spend Fiends’ Night with his family.”

      “Are you fucking kidding me?”

      “Sadly, no.”

      “Those are his wagons coming?”

      “He did manage to bring a few things with him.”

      “Fuuuuuuuuuuuck.”

      “Yes, your grace.”

      I tried to run my hand through my hair, but, well, I didn’t have any hair and I was wearing a helmet, so I kind of just hit myself in the face.

      “Don’t suppose there is time for a shower?” I asked.

      “It would likely be best if we made time,” Nikolai said. “Zoey, might you get this armor off of him?”

      “All things considered,” Zoey said, looking at the ruined armor, “probably best if he took it off in the shower. Lots of blood, and some might be stuck to him. Better to get some water on it to loosen everything up.”

      “Ah. Yes.”

      “Did Amber and crew arrive healthy?” I asked. I trudged toward MountainHome’s main entrance.

      “Yes, your grace,” Nikolai said. “They were not happy that I refused to send out the Legion or the guard, but I felt you had this in hand. Or, if it was something that had managed to kill you, it would likely put quite the dent in our forces.”

      “I’m glad you’re thinking of me first.”

      “Would you prefer I think of your life, or the several thousand souls you’ve brought together here?”

      “I know, just a rough morning.”

      “It would seem so,” he said. “What was it you faced?”

      “The goblins are getting tricky,” I said. “The camp was an ambush. And they also unleashed these creatures called florgs—”

      “I have seen them before. Not quite that big though.”

      “The ones at camp were small. Swarm florgs. Then there were big ones called Hunter florgs.”

      “Interesting. It is possible the goblins have been breeding the florgs to a purpose. I will ask Timurlan to look at the corpses you have brought back, see what he might glean from them.”

      “Thanks. Yeah, there should be more corpses in the knapsack, which Ragnar should have.”

      Nikolai nodded and made a little note in his little notebook.

      “Essie and Harmut assure me they will have rooms ready for the centaurs later today,” Nikolai said, reading from the notebook. “They completed a ballroom, which will have to double as our eating chambers for the Homing.”

      “The Homing?”

      “The various rites and rituals which will make MountainHome a home.”

      “Got it.”

      “Lord Northwoods has been, well, less than eager to accept temporary accommodations.”

      “What does that mean?”

      “It means he smiles a lot and then yells at Lady Northwoods for us being incompetent.”

      “How many bodies did he bring?”

      “Well, there is him. His son—”

      “His son came?”

      “It would appear so.”

      “Great.”

      “Then there is the lord his son squires for, the lord’s wife and daughter, five bodyguards for Lord Northwoods, and twenty house guard. Then six members of his household staff.”

      “So that’s nearly forty people?”

      “Nearly, yes. Also—”

      “More?”

      “Yes. More. Lord Northwoods’ brothers are here. And their families.”

      “Well, fuck.”

      “Indeed.”

      “How many?”

      “Twenty-two more.”

      “Sixty-two total?”

      “Not exactly, but thereabouts.”

      “Why not exactly?”

      “Because you guessed on your initial count and weren’t correct there.”

      “Fine. How are we on beds?”

      “Very low.”

      “You want to give Northwoods my apartment?”

      “No.”

      “But—”

      “You are the duke,” Nikolai said firmly, ushering me into MountainHome. “You need to act like it.”

      “I am acting like it,” I said. “I’m trying to be a good host.”

      “Your grace—”

      “Ah, the host arrives!” boomed out Lord Northwoods voice.

      I sighed.

      We had walked into the main hallway between the exit and the throne room, and who should come down the stairs from one of the residential areas but Lord Northwoods and his crew.

      Northwoods looked fantastic. He had on a dark blue fur cloak trimmed in a perfect white. His pants were clearly tailored to his form, his boots were spotless, and he’d oiled his hair and slicked it back. His face was clean shaven, and he had a healthy glow to him.

      I looked down at myself.

      My steel armor was mismatched and more closely resembled a cheese grater. Blood, both my own plus goblin and florg and, well, other, covered me from head to toe. And let’s not even mention all the bonus organic substances on me, like the poop and saliva, ichor and bile, bits of flesh and bobs of, well, other stuff. My eyes were probably bloodshot. I felt like my nose had been running. And I knew I had to stink.

      “Lord Northwoods,” I said, “allow me to welcome you to Coggeshall.”

      “I see you have been hunting,” Northwoods said.

      “I, uh, sure, hunting.”

      “The quarry turned out to be more difficult than you thought, eh?”

      “Sharper teeth.”

      Northwoods laughed, and got closer to look at a hole in my chest. Then he wrinkled his nose and put a delicate lace handkerchief in front of his face and took a few steps back.

      “One must wonder what is in this valley of yours,” he said.

      “Still trying to figure that out myself. I take it you are here for Fiends’ Night?”

      “I am! My daughter mentioned you were unwilling to allow her even the short travel to her home, and I could not allow her to be alone on such a night—”

      “I’d hardly consider a stay in Coggeshall to be alone,” I said, gesturing to all the people moving around us.

      “Ah, but there is little quite like being with family on Fiends’ night.”

      “I mean, you’ve got me there. I think.”

      “I look forward to what you have planned. I hear some interesting things.”

      “I’m sure I do have interesting things planned,” I replied, and glanced over at Nikolai.

      He shrugged.

      “Or we can find some interesting things to do. I’m a fun guy,” I said. “Like mushrooms.”

      “Mushrooms, your grace?” Northwoods asked.

      “Fungi.”

      “Ah.”

      “Little joke.”

      “Indeed, your grace.”

      “I think I should be off to, you know, clean up.”

      “I was hoping you might give me a tour of your holding.”

      “I’m sure that can be arranged,” I said, looking over at Nikolai, who was definitely trying to shake his head. “Let me take a shower and get this armor off, and then we’ll, uh, take a stroll.”

      “I will eagerly await you, your grace.”

      I gave the man a quick nod, and then started walking up the staircase.

      Most everyone moved out of my way, quite a ways out of my way, actually. I noticed I was leaving gruesome footprints behind.

      Nikolai came right along behind me.

      As soon as I was out of sight, I heard an immense amount of whispering going on. I sighed, hating all the court nonsense I had to put up with. Still, it could be worse. At least as the top dog present, I didn’t have to play too much of the game. I could just be myself and weather their insults.
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      When I got to my room, I found it occupied. And not just by Emeline, who was reading a book on my bed, but also by Ragnar and Skeld.

      They looked me over, and shook their heads.

      “You should not have attempted that fight on your own,” Skeld said.

      “It was fine,” I replied. “I was fine.”

      “Montana,” Ragnar said, but I held a hand up.

      “There’s no need for admonishment,” I said. “It was a hard fight, but I’m not sure what you guys might have done to change that.”

      “Given you access to your bag,” Ragnar said, pointing to the knapsack sitting on my dresser.

      “True, that would have been useful, but—”

      “Oddly,” Nikolai said, interrupting us, “I believe I fall in the camp supporting our duke here. From what I have seen, it would have been a fatal fight for anyone else.”

      I nodded, then paused.

      “Any chance you’d be willing to help me out of my armor?” I asked.

      “No,” Ragnar said. “That’s disgusting.”

      Then he pivoted, whipping his tail out behind him, and stalked out of the room.

      “He’s angry,” Skeld said.

      “I can tell,” I replied.

      “I’m not particularly happy myself.”

      “I don’t want to have this conversation again,” I said, stomping into my bathroom and unleashing the torrent of water.

      I didn’t bother to take anything off — I just got under the waterfall.

      Don’t get me wrong: I loved my shower. But calling it a shower is, well, misleading. It’s definitely more water than would ever be useful, and I’m not sure anyone other than myself could stand up against the beating of the water.

      I let the blood and guts and bonus bits get pressure-washed off the steel of my armor. After barely a minute under the water, and I could feel the armor loosening up, no longer sticking in odd places.

      I stepped out of the torrent and pulled the helm off, tossing it to one side, where it clanked around.

      “This tour,” Nikolai said.

      I jumped, slipped on the wet rock, and barely kept my balance. Nikolai was leaning against the wall just outside the splash range of my shower, his notebook out.

      “Fuck, man,” I said. “What are you doing in here?”

      “Speaking with you,” Nikolai said. “The tour.”

      “Can’t I have some privacy?”

      “No. There is no time for that right now.”

      “No time for privacy?”

      “No, your grace. The tour.”

      “Fuck, fine. Tour.”

      I summoned prinkies upon prinkies until there was little extra space in the bathroom. I had them pull the armor off, then cart it down to Zoey. The prinkies weren’t huge fans of getting wet, but considering how much they reveled in accomplishing assigned tasks, they eagerly waded into the shower, losing their footing on the way. Then they’d get rolled around in the shower torrent until I pulled them free. At which point, they’d be dizzy and stumble around. Notably, they would also shake like dogs to get the water off their voluminous fur.

      The whole thing made Nikolai rather irritated. And, for me, that was worth everything.

      “It would not be wise to show Lord Northwoods every aspect of our holding,” Nikolai said.

      “He’s supposed to be our ally,” I replied, pulling a vambrace off and tossing it to a waiting yellow prinky.

      “Northwoods is loyal to his family first, the Empire second, and you, at best would be a distant third. Though I imagine there are quite a few other allies in between you and him.”

      “So?”

      “So I do not trust him.”

      “Come on,” I said. “He’s been fine.”

      “Being fine does not mean he is worth showing all our secrets to.”

      “What secrets are we keeping from him then?”

      “The farms.”

      “The farms are awesome.”

      “Agreed, but he need not know about them. Let him think we get our food from—”

      “He’s going to know.”

      “How?”

      “We’re having a few big meals together as one home, right?”

      “Of course.”

      “You think people won’t be talking about the food then?”

      “I doubt he will speak to anyone—”

      “If he doesn’t, his people certainly will. He’s not dumb. He’ll have his guards talk to our guards to find out everything they can.”

      “Also Eliza,” Emeline called from the doorway. “She knows about the farms.”

      “How do you know to show up when I get naked?” I asked, realizing I didn’t even have a towel nearby. For a heartbeat I considered using a prinky to cover my jiggly bits, but decided that was a line I didn’t want to cross.

      “I’ve been here the whole time,” she said with a smile. She walked carefully between the prinkies and hopped up to sit on the counter.

      “I suppose the two of you make some good points,” Nikolai said, tapping his pencil on his notebook. “You may show him the farms if he asks, but, perhaps, find a way to keep Timurlan from expressing exactly what he is.”

      “Timurlan isn’t exactly talkative,” I said.

      “He is becoming more comfortable here,” Nikolai said, “and becoming more social. He is proud of the farms he has built, and deservedly so. But it also means he’s been eager to talk about what he has done and why. I would prefer your safe harbor for magic users to remain as much of a secret as possible.”

      “Ugh,” I said, leaning back against the wall for a moment. Then I walked all the way under the water so I didn’t have to hear Emeline and Nikolai talking. Better to just let them figure out this nonsense than try to argue about it with them.

      There is something special about the shower, for me at least. It’s always been a place of thought for me. Of peace. And this shower, which could fully envelop me, was especially so. Made sense it would be invaded.
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      The water parted like a curtain to reveal a lush darkness beyond.

      I stood rooted to my own world, staring at the opening and trying to figure out what the fuck was happening. I idly wondered if there was a way to install a spear stand in the shower itself.

      Vague hints of vanilla wafted through the opening.

      I didn’t move.

      “Will you get in here already,” Mister Paul shouted out.

      I sighed, and walked into the darkness, which sort of draped around me like it was real, and weighted, and then pulled away from me. All of a sudden I was wearing dark purple velvet robes and walking in what looked like a smoking lounge from Edwardian times. Which, why did I know what Edwardian times looked like?

      Mister Paul was sitting in an overstuffed armchair, swirling a snifter of brandy in one hand. A fire crackled in the fireplace while rain crashed against the windows.

      “Where are we?” I asked.

      “Seat?” Mister Paul replied, avoiding my question and pointing to the chair opposite him.

      I sat down. It was, indeed, a comfortable chair.

      “Nice robes, thank you,” I said.

      “Thought it might be uncomfortable for you to be naked in here,” Mister Paul said, grinning.

      “A bit, yes.”

      “Yes, well, as much as the viewers appreciate your body on display, I doubt they are watching here, and so—”

      “Viewers?”

      “Now, Montana of Coggeshall, I believe it has been a minute since we last spoke.”

      “Not that long. A few days.”

      “Feels like months.”

      “Is that because you’re so enamored with me?”

      “Likely,” he said. He winked at me and took a sip of his brandy. “Would you like something to drink?”

      “Um, sure.”

      Mister Paul picked up a little bell and rang it.

      “Now,” Mister Paul said, “I must ask if you’ve chosen your magic building.”

      “No,” I said. “Still working on that.”

      He gritted his teeth, but forced a smile. “My dear boy, it would really be better if you sped things up just a little.”

      “I’m going as fast as I can.”

      “Are you though?”

      “I think so.”

      “Try harder.”

      “Give me some clues on what I should be doing.”

      “Growing in power.”

      “That’s not a clue, it’s—”

      “The way the world works.”

      “Sure, let’s just say that.”

      “It is very important, though.”

      “To be powerful.”

      “Yes.”

      “Why?”

      “Because of what is coming.”

      “What is coming?”

      “Something I cannot tell you about.”

      “Thanks a pant-load.”

      “Yes, well, we must all play by the rules here.”

      “Man, fuck your rules.”

      “Oh, would that I could. But sadly, I am bound by them, just as you are. Though, I would suppose you are less bound by them than I. But, they put those rules in place for those like me, not like you.”

      “Gods.”

      “Perhaps.”

      “Don’t perhaps me. That’s exactly who they’re for.”

      “Yes, I imagine there is no point beating around that particular bush.”

      A door opened, and a valet entered in a tuxedo and tails with a silver tray balanced on one hand. He strode through the room and stopped smartly at my chair. He bent down and held the tray out, where there was a frosted mug of deep red frothy liquid.

      I looked over to thank the butler and realized I was staring in the face of Mister Paul.

      “Uh, thanks,” I said.

      “Very welcome,” both Mister Pauls said in unison.

      I grabbed the drink and took a sip.

      Rootbeer, but not Faygo…

      “Nice,” I said, “but what is this?”

      “Thought you might like a little something different,” the Mister Pauls replied. “Small batch rootbeer from a brewery in Wisconsin. Sprecher Brewing Company.”

      “Tasty. Not sure I can really get behind something from Wisconsin.”

      “Your openness to change is noted.”

      “Question,” I started, “what happens if I go back to Earth through the Feedoheem?”

      The seated Mister Paul leaned back in his chair and looked up at the ceiling. Valet Mister Paul left the room.

      “I daresay no one has attempted such a maneuver,” he finally said. “It would certainly be quite the adventure to watch, though. I am not suggesting you attempt it — at least not yet. Shame to get off this particular merry-go-round before it has stopped. Not sure it would work either, nor what you would be when you arrived on Earth. Oh, now I am very curious. A pox on you for making me so interested in something I cannot watch. Yet. Maybe next time. Or later. But would it even work? I suppose there’s no reason it wouldn’t, but, well, those in the Feedoheem differ from most others in the universes. They carry their powers with them, hence why they can survive everywhere. But you, well, you are supplemented by Vuldranni. And myself. There, though... hrm. I will do some thinking, and perhaps even a little talking, on this. But for the moment, I cannot answer your question.”

      “Okay,” I said, taking another sip of root beer.

      “Other dangerous questions?”

      “I’m sure I can come up with some. Oh, yeah, why no heads up about Fiends’ Night?”

      “What do you mean?”

      “Seems like kind of a big deal not to tell me about.”

      “What would you have me do? Spoil every surprise this world holds? Fiends’ Night occurs every year. I assumed you would understand the dangers it posed when it came. And, clearly, you have.”

      “Still—”

      “Still nothing. This is not a game where someone holds your hand and carries you when you get tired. It is difficult, deadly, and most often unfair. You must improvise, adapt, and overcome.”

      “I think I’ve heard that before.”

      “It is not a phrase of my own in any sense of the word, but is rather adept to describe what you need to do.”

      “What do you mean ‘game?’”

      “I mean what I mean, and you know there is little I can tell you about that.”

      “It’s confusing.”

      “Agreed, and yet, it is how we must choose to live. And before you tell me you did not choose this life, I daresay you did.”

      “I would not say that.”

      “So many do; it’s annoying.”

      “What do you mean?”

      “Again.”

      “You can’t tell me.”

      “Precisely.”

      I took a few sips of my pop and looked out the windows. I couldn’t see anything through the torrential downpour.

      “Is that just the shower?” I asked.

      “Maybe,” Mister Paul replied with a smile. “Now, as per usual, there are a few little things to pass over to you.”

      “Are these going to be helpful?”

      “Helpful is a state of mind, really.”

      “That etiquette book—”

      “Have you even used that?”

      “No, but—”

      “Then how do you know? I swear, sometimes I wonder if you are still a toddler.”

      “Excuse me?”

      “That is how a toddler thinks. I do not like it before I have tried it. Perhaps that etiquette book would give you insights into the courtly life you’ve already decided you hate.”

      “Sometimes I wish I hadn’t been tapped to become a duke.”

      “While it presents certain challenges to your life, Montana, there are plenty of advantages. And if you were truly willing to indulge your selfish desires, I imagine you would be more than capable of doing little more than fishing and drinking your preferred soda pop.”

      “I feel trapped,” I said.

      “You are held within a gilded cage. You need not fight for your supper on the daily, do you?”

      “I tend to fight pretty often.”

      “At your discretion. Often to protect others.”

      “Aren’t you supposed to be on my side?”

      “Do you doubt I am?”

      “No, but—”

      “I am not here to console your complaints or make you feel better about your life. I am your patron and you are my champion. I am not, nor ever will be, your cheerleader. At least to your face.”

      “Fantastic.”

      “I rather think myself fabulous. Now, can we get to the matter at hand?”

      “Gifts?”

      “Gifts, yes. We could call them gifts.”

      “From viewers.”

      “From those who are invested in your journey.”

      “How do they view my journey?”

      “A myriad of methods, none of which have the slightest bearing on you in Vuldranni.”

      “I feel like there was this thing we learned in physics — I mean, that the other kids learned in physics — something about not being able to observe something without interacting with it?”

      “Yes, that is something. But you are most certainly being interacted with. What do you think I am doing?”

      “Sorry, I’m just confused and concerned.”

      “I know, Montana, I know. And it is impressive to see the depth of your empathy. Your willingness to help. I think that is one reason your antics have become popular.”

      “I’m the number one show on Vuldranni?”

      “Now,” Mister Paul said with a smile, “I did not say that was the case, did I?”

      “Who’s number one?”

      He just winked at me.

      “Present number one,” he said, and he rang the bell.

      This time, as soon as the bell rang, the door opened and valet Mister Paul sashayed into the room with another silver tray. This tray, however, was covered with a cloche. Valet Paul put the tray right in front of my face and whisked the cloche away with no small amount of flourish.

      “Really?” Mister Paul asked Valet Paul.

      The valet rolled his eyes and dropped the cloche, which disappeared right before it hit the ground. I was not fond of dealing with gods showing off.

      On the tray was a small, square crystal bottle filled with a vibrant green liquid and stoppered with a dark piece of wood.

      I picked it up and looked it over.

      “A small potion,” Mister Paul began.

      “I gathered as much,” I replied.

      Mister Paul just gave me a frown. “It is technically not for you, though I suppose you could use it if you liked. This potion will give you some attribute points.”

      “Have lots of those already.”

      “And now you have one more.”

      “It’s probably for Nikolai, but he refuses to take one.”

      Mister Paul just shrugged. “Then I suggest you use it.”

      I frowned, but I still took the bottle.

      “The next thing is a little odd,” Mister Paul said, “but it was a very specific request dealing with something of a fan-favorite, so I could not quite find a way to deny them their request.”

      Mister Paul gestured to the valet, who pulled another cloche off the tray, a tray that had just been empty. And without a cloche. Under the new cloche was something that looked a lot like a pencil case. Mister Paul grabbed the case and gave it a hard shake. The sides opened up and fell down, forming something akin to an empty doorway. Then Mister Paul set the pencil-case-door-frame on the ground. It was about two feet tall and eighteen inches wide. Roughly.

      “What is that?” I asked.

      “It is a prinky dresser,” Mister Paul said proudly.

      “I’m sorry?”

      “I warned you it was a bit odd.”

      “This is only a bit odd? What does it do?”

      “You instruct the prinky to go through this frame, and when it appears on the other side, it will be dressed.”

      “Why does it need to be dressed?”

      “Increased cuteness factor.”

      “That’s kind of pointless.”

      “It would be, except the clothing provides random bonus to their skills or attributes.”

      “Like increased strength?”

      “I suppose that could be something the clothing boosts. As far as I know, the benefits are completely random. So some might be fantastic, while others might be, erm, somewhat less so.”

      “Could the clothing be cursed?”

      “I suppose that could happen, yes.”

      “Well, that’s just fucking dandy.”

      “You are not bound to use it, if you do not wish.”

      “I don’t suppose I could trade it for something useful, could I?”

      “No. Doesn’t quite work that way.”

      “And here I thought trade was a key aspect of this game.”

      “Only upon arrival, Duke Coggeshall, and certainly not with gifts. Perhaps you should ask your etiquette manual what to do when you receive a gift you do not appreciate. I can guarantee it is not to attempt trading it with the individual who just offered the present to you.”

      “But these gifts aren’t from you; they’re passed to you to pass to me.”

      “I can still feel the disappointment,” Mister Paul said, totally pretending to be hurt.

      “Can it,” I said. “I’ve got a ton left to do before this Fiends’ Night fiasco.”

      “I do hope the night doesn’t turn into what I’m afraid it might.”

      “What do you know that I don’t?”

      He raised both eyebrows and then opened his mouth before I stopped him.

      “I mean about Fiends’ Night.”

      “I was about to say—”

      “I know what you were about to say, and I’d rather get my daily dose of sass from someone else.”

      Mister Paul’s smile faded from his face. “Fiends’ Night can be very challenging. I daresay that I do not know how much I would like to live through one. Sometimes I am amazed at the lengths mortals must go just to live their lives. I know that there will be danger on that night, that you will face plenty of enemies. That is a known factor for any leader. Also, understand that fiends are dealmakers, and this is the night where they are most available for deals. There will likely be those who choose this moment to take their lives in a different direction. Those you have wronged might reach out to a higher power to exact revenge. Those who have been oppressed and downtrodden might do the same. Though I cannot say that anyone is planning such actions. Not only would that be a lie, but—:”

      “It would be against the rules.”

      “Yes. I can only warn you against what is possible, and nothing specific. Especially because there are still eyes upon us.”

      “Other gods?”

      Mister Paul nodded slightly, like hearing that truth irritated him.

      “The Eight?” I asked.

      “Among others. There is, how to put this so I do not stray too far away from the rules? More than usual rides upon this round. Some patrons are already out of the game, so they seek to attach themselves to other players in order to better improve their position.”

      “When this is all over,” I said, sipping at my drink, “I need to hear what all this nonsense actually is.”

      “Should we make it that far,” Mister Paul said, “I hope I might tell you. Last thing.”

      The valet did the cloche thing again and revealed two rings.

      “A ring of water breathing.”

      “I thought I had one of those,” I said. “The other?”

      “The Ring of Questions Answered. Two things I was requested to give you again, since you lost them elsewhere.”

      “Oh,” I said, picking up the rings. “Thanks!”

      
        
          
            [image: ]
          

        

        * * *

      

      Ring of Questions Answered

      Item Type: Epic

      Item Class: Ring

      Material: Gold

      Durability: High

      Weight: .08 lbs

      Requirements: n/a

      Description: The ring of questions answered will highlight the lost.
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      “You are most welcome,” Valet Paul said. He took a single step away and then disappeared.

      Mister Paul set his snifter of brandy to the side and stood up, brushing imaginary bits of something from his perfectly creased black trousers.

      “It is always a pleasure, Duke Montana of Coggeshall,” he said, giving me the slightest bow as he grabbed my hand to pull me out of the chair.

      “Can I respawn yet?” I asked, remembering his words of warning.

      “It might not be the best idea to test that out,” Mister Paul said.

      “You don’t know?”

      “Being a god is not an exact science, my boy. And I daresay this is not something I would like to get wrong.”

      I sighed, but nodded.

      “Almost died here today,” I said.

      “I saw,” Mister Paul replied. “You misused your forces.”

      “I did not—”

      “You still think you are the only bastion of defense for all your people, but remember they have been dealing with these dangers their entire lives and they still manage to walk upright by themselves. You will run up against the limits of your power, and your only choices will be asking others to join you or death.”

      “Or I get stronger.”

      “I continue to urge that direction, yet you are not taking it seriously.”

      “What time do I have to do that?”

      “How long has this shower taken?”

      “I mean, is time passing outside right now?”

      “Tough to tell.”

      “Then I guess I could take shorter showers.”

      “It’s really the lattes that kill you.”

      “What?”

      “Never you mind.”

      “I could go for a latte.”

      “Do well on Fiends’ Night, and I suppose something along those lines might be in order.”

      “I would appreciate—”

      “Now stop showering.”

      He gave me a hearty shove, and I tripped back through the velvet curtains and stepped back out into the shower, which was shockingly cold.

      Quickly, I stepped out of the water and into the main bathroom.

      “You done playing with yourself?” Nikolai asked, frowning. “We have work to do.”
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      I got dressed.

      Then Emeline and Nikolai examined me and decided I’d done so improperly. So I got dressed again. And again. At which point they decided to put me in chain mail and a Coggeshall tabard. Not exactly comfortable, but supposedly it made me look enough like a duke to pass muster. I thought it made me look imposing, but apparently that was the look they wanted. Playing dress up annoyed me, so I just went with it.

      Ragnar and Skeld split off as we headed down the stairs, going off to do their own things, leaving me with Nikolai.

      “Are you giving the tour with me?” I asked.

      “Do you need me to hold your hand?” Nikolai replied.

      “I mean, I’d rather you gave the tour than me.”

      “I know.”

      “I do have a little thing for you,” I said, pulling the bottle out and holding it out to Nikolai.

      He stopped on the stairs, so I stopped on the stairs. He stared at the bottle with narrowed eyes.

      “Where did that come from?” he asked.

      “The gods.”

      “The gods. Anyone else and I would be suspicious. But you do seem to have a rather, hrm, close relationship with our deities.”

      “Some of them.”

      “Even one is more than most. Why give this to me?”

      “It was given to me to give to you.”

      “The gods mentioned me?”

      “Yes.”

      “Specifically?”

      “Not specifically, but it was very much hinted to be for you.”

      “Do you know what it does?”

      “Gives ability points.”

      “Many points.”

      “Did you do some magic on it?”

      “I identified it, yes.”

      “Don’t say it like that.”

      “Like what?”

      “Like I should have identified it.”

      “It would be useful if you did, that’s all—”

      “I can’t cast any damn spells,” I snapped, clearly still feeling a little miffed about that. “Actually, that’s a lie, I can cast one, and it would wind up with the two of us pasted all over these walls.”

      “Might I suggest you refrain from magic then?”

      “I do refrain from magic.”

      “I apologize for my tone.”

      “Thank you. Now how many points does it give?”

      “Twenty-four.”

      “That’s pretty nice.”

      “It is exceedingly valuable, and I refuse to take it.”

      “Fuck you. Take it.”

      “Fuck me? Fuck you. There is no rational explanation you can give me to take this fucking potion, Montana.”

      “I mean, how about because it would help make you less of the miserable bastard you are?”

      “It would do nothing to decrease my misery, nor would it give me any increased efficiency with the job you’ve tasked me —”

      “Why the fuck are you so miserable then?”

      “This is not the time for such a conversation,” he said, stomping away from me down the stairs.

      I swore and shoved the bottle in a pouch on my belt. I wished I had my knapsack, but the powers that be thought that looked tacky.

      The thing was, I knew I could force Nikolai to take the potion. As his lord, I could order him to take it. As his hirð leader, I could magically force him to drink the potion and spend his ability points how I wanted. But I didn’t like the idea of stealing someone’s will. It was one thing to order him to do something within his role as chancellor, but this was different. More personal. It could fundamentally alter his life, and if he refused to take it... that was on him.

      I jumped down to the next landing to catch up with Nikolai. We continued walking together in a gloriously awkward silence.
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      Lord Northwoods and his party were milling about in the general open space at the bottom of the main stairs. It was quite the crowd.

      I didn’t think all of his people were there, but there were quite a few. Northwoods and Eliza were speaking with a young man I recognized: Eliza’s brother. Supposedly someone who had been working with Caticorix and was responsible for Northwoods being abducted.

      Lord Northwoods’ brothers looked, unsurprisingly, like Lord Northwoods, only if he’d been more physically active. Northwoods was a bit round. One brother was more muscular but short, and the other brother was lean and tall. The three of them together made me giggle. It was like they were out of a fairy tale.

      “Ah,” Lord Northwoods, uh, my lord Northwoods, boomed as he saw me walking down the last flight of stairs. “You look to have cleaned up.”

      “I do have some expertise in that area,” I replied.

      “Of course. Might I introduce my brothers?”

      “It would delight me to meet them,” I said, getting a slight nod from Nikolai, who also veered off toward his office. Traitor.

      “Lord Oliver Northwoods, newly Baron of the Northwoods.” The tall, thin one.

      “Baron Northwoods,” I said, giving a curt bow. “Congratulations on the new title.”

      He returned the bow. “Duke Coggeshall, likewise to you.”

      “And Lord Willam Northwoods.”

      “Count Northwoods,” I said again, also giving a curt bow.

      “Duke Coggeshall,” replied the short muscled man. “Sadly, I have no county or barony to my name, as of yet. Please, just call me Willam. Three Northwoods around and it’s a maze of confusion.”

      “Thank you,” I said. “I was a little worried.”

      “Please address me as Baron Northwoods,” the taller brother said.

      “I would defer to formality,” Lord Northwoods said.

      “Okay, so, Willam,” I pointed at the short muscled one, “Lord Northwoods,” then to the round one I’d known the longest, “and Baron Northwoods,” and finally the tall one, “is that suitable?”

      The brothers looked at each other and smiled.

      “Thank you for accepting our quirks with this,” Lord Northwoods said.

      “As my brother said,” Baron Northwoods said, “it can get confusing.”

      “I noticed,” I said. “The tour—”

      “Might I introduce my daughter?” Baron Northwoods asked, gesturing to the crowd for a young lady to step forward.

      “Of course,” I said, “It would be an honor to meet her.”

      “Lady Marguerite Northwoods,” Baron Northwoods said.

      She was probably around Eliza’s age. They looked similar, though Marguerite was a mite bit shorter, and had lighter hair with greener eyes. She also seemed, somehow, softer. Like she’d done very little in the way of work, and, maybe, eschewed the outdoors completely.

      “A pleasure,” I said, taking her proffered hand and giving it a light peck.

      She blushed. “Thank you, your grace.”

      “I would that I had a daughter to introduce as well,” Willam Northwoods said. “But, alas, I have yet to wed.”

      “Uh, same,” I said.

      He gave me a wink. Which I smiled at. But what the fuck was he winking for? That we were both bachelors on the prowl? That we were unwed lords? What the fuck? But I kept that all inside, like a good little duke.

      “Right,” I said, “tour?”

      “Ah,” Lord Northwoods said, “one more introduction, please.”

      “Great,” I said.

      “Duke Ginsburg,” Lord Northwoods said.

      A massive bear of a man stepped through the crowd with a craggy and curious smile on his face. Like me, he wore some armor, and had his family crest on a tabard. A very large sword hung at his side, with an intricate and ornate knot tied around the hilt and sheath.

      “Yes?” Ginsburg asked. “Oh, right. Fellow duke!”

      His voice boomed out, like he was overjoyed just to be living life. He advanced on me.

      “Duke Ginsburg,” I said, “I am Duke Coggeshall.”

      “Fantastic!” Ginsburg shouted. “I am delighted to be here.”

      “I am delighted to have you.”

      “Oh! How I expect to enjoy this Fiends’ Night! I am very excited!”

      “So glad to have you here.”

      He clapped his hands together and gave them a vigorous rub.

      “Let’s see your holding, shall we?” he fairly roared.

      “Tour!” the brothers shouted, clearly happy to be together, which was nice, but I would have seriously preferred this family reunion be happening elsewhere. Still. Wishes and fishes, right?

      The tour comprised myself, the three brothers, Eliza and her cousins, Duke Ginsburg, and some of their party who apparently did not warrant introductions, including some children who seemed less than enthused about having to go on the walk with us.

      We started the tour by going outside and talking about the tunnel through the mountain. Then we went all the way around the wall, looking out at the clear ground in front and the safe space inside. I pointed out where the original longhouses used to stand, structures since destroyed. I skipped over the witch encampment, which was largely broken down by now, but we did go over to the brownie tree. It would have been impossible to ignore, considering it was one of the few deciduous trees around, and by far the biggest. Oh, and it had a certain glow to it. And occasionally let out some sparkles.

      Some brownies came out and spoke nicely to our visitors, answering questions and doing a few tricks. But they were a huge hit with the kids. And the brownies seemed equally delighted by the children. They put on an impromptu lights show around the base of the tree, with glowing illusory creatures chasing each other round and round.

      Amid everything, I felt a light weight on my shoulder.

      I looked over to see Flint Frostycliff sitting there, a small pipe in one hand.

      “Lovely to watch, yes?” he asked.

      I nodded.

      “We will join you inside this Fiends’ Night,” he said. “Not sure I had formally accepted your offer, but there it is.”

      “I’m glad,” I said. “I think that’s wise.”

      He smiled at me. “And we were thinking, if you have yet to do so, we would like to provide gifts for the children.”

      “Which children?”

      “Why, all of them.”

      “Sounds great to me,” I said.

      “Bully,” he replied with a smile. Then he leapt off my shoulder and disappeared.

      I sighed, really wishing I could do magic.

      “And on we merrily stumble!” I called out, moving on.

      Some of the kids weren’t keen on leaving the brownies, but then the brownies joined the tour, some of whom decided they would ride on woodland creatures. So now my entourage also had brownies riding foxes.

      Neat.

      We went inside MountainHome, entering through the large double doors and walking down the short hallway. I did not point out the murder holes on either side and in the ceiling, nor did I feel the need to tell the tour about the guard barracks right there. From that initial walkway, we came to a large open room that I was sure had changed in layout from the first time I’d seen it.

      Now the main stairwell came down in two sections along the southern wall. In between those two flights was the hallway leading to the great hall. The doors inside were closed, otherwise I was pretty sure we’d be able to see the dais and my stupid throne.

      There were two doors on each of the east and west walls, as well as two more doors on the northern wall. Everything, save the stairs, had doors that could be closed and barred in case of invaders. It was interesting to think about the defensive aspects we had to build into everything in MountainHome. I knew that the other doors on the northern wall led to guard barracks and training rooms. I knew the stairway led up. The other hallways were a bit confusing to me. I thought I knew where the main cantina had moved, but — salvation.

      I saw Eliza still talking to her brother a few steps up on the main stairway. Which was confusing. I swore they’d been with us. A quick glance back over the group confirmed that I was, in fact, just losing my mind because no Eliza in the group. Nor her brother.

      Eliza did smile when she saw me, whereas her brother scowled.

      I gave a little smile and a wave back.

      “Lady Northwoods,” I said.

      “Your grace,” she replied with a curtsy.

      “I was wondering if you might join us on the tour. Perhaps you might even lead us through some of the common areas here.”

      She kept her smile on her face, but her eyes were shooting daggers squarely in my direction.

      “It would honor me, your grace,” she said.

      I only smiled.

      She came to the front of the group and took over. Not that I left the tour — it was more that I had no idea where we should be going because I barely knew MountainHome. Besides, of course, my quarters, the upper cantina, and the throne room.

      Eliza shined as a tour guide. Mainly because she was better at talking to people than I was. And also she knew where things were. And people. She said hello to all sorts of people we passed, and even introduced a few them to the group. Our tailors, Zoey the blacksmith, a woman who was in charge of our looms, the cooks, the butcher. On and on.

      The first stop was the cafeteria, which was very nice. Big. There was an industrial vibe to the place, with stone tables formed out of the ground. Made it impossible to rearrange the space, but also saved on carpenter time. Eliza even mentioned that we had long-term plans to replace the stone tables with wood ones so we could make the space more multi functional. Which surprised me.

      Then we went into the kitchen and saw the cooks at work. There were a lot of them.

      “Feeding your entire population,” Duke Ginsburg said to me. “Is that just for Fiends’ Night?”

      “Nope,” I said.

      “Interesting,” he said.

      He wasn’t booming now. He had a soft voice that I felt only I could hear.

      From the kitchen we went to the food storage, which led to questions about farming and food in general, which meant we went down to the farms.

      The farm levels were always impressive to me, and it seemed like the tour group had the same feeling, though I noticed Eliza ran us very quickly past the worm level to hit up the mushrooms and dark fields. Bonus: the rolegurdaüdi were not in residence when we strolled through. I was already getting some serious side-eyes about kobolds being around.

      There was something fun about the diversity of Coggeshall. The kobolds were always happy, at least that’s how they appeared. Most of them lit up when they saw me, which was a stark contrast to the reaction I got from my human citizens. There was more a standoffishness for them, acknowledging me, but also giving me plenty of space in case I did something horrid. Almost like I was a wild animal no one really trusted.

      Eliza continued through the farms, and took us around some of the other industrial areas, the loom, the smithy, things like that. Then we went up a few levels. We skipped all the residential areas, though I had the feeling I’d be fielding questions about housing should a Q & A session arise.

      Level four had the new ballroom. It was in process, so we only got a peek, but even that peek was amazing. It was massive. Like a football stadium footprint, except all at the same level. There was a soaring dome that seemed to extend into the darkness above. People swarmed over the area, working on many things that I had no idea about. I recognized plenty of dwarves and even saw Essie and Mercy working their magics together in the very middle. Across a very wide hall from the ballroom was another space of equal size, if not equal grandeur.

      “Why so much ballroom space?” Lord Northwoods asked while his daughter was leading us to the next stop on the tour.

      “Mostly for Fiends’ Night,” I said. “Plus, we can use the ballrooms as, well, bivouacs for visiting soldiers. The Empire will need to retake Osterstadt at some point, and we’re the closest garrison. Unless you’d like to offer up your place.”

      “I would,” he lied, “but we’re still in the construction phase. Barely have anything up yet. Certainly nothing on this scale. How do you do it?”

      “A fair amount of people are working on their own homes,” I said. “Makes them move faster. Nothing like troll fights and winter to motivate you.”

      “I daresay,” Willam Northwoods interjected, “you have had quite the run of poor luck of late.”

      “That’s certainly one way to describe things,” I said.

      There were some other rooms that I didn’t know existed that Eliza showed off, none of which were complete, but, you know, were mostly there. A concert hall. A theater. A school. At the end, we visited the hospital, just quickly and so that everyone knew where it was, should there need to be a visit. Proper stuff like that.

      And then we were done, back to standing around in the entry hall.

      “Hope you enjoyed the tour,” I said, giving the crowd a hearty wave.

      There were murmurs of thanks.

      And then Eliza walked up to me with her eyes aflame.

      “A moment, your grace,” she said through clenched teeth.

      “Ah, daughter,” Lord Northwoods called out. “Please ensure Duke Coggeshall knows what time to join us for our feast and festivities tonight.”

      “A what not?” I asked.

      “Come,” Eliza said, “I will give you a proper invitation.”

      She stalked away, and I followed. I also noticed Priscilla right there with us, acting like a chaperone.

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            37

          

        

      

    

    
      “In the future,” she said, “I would prefer a little warning before a task like that.”

      “You were great,” I said.

      “I also had other commitments I’ve had to reschedule.”

      “I’m sorry. I swear I saw you in the group earlier, so I got confused.”

      She took a deep breath and looked around the ballroom.

      “It is just difficult to manage my duties here and for my father.”

      “I didn’t realize he was coming.”

      “Neither did I, your grace. I assume it will add a rather large layer of complexity onto an already challenging event.”

      “Something like that.”

      “And I certainly did not know my brother would be here.”

      “Is he—”

      “He is my brother. I cannot speak overly ill of him.”

      “But?”

      “But he conspired with an enemy of ours, one who tried to kill my father and myself.”

      “You want some extra guards around you?”

      “Justin is not a fool. I cannot imagine he will try anything on Fiends’ Night.”

      “You know him better than I do, but the offer stands.”

      “Thank you, your grace.”

      Priscilla cleared her throat, and I noticed Eliza take a step back.

      I frowned.

      “Anything I should know about your uncles?” I asked.

      “As far as the Northwoods go, they are harmless. Both seem rather content with their lives, and I cannot imagine they are looking to cause any sort of issues here. I firmly believe they are just here to spend time with me and my father. Though I suppose it is possible Uncle Willam will try to get you to agree to some sort of monster-taming project. He’s been on about plenty of them.”

      “Pegasi, right?”

      “You remembered. Yes. That is his current pursuit, but there is always some other foolhardy plan he’s got brewing. But it is mostly positive. He has a good heart.”

      I nodded.

      “I would say that Uncle Oliver has nothing but the best intents as well—”

      “You did mention he was content and I needn’t worry.”

      “I did, but his daughter is here. That complicates things. I guess I would say that you should not worry about my uncle, but perhaps my cousin.”

      “Something wrong with her?”

      “She is very ambitious and not at all content with our place in the world.”

      “Is she violent?”

      “No.”

      “So—”

      “She will try to ensnare you, you fool,” Priscilla barked.

      Some of the workers in the ballroom looked around, a little confused.

      I waved.

      “Priscilla,” Eliza hissed.

      “I grow weary of listening to you dance about the issue,” Priscilla said. “There are others things that need doing.”

      “Like organizing a party,” I said. “Or was it a feast?”

      “It is a feast,” Eliza said. “Or a party. Both. Just a family celebration of sorts. My father felt it unfair to come here unannounced and expect you to entertain us wholly, so he brought along quite a bit of his own stores, two of his chefs and a few of his cooks and valets, and they will take care of this evening. Followed by music and dancing.”

      “Is this an all-hands party?”

      She shook her head. “My family is not as, um, egalitarian, as you. It is strictly for nobility.”

      “Ah. Not exactly my sort of event.”

      “You must come, Montana,” Eliza said.

      “I will be there,” I said. “I’m just preparing myself.”

      “If you can find someone to give you dance lessons, I imagine that will translate well.”

      “Don’t you worry about my dance skills.”

      “Again, I am sorry—”

      “You have nothing to apologize for, Lady Northwoods. But it certainly appears I need to learn to dance and likely find some clothes that aren’t chain mail.”

      “That, too, might be wise.”

      “Hey, quick question—”

      “Yes?”

      “The knot on Duke Ginsburg’s sword — what’s that?”

      “A friðartengsl.”

      “Gesundheit.”

      “What?”

      “Sorry. Can you say that again?”

      “Yes, it is a friðartengsl. It is to demonstrate the sword is worn as part of an outfit or uniform, and not intended to be drawn. A well-tied friðartengsl will not allow the weapon to be pulled from its scabbard.”

      “Is that a normal thing?”

      “It is an older custom. A few houses still use them, but not many.”

      “So I don’t need one?”

      “If you like it, I am sure it will return in fashion in your lands.”

      “What do you mean?”

      “People will emulate you, your grace. I am sure you have noticed some of that.”

      “I haven’t.”

      “Beards are being grown again. More young men are wearing armor all the time.”

      “Hopefully not wandering around covered in blood and viscera.”

      Eliza smiled and winked. “Not yet, at least.”
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      I found myself in Nikolai’s office not long after my chat with Eliza.

      “Did you know there’s a party tonight?” I asked, dropping into the chair opposite him.

      “Very aware,” he replied, not bothering to look up from his papers.

      “You okayed that?”

      “No one requested my permission.”

      “You think there’s going to be a problem?”

      “No.”

      “Is it wise?”

      “Not particularly.”

      “So what do we do?”

      “You attend and make friends.”

      “What if they aren’t here to make friends?”

      “Of course they are. They’re here to meet you and decide how you will stand in the Empire.”

      “You don’t think they’re here to visit with Eliza?”

      “I think that is a convenient excuse. The nobility of the Empire tend to only care about family when it benefits their politics.”

      I sighed. “It’s always so complicated.”

      “Oh, poor you, having to go to a party.”

      “She said I should come properly dressed.”

      “That would be wise.”

      “Any ideas on how to make that happen in a few hours?”

      “Well clearly, the best course of action would be to come and complain to your chancellor. I imagine that’s the best possible way to prepare for a party. Right?”

      “Helpful as always, Nikolai.”

      He dropped his pen and made a show of throwing his papers down.

      “What is it you would like me to do?” the man snapped. “Shall I find a pair of pants for you and teach you how they go on? Shall I instruct you on the intricacies of wearing a shirt? What, exactly, is the problem you are facing, Montana of Coggeshall? It is not like you to be quite so, well, ridiculous.”

      “Things feel off, man,” I said. “I don’t know how else to explain it. There’s an itch to all of this because—”

      I looked around, and Nikolai matched me.

      Then, he pulled a small placard from his desk, set it dead center and burned a piece of paper on it.

      My ears popped as pressure changed.

      “Safe now,” he said.

      “We need a fucking code word,” I said.

      “A code word? For what?”

      “Talking about The Master. I don’t want to have to pretend to be super awkward about things until you realize I need to talk to you privately.”

      “Might be we need a code word to talk about things privately.”

      “Might be. Now. We’ve done fuck-all on finding the fucking Master,” I said.

      “My lord, you have done fuck-all on finding the fucking Master. I have been doing my utmost to discern who he might be and what he is doing here.”

      “And?”

      “And it is a slow process because there are so many individuals living with us now. But I have some of my people watching some of our newcomers.”

      “Your people?”

      “Being that you don’t have a spymaster, those duties fall to me.”

      “Do we need a spymaster?”

      “It would help. I wouldn’t have suggested it at first, yet we have grown so quickly to a size where it makes sense to have one.”

      “Okay, well,” I started, ready to work through suggestions.

      “Now is not the time to bring in a new person to our little club.”

      “Fair. I’m hoping you’re about to tell me you’ve got some leads.”

      “Not especially.”

      “So we’re fucked on this.”

      “I would not quite term it that way. We are in the early stages of our attempt to find The Master. It would be foolhardy to expect to find someone who is so skilled at hiding that he evaded capture, or even discovery, in Osterstadt for years. It certainly helps that we have absolutely no information about what it is we are looking for.”

      “At one point, Emeline said she thought it was something called a croaker. Or croakers.”

      “Let’s hope it is not.”

      “Are there things about croakers we could look for? I mean, are they attracted to certain sights or smells?”

      “They are most attracted to eating sapient creatures. Should we set up a trap?”

      “I mean, I can think of a few people I wouldn’t mind seeing gone.”

      “Coggeshall can ill afford to lose population.”

      “I was referring to some of our visitors.”

      “Have they been that bad, Montana?”

      “No, but—”

      “Stop with the hyperbole then. They are guests, and you are in charge of their safety.”

      “I know. Just that Eliza warned me about her cousin, that her cousin is going to snare me.”

      “I would imagine the two of them are at odds over you.”

      “Eliza is not—”

      “Instead of having yet another conversation where you demonstrate your extreme lack of awareness in romance and guile, I’m just going to tell you to be careful.”

      “I am careful.”

      “You are many things, Montana, but I doubt you can find anyone other than yourself who will paint you with that particular brush.”

      “You know, you don’t have to wait for our secret time to lash out at me. But since we are in secret time, what the fuck are we going to do?”

      “You are going to find fancy duds for the party, and you will look nice while making sure everyone has a good time. It will be your job to ensure that none of those guests are here to engineer our destruction. Or harm any of the others here under your care, which also includes your guests. You will also be tasked with making personal connections to all the various nobles gathered under your roof for Fiends’ Night, because you will not be able to isolate yourself from the rest of the world forever, and it is much easier to succeed when you are not fucking alone.”

      “Isn’t fucking alone masturbation?”

      Nikolai blinked a few times. Then he sighed and pinched the bridge of his nose.

      “Be a social butterfly,” I said. “Got it.”

      “Yes, your grace.”

      “And you’re on The Master issue?”

      “Is tonight one of your sleeping nights?”

      “What do you mean?”

      “You know precisely what I mean.”

      “How did you know?”

      “Because you are about as subtle as a goblin who’s discovered a vat of Greek fire. Nearly everyone knows you sleep quite rarely. Are you planning to sleep this evening?”

      “Probably? I don’t know. I’m feeling slightly tired.”

      “Fiends Night is very long, I suggest you take any chance you have for resting prior to the night itself.”

      “Okay, so, yeah. I’ll rest.”

      “Excellent, your grace. Do not forget that Emeline will be sleeping in your quarters.”

      “Shit. I’m guessing asking for an extra bed is out of the question.”

      “Given how many people are currently sleeping upon blankets, hay, or the floor, yes, I think it might be a touch insensitive to ask for an extra bed because you, the man who slays wyrms and worms solo, are afraid to sleep in the same bed as a woman.”

      “That cut deep.”

      “Go get gussied up, your grace. There is far too much for me to do right now.”

      “You know I’m going to restart the prinkies for this.”

      “I will slaughter them mercilessly.”

      “Then you’ll have to clean up all the glitter they leave behind. Probably much worse than stones.”

      He glared at me, then slammed his fist on the placard, which snapped in two.

      My ears popped again.

      “Good day, your grace,” Nikolai said.

      I gave him a smile as I left. He did not smile in return.

      Solomon the tailor was more than happy to see me. He had apparently been working on something for me. I went from looking like a schlub to looking like a fancy schlub in mere minutes. The Empire’s current fancy style consisted of tights under short pants in Coggeshall Green. A white shirt covered with a tight jacket that had slits in its sleeves to show off the color of the shirt underneath. No hat. The shoes were the same color as the pants and the jacket. A little too matchy-matchy for my tastes, but what did I know of high Coggeshall fashion?

      “Can you move?” Solomon asked, tutting as he moved around me, pulling the fabric here and there.

      I twisted a little, did a bit of stretching and jumping.

      “Moves with me,” I said.

      “I imagined you are quite active,” he replied, beaming, “and I had to do a little work choosing the right fabric and the right bias. And the cut. Also adding plenty of darts.”

      “It’s fantastic,” I said, wondering where the darts were and if I could get them fast enough to throw. Was it normal to add weapons into nobility’s clothing?

      “I am oh so honored, your grace,” the tailor said with a deep bow.

      I gave him a bow in return.

      “Thank you,” I said.

      I won’t lie, the clothing was actually rather comfortable. I felt a bit like a peacock, strutting around in vivid color while nearly everyone else wore drab stone or mud colored cloth, wearing rough cotton if they were lucky.

      Still, people seemed to see me with a little more respect and a little less fear, and that was nice.

      I immediately got out of the nice clothes and got back into my day-to-day rags.

      Then, I spent a few hours training. Sword and shield work. Some archery. Acrobatics and gymnastics. Physical work that got the sweat going. And once I exhausted that particular avenue of keeping myself busy, I jumped into helping work on the various construction projects. I was quite skilled at moving things. Pushing rocks around? Top tier. There was plenty of work to go around, so nearly everyone needed help in some capacity. I spread around hundreds of prinkies, much to the amusement of, well, everyone but Nikolai. And no, I did not instruct prinkies to bring him shiny pebbles.

      As night fell and the shifts changed — Coggeshall was working in three shifts around the clock — I looked at the progress. The ballroom was mostly done. Maybe not pretty, but usable. The same could be said of the dining hall. Basic sleeping chambers had been constructed for most of the refugees, with a truly staggering number of beds, sheets, and blankets delivered. The centaurs were sleeping in our daylight fields on the farm levels while they waited for us to have a dedicated space for them. There was also a meeting scheduled to discuss staircases. Our current stairs were not exactly comfortable for centaurs to navigate, so we needed to find space to construct centaur-size staircases.

      And as I took another shower, Nikolai was once again in the bathroom letting me know that he still had no idea what was going on with The Master.
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      I managed to get myself back into my fancy clothes with no problem. Well, with few problems. That was mainly because Emeline insisted on helping.

      She was not going to the party with me, because, in a mark in the ‘Northwoods Ain’t That Bad column,’ there would be a feast for the rest of the holding in the lower cantina. Provided by Lord Northwoods. It was an unexpected bit of generosity from the man who definitely seemed to think of non-nobles as barely people.

      And thus, she left early to make sure she got a good table with friends. Most of my minotaur guard went as well.

      It left me to finish by myself. I merely needed to pick out my weapon and see about tying some sort of knot on it. But what weapon?

      I spotted a tiny book on top of my dresser, about the size of a matchbook. The magical etiquette thing from Mister Paul. I’d mostly ignored it since I’d received it. Frankly, I probably could have gone most of my life without using it. But I really did want to act like the duke everyone seemed to think I should be. So I grabbed the book.

      As soon as I touched it, the book ruffled and fluffed itself up.

      “Ah!” a voice said in my head. “You have need of me? Might I avail myself—”

      “Can you not speak in my mind?” I asked. “It’s disconcerting.”

      “Of course,” the book said, still in my head. “I only seek permission, then, to be a little more lifelike.”

      “Uh, sure,” I said. “Permission granted.”

      The book ruffled and grew, moving past bible size and textbook until it hit tome and finally Unabridged Oxford Dictionary. Eyes opened on the top of the book, and the pages curved around enough to form a mouth. Ribbons shot forth from inside the book and formed six little legs, with two black ribbons dangling down in front that could be construed as arms. Or tentacles. Or a mustache, if you were really trying to stretch it.

      “Better,” the book said, shaking itself a little and then walking across the top of the dresser on its little ribbon legs. “Let us look at you, shall we?”

      “I suppose.”

      “Yes. Yes. I see. I seem to recall you are the duke of Coggeshall, Imperial duke in the Empire of Glaton.”

      “I am.”

      “A moment,” the book said, and closed its eyes.

      I stood there for a moment, wondering what had transpired in my life to lead me to speak to a talking book. Or rather, lead me to wait for a book to speak to me. I won’t lie, I took a long look over at the fireplace, then the book, then the fireplace, wondering what might happen if I burned a magic book...

      “I have your cultural norms in mind,” the book said confidently. “How might I be of service, your grace?”

      “I have a dinner tonight—”

      “What form of dinner?”

      “Meat? I don’t know.”

      “Is it formal?”

      “Yes.”

      “Who is the highest-ranking member of the Empire who will be present?”

      “I think me? There’s another Duke here, but people keep telling me I’m an Imperial Duke and that’s somehow higher.”

      “Do you answer to the Emperor or to an archduke?”

      “Emperor. When there is one.”

      “The throne sits empty?”

      “Yes. Shouldn’t you know this?”

      “Apologies, your grace. I will endeavor to find out.”

      “Is finding out asking me?”

      “Yes.”

      “We’re probably both in trouble.”

      “Perhaps you can find a historian I might speak with. Then I would be able—”

      “Let’s just get through this dinner.”

      “Of course, your grace. You are likely the highest ranking aristocrat in the room. Are you the host?”

      “Sort of? I mean, look, the dinner is in my house but someone else is throwing it.”

      “Oh, that does complicate things.”

      “Really? How?”

      “It does not, but you seemed to think it complicated.”

      “You were just saying that to be polite.”

      “Yes, your grace,” the book said with a smile.

      I’ve never wanted to punch a book before. It’s a strange feeling.

      “Just tell me what weapon would be appropriate to take,” I said. “And maybe what knot to tie.”

      “Are you intending to assassinate someone?” it asked.

      “No,” I replied quickly. “Of course not. Do you know the etiquette for that?”

      “Of course. I know the cultural norms and proper etiquette for over two thousand cultures, including one-hundred-twenty-two cultures on Vuldranni.”

      “There are one-hundred-and-twenty-two distinct cultures on Vuldranni?”

      “At least.”

      “So there might be more.”

      “I would imagine so, yes.”

      “How many?”

      “I will have to find that out for you.”

      “So you don’t know.”

      “It is never polite to say you don’t know. Better to be actionable and say you will find out.”

      “Are you going to find out?”

      “Of course.”

      “Are you just saying that to be polite?”

      “Of course. I am a book. How would you expect me to go and find out?”

      “You’ve got little legs and eyes. You could go read some books.”

      “Shall I wander about your holding in my current form?”

      “Wouldn’t be the weirdest thing out there.”

      “Then perhaps you may direct me to your library.”

      “Ah. Point taken.”

      “No library?”

      “Not yet.”

      “Are you planning to build one?”

      “I am now.”

      “Excellent politeness, your grace. Now, what is the purpose of your weapon?”

      “Style and protection, I guess.”

      “Can you use a sword?”

      “Yes.”

      “I would suggest a sword with a sheathe that matches your pants. You mentioned a knot.”

      I nodded, while pulling swords out of the unfillable knapsack.

      “What form of knot?” the book asked. “I do not believe ties are appropriate neck decoration in Glaton at present.”

      “A peace knot.”

      The book tutted at me.

      “Did you just tut at me?” I asked, pausing in my search.

      “You are the lord of this realm,” the book said in what I took to be bookerly disgust. “You are responsible for the safety of your guests. Wearing a peace knot to your own event would be tantamount to telling your guests you do not intend to raise your blade in their defense. You might consider not wearing a weapon as well, as some could take that as meaning you do not believe in your own defenses.”

      “Or that I think someone is there to kill me.”

      “I suppose there is that issue. But then you must decide if you will leave the—”

      There was a knock at the door.

      “Shall I continue?” the book asked.

      “No,” I said, shoving the swords back into the bag quickly before moving over to the door.

      I opened it up, ignoring the dirty look from the book.

      A young man stood there in Northwoods blue.

      He gave his head a slight bow, and then held out a small envelope.

      “You are called to dinner, your grace,” the boy said.

      “I will be right there,” I said.

      The boy nodded and walked away.

      I opened the envelope.
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        * * *

      

      You are called to dinner, Duke Coggeshall
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        * * *

      

      What a pointless note.

      I was about to walk out of the room when a nightmare flashed in front of my eyes: a fancy dinner at an extremely posh hotel in Brussels. A celebratory dinner with my friend Normand. There were a terrifying number of knives, spoons, forks, bowls, cups, waiters, and other things. I remembered being confused all night, and also being the butt of many many jokes. Not from Normand, of course, but from some of the other muckety-mucks who were coat-tailing Normand.

      “Small book form,” I snapped, and I grabbed the etiquette book.

      “How small, your grace?” the book asked.

      I looked over at the fire, then at the book in my hand.

      “Pocket,” I said.

      The pages ruffled, and the book was small enough I could slip it into my inside jacket pocket.

      “It is lovely in here,” the book said, its voice muffled. “My compliments to the tailor.”

      I looked longingly at the fire one more time, then hurried along to dinner.
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      The upper-level cantina had transformed, mostly, into a beautiful dining room befitting of nobles. The large tables were draped in perfectly white linens and set with china, silver, and dramatic floral centerpieces. In one corner, a small string ensemble played delicate music that practically floated on the air, just loud enough to hear, but not loud enough to endanger a conversation.

      It wasn’t exactly crowded — there weren’t enough nobles in Coggeshall for that — but there more guests than I’d expected. Most came from the Osterstadt escape. I recognized several people, and I was about to do my polite wave, but as soon as I stepped through the door, the music cut out, and a voice boomed from right next to me.

      “Montana Coggeshall, Imperial Duke of Coggeshall,” the man roared. “Prince of Eonneque. Fürst of Vreijuirag. Ducal heir of Old Lattimoore. Count of Duhamel. Count of Helgand. Count of Dunnismeer. Count of Whitelock. Count of Michelgrove. Count of Daroonga. Count of Braewood. Count of Kingshills. Count of Wolveshire. Hero of Osterstadt.”

      The list of titles was not exactly short, and having to stand there for the whole damn thing was remarkably awkward. Because what are you supposed to do? Smile? Nod? Exclaim joy at each title? And none of them, except for the last, was anything even moderately exciting. Or something I felt like I’d earned.

      Bah, something to get rid of.

      “So many titles,” a soft voice muttered from my jacket pocket.

      “Not now,” I whispered back.

      “Your grace?” the announcer guy asked, confused.

      “Nothing,” I said with a plastered on smile.

      He gave me a perfunctory bow and then gestured for me to continue into the cantina since I was most definitely blocking the entrance.

      As I walked along, I heard the man announce the next person, the count of something or other, his wife, lady of something or other, and their daughter, heir to something or other.

      “You should memorize these names, your grace,” said the most annoying book in the world. “The announcements are partially to let you know the titles in the room, but also that you need not be ignorant of someone’s name. Or place.”

      “I’m starting to think your place is in the kindling pile,” I snapped.

      A few eyes shot my way. I just gave them a big smile.

      I got big smiles in return, clearly masking their thoughts that I was absolutely mad.

      Thankfully, I didn’t need to navigate the place completely on my own, because as I wandered between the tables, muttering to myself, and or a book, a friendly face moved to intercept me.

      “Hero of Osterstadt,” Alexander Czubakowski said, giving me a stately bow. “It is an honor to see you again, your grace.”

      “Come on, bub,” I said. “You know me. You don’t need to do that.”

      He gave me a wry smile. “My men find it amusing that a duke saved them. I find it somewhat embarrassing that I attempted to persuade a duke to join the Legion.”

      “Dukes can join legions, right?”

      “As far as I understand,” he said, “dukes can do whatever they please. Whether that be joining a legion or something else.”

      “I’m just trying to get through this dinner.”

      “Hopefully it goes a little smoother than the last dinner we shared.”

      “You mean you don’t want to see me jump through those windows and get into a fight on the walls?”

      “It would certainly make this the most exciting dinner like this I’ve attended.”

      “Have you been to many of these?”

      “More’n I would like. Course, never met a soldier yet willing to turn down free food.”

      “Truth,” I said.

      The captain’s wife wandered over, one eyebrow arched.

      “If I find you two are talking about the Legion,” she started, dropping into a curtsy as she got closer to me.

      “Not yet, my dear,” Captain Czubakowski replied.

      “You do remember he is lord of this realm.”

      “I do.”

      “And he likely has no desire to play in the mud with your soldiers.”

      “Actually,” I started.

      “Your grace,” she snapped, “I would ask you kindly to refrain from encouraging my husband.”

      “I will do my utmost,” I replied with a bow of my head, but sneaking a wink in there.

      “You, husband of mine,” she said, grabbing her husband by the arm, “will come with me.”

      “We do need to talk legion at some point, your grace,” Czubakowski said.

      “We do,” I agreed.

      I watched his wife pull him over to a table and push him into his seat. That’s when I noticed each plate had a little nameplate on it, written in glorious, curling calligraphy. When the fuck had they had the time to do all this?

      Moving quickly, I made it to the window. I wanted to put my back to something. Or just stare at the window and ignore the room. I was not a social butterfly, and I was already starting to feel uncomfortable.

      “You spoke to those individuals like they were your equals,” my jacket appeared to say. “Were they?”

      “No,” I hissed.

      “Ah, then—”

      I slapped my chest, and the book grunted.

      “What was that?” the book said.

      “Bird hit me,” I replied.

      “A bird—”

      “Quiet. Someone’s coming.”

      I wish I’d been lying. Instead, someone was coming my way. A young woman I recognized, but couldn’t quite place.

      “Your grace,” she said, dropping into a deep curtsy, and then holding there.

      From across the room, I caught sight of Eliza waving at me, and then mouthing something at me.

      I glanced at the girl, then back at Eliza, and squinted, trying to make out what she was saying. Or trying to say.

      Omlette?

      Was I—

      “Lady Paulet,” I said.

      She rose and looked at me straight in the eyes.

      “Your grace,” she repeated, “I wish to thank you for saving my life. You are the reason my house continues, and we owe everything to you. I would ask if you would consider accepting my house as a direct vassal of your own.”

      “Uh—” I started, a little unsure of how to proceed. “I am honored you would request such a thing of me, uh, and my house. Might I have time to think on this?”

      She nodded, “Of course, your grace.”

      “Great, uh. Let me, oh, look at the time! I have a thing.”

      I walked away quickly.

      “I am at a loss for words,” my book said.

      “You don’t need to comment on every exchange, book,” I snapped.

      “Oh but—”

      “Look, a bird,” I said, and hit my chest again.

      The book grunted.

      “What is with these--“

      “Hush,” I said as I got closer to Eliza.

      Eliza gave me one of her amazing smiles, and I felt a certain warmth rising around my face. I wished I had thought to visit the dwarven beard doctor to get my beard back, because what I had growing at present was not going to do that much to hide my blush.

      “Your grace,” she said, dropping into a curtsy, “you honor us with your presence.”

      “The honor is all mine,” I said. “That was Lady Paulet, right?”

      “It was.”

      “Thank you.”

      “Of course. Did she offer to swear vassalage to you?”

      “She did. How did you know?”

      She nodded, smiled, and took a sip of something from a crystal flute. “I imagine that will not be the only vassal you gain in the coming days.”

      “I didn’t accept,” I said. “is that going to, I mean, I don’t know the etiquette.”

      My breast pocket harrumphed.

      “Did your jacket—” Eliza said, frowning and peering at my chest.

      “New jacket, bit stiff,” I said, feeling a little bad for saying anything bad about what was a genuinely impressive garment.

      “You wear it well, your grace.”

      ‘Thank you,” I said. “You look beautiful, as always.”

      She smiled and looked at her dress as if for the first time.

      It did look nice. It was Northwoods blue, showed off her figure nicely, and yet wasn’t overly risque. It was very nice.

      “I am no expert in the ins and outs of vassalage,” she said, “but I would imagine it is a sign of intelligence to listen to an offer and consider it. Besides, it appears Lady Paulet is much happier now.”

      She gestured slightly with her crystal flute, and I followed her gaze across the room. Paulet was now laughing with a group of girls her own age.

      “I was also a little worried she was somehow asking me to marry her?” I said.

      Eliza grinned. “Were she a little older, or a little bolder,” Eliza said, “she very well might have. But since her house is largely wiped out, I doubt she would be willing to join House Coggeshall just yet, as that would likely mean the end of her own line.”

      “Got it.”

      “You are doing fine, your grace,” she whispered. “Just relax and enjoy the evening.”

      She winked and glided off.

      I gritted my teeth. I’d been hoping to use Eliza as my lifeboat. Now, I was back to the damn party. I looked around and saw a lot of people looking at me with intense interest, as if they were all hoping to have time to talk with me.

      What a nightmare.

      “Do you need help finding your seat, your grace?” a pleasant voice asked.

      Over to my right was another Northwoods. Lady Marguerite stood there with a big smile on her pretty face, but it didn’t have the same effect on me. Her choice of ensemble was substantially more daring than her cousin, and while I admired her courage, it seemed a bit much.

      “Yes,” I said. “Thank you, Lady Marguerite.”

      She smiled, linked my arm in hers, and guided me through the dining room.

      I noticed she shot a look to a gaggle of other young women in the room. I kept my eye-rolling to myself.
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      As soon as I sat down, the rest of the Northwoods arrived, coming in one after another. I felt lucky to have a seat while we had to listen to all their titles. Which were much shorter than my own. And not that I noticed, but no one else had an honorific. No other Heroes of Insert-City-Name-Here.

      Maguerite sat to my left, with her father, Baron Northwoods, next to her and her mother next to him. Duke Ginsburg was to my right, with Fuckface McTraitor Northwoods to his right. Then Lord Northwoods, then Willam Northwoods and a couple whose names I should have remembered but didn’t because I wasn’t listening.

      The nightmare of spoons, forks, and knives lay in front of me. And plates. Plates on top of plates. Layers of flatware.

      Young men and women in Northwoods colors came out with rolling carts and delivered food to us.

      We ate.

      People talked.

      I listened, trying to follow along with Maguerite in terms of which fork to use when. I figured that it wasn’t odd for me to be a slightly slower eater, and just did everything after the person next to me did it.

      Besides, it didn’t really seem like anyone was that interested in me once the food was happening. Though Fuckface McTraitor spent more than a little time glancing darkly in my direction. I filed that away for later.

      The conversation mostly revolved around speculation about the throne, most notably on Valamir’s reluctance to even appear like he wanted it. Otherwise, potential candidates were brought up, and their merits debated, with quite a bit of time spent on the Emperor’s niece. Roundabout niece. I didn’t exactly understand the Glaton lineage, but it appeared everyone else did, so I just smiled and nodded like a good little boy. I really wanted a pencil to draw everything out.

      Instead, I pretended to drop a fork, and while picking it up, and keeping away the valet who was desperate to pick it up for me, I whispered to my book.

      “Memorize everything that is said,” I whispered.

      “I am an etiquette book!” the book countered.

      “Do it,” I hissed.

      The book said nothing, and I reappeared with my fork, which was promptly snatched away and replaced before I could say a thing.

      “The girl is very much too young,” Ginsburg said. “And she has unhealthy appetites. Dangerous ones.”

      “She’s just lively,” Willam replied. “I think she could be very interesting.”

      “She will destroy the Empire. She has no training. No fundamentals. Her parents just pressure her to keep the throne in the Glaton line because her uncle is...”

      “Is what?” Lord Northwoods asked.

      “Given what we have seen of him, he must be compromised in some capacity. He is a natural to assume the throne — why does he dawdle and not declare?”

      “Valamir is a master of strategy,” Baron Northwoods said. “He must have played this game out a thousand times in his head. He is making the other imposters duke it out until there is only one weak candidate left. Then he will swoop in and take the throne.”

      Ginsburg shook his head slowly. “I mean no disrespect. I know the Northwoods family and the Glaton family are long friends and close allies, but I cannot fathom what he gains by waiting. We all lose. What is your view on the matter, Duke Coggeshall?”

      I took a breath, and tried to think of a way to say what I wanted to say without curse words and rough insults.

      “I, well,” I started, then stopped.

      “I believe the duke has had a strange go of things with Prince Valamir,” Eliza said. “His father had a relationship with the Emperor, and there were, I do not quite know how to phrase what happened.”

      “My father was murdered on the orders of Valamir,” I said.

      The table went still.

      “Though Valamir says that was not what he ordered, and there was a miscommunication,” I continued. “And then we were attacked by someone who claimed to be working for Valamir. I think Lord Northwoods is familiar with that event.”

      “Indeed,” Lord Northwoods said, taking a drink and pointedly not looking at his son.

      “Again, Valamir claimed to know nothing of this, that he was not involved. And, to be honest, that could very well be true. I don’t want anyone to think I’m accusing him of doing, well, whatever it was he may have done. What happened happened, and clearly it’s something that should be investigated at some point just so we know why there were foreign mercenaries coming over here and mucking about. But I can’t say that I’m a huge fan of Valamir, given my experiences with him thus far.”

      “I appreciate your honesty,” Ginsburg said. “Have you considered how you might be using your votes?”

      “Carefully,” I replied.

      He laughed. “Diplomatic and secretive. I like it.”

      “You?”

      “I cannot in good conscience support the Glaton girl. Not yet, at any rate. But the other two front-runners are less than compelling candidates. I am still hopeful Prince Valamir declares. Or someone else enters the race.”

      “Can you just not vote?” I asked.

      “Why would I do something as foolish as that?”

      “Curiosity.”

      “My family fought for these votes. We have gained the right to use them from centuries of Imperial support. We have a voice in the senate; we will use it.”

      “Well said,” Lord Northwoods said.

      There were some harrumphs of agreement from the other Northwoods men and women.

      “Have you seen many monsters out here?” Maguerite asked suddenly, her face lighting up at the prospect of moving the conversation away from boring politics.

      “Monsters?” I asked. “I guess it depends on what you mean.”

      “We have seen plenty,” Eliza countered. “And duke Coggeshall has slain most of them.”

      “I wouldn’t say I’ve slain—”

      “There are a few trophies in the great hall,” Eliza said, seemingly happy to provide cheerleading for me when I was unwilling to do it myself. “Trolls attacked us our first week here, and Montana killed them all.”

      “By himself?”

      “It wasn’t by myself,” I tried to say.

      “By himself,” Eliza corrected.

      “Okay,” I said, “that’s not true.”

      “What about the worm?” Eliza asked. “You killed that by yourself.”

      “I suppose, yes. Wait, worm or wyrm?”

      There were a few laughs.

      “Have you fought both, Montana?” asked Duke Ginsburg, smiling at using my first name.

      “I have,” I said. “More than I would like.”

      “I am impressed you came away unscathed.”

      “There was plenty of scathing,” I replied. “We are blessed with talented healers here.”

      “The guards wear armor made from the wyrm he slew,” Eliza said, pointing to the two guards at the door. They were, in fact, wearing wyrm-leather cuirasses. It looked good, the green matching well with the pops of black and white.

      “How many sets did you manage to make out of its hide?” Ginsburg asked.

      “You know, I’m not sure,” I said.

      “Enough to outfit the entire Coggeshall guard,” Eliza said, barely hiding her smile.

      The mood at the table seemed to shift. Like the nobles had been thinking of me one way, and now were seeing more the real me. Maybe they thought I was just a muscle-bound idiot without the ability to cash my pecs’ checks.

      “He has more than earned the Hero of Osterstadt title,” the mystery man at the table said. Well, he was a mystery to me. Everyone else seemed to know him. “I saw several of his battles on the wall, and his actions were nothing short of legend. Even now, as the rest of the Empire is banished from Osterstadt, it is said the people still speak of Duke Coggeshall in hushed tones.”

      “I did hope to gaze upon the Emerald Sea myself on this journey here,” Ginsburg said. “Pity I might not get a chance.”

      “You still can,” I said before I could stop myself. No one outside Coggeshall knew we had access to the Sea. Was I really going to give that secret up?

      “Oh?” Ginsburg said. “Do tell, I would give most anything for that pleasure.”

      “Would you fly aboard a Roc?” Eliza asked, saving me.

      “Fly?” Ginsburg asked, his face going more than a little ashen. “On a roc?”

      “Fritz,” I said with a smile. “His name is Fritz.”
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      I wanted to go right then, but dessert rolled out. Very intricate displays were delivered to each table, with fantastical designs on top, all variations on the same theme: devils. Fiends’ Night cakes and candies.

      I think we got the best ones, because after looking around, I realized some desserts were more like jellies, or candied fruit smushed into forms. I preferred cake. Or ice cream.

      Everyone took a moment to oooh and ahh over the desserts, and then we ate them. They were beautiful, and mostly delicious. I restrained myself to a single piece, because I’m generous like that. I noticed the others at my table were not so cautious, digging into the cake with toddler-like abandon. Just a little less messy. Which surprised me, because I hadn’t noticed that sort of behavior before.

      “Will you join us for brandy?” Duke Ginsburg asked, dabbing at the frosting around his mouth.

      “For shame, your grace,” Maguerite said. “How dare you try to take the good duke away when so many are expecting a dance with him?”

      “Me, dance?” I asked. “Wait, I’m dancing?”

      I shot a look over at Eliza for help.

      She just smiled and winked.

      And so dancing it was...
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      There was a brief reprieve as the band had to shift with us, and we all moved over to a large open room. It was obvious it had been recently cleared. The room was just a big rectangle with a lone distinguishing feature: doors and windows along one side that led to a balcony. That made sense; it’d be nice to have a way to cool off during the ball. Also meant we could vent the collected body heat out instead of back into the rest of MountainHome. I remembered overhearing Lee and Harmut having an involved conversation about air flow, and temperature had been a major sticking point in the bigger rooms.

      “Why do we have so many big open rooms?” I whispered to Eliza.

      “Because they are easy to make,” she whispered back. “Harder to make a bunch of apartments.”

      I sighed.

      Seemed silly. Right, but silly. After this stupid holiday, or whatever you wanted to consider Fiends’ Night, we would be overflowing with ballrooms. Perfect for a frontier town that had reason to throw exactly zero balls. Brilliant thinking by the idiots who ran Coggeshall. Or, you know, the idiot who ran Coggeshall. By which I meant myself. The buck stopped with me, and I’d somehow okayed all this nonsense.

      Still, the young folk seemed happy, and it was nice to see so many smiling faces.

      The band reassembled and had even grown a little. They played a merry tune at a substantially louder volume than in the dining room. A long table with drinks and snacks lined one wall, staffed by hard-looking older women who were already giving over eager revelers the stink-eye. Seemed inevitable I’d be getting a talking-to from them more than once.

      I managed to sidle out of the way of the first dance, making my way to the table and grabbing a small cup of repulsively sweet red punch.

      “You think it is so sweet so we will not spend our time drinking it?” the young man to my right asked.

      I grimaced while swallowing the punch.

      “Might be a grain of truth to that,” I said.

      He smiled.

      “I am heir to Count Lousanne. Lathrop Lousanne.”

      “Duke of Coggeshall.”

      “I am aware, your grace. You were my rescuer from Osterstadt. I thank you.”

      “You’re welcome,” I said.

      “Do you suppose you could teach me to fight as you do?”

      “You don’t want to fight as I do,” I said. “Probably far better to squire up with someone who’s got actual skills.”

      “I have seen you battle, your grace. I saw your fight against the two-headed eborja. What you did was—”

      “Incredibly lucky,” I said. “It’s a miracle I made it out of that.”

      “Still, there is a basis of skill involved.”

      “Are you sticking around Coggeshall?”

      “My father is certainly considering it.”

      “If you do, I can hook you up with the man who taught me. Though to warn you: he’s, well, calling Carpophorus brutal is an understatement.”

      “I have had rough instructors in the past, your grace.”

      “Don’t say I didn’t warn you.”

      “I heed your warning, my lord,” he said with a smile.

      “Ah, Duke of Coggeshall,” came a cocksure voice that I knew immediately.

      I looked over my shoulder to see Fuckface McTraitor Northwoods closing in on me.

      “So nice to see you again,” I said. “Try the red stuff; it’s delicious.”

      I handed him a cup of the red death.

      He took it, a fake smile on his face, and drank deeply. He sputtered and really tried hard to keep his smile on as he swallowed the stuff.

      “Indeed, your grace,” he said tightly.

      More young men made their way over to me and my buddy Lathrop.

      “I have heard tales of your battles,” Fuckface McTraitor Northwoods said. “How many are true?”

      “Probably none,” I said.

      Mutters from the peanut gallery.

      “Can’t trust anyone to tell the truth these days,” I said. “Right?”

      “He is teasing us,” Lathrop countered. “I have seen him in action.”

      “As have I,” the Northwoods boy said. “I admit to being unimpressed.”

      “You know, me too,” I said. Then I looked at my hand, making sure I was also flexing to really get my muscles out there. “I’ve really got to work on my backhand.”

      Fuckface McTraitor Northwoods glared at me, but also took a step back out of my slap range. Not that I would have slapped him. Not there. Probably.

      “Brother,” Eliza said, pushing through the boys, “I would appreciate it if you stopped commandeering the duke’s time. He is supposed to be dancing with the ladies present, not telling you all stories of gruesome battle. Which are all true, by the by. Most of the time, he won’t even let us speak of them. How naughty is that? Humility has no place amongst dukes.”

      She took my hand and pulled me out of the throng onto the dance floor.

      It wasn’t easy following her, since I didn’t know the dance. I’m not against dancing, I mean, not in principle. At the behest of, well, the girl, I took ballroom dancing classes, and we went dancing fairly often. I liked it, but mostly because I had some idea what I was doing.

      This was a lot like the first days in Vuldranni when I was fully clueless, so I didn’t like it.

      There was a mixture of couple’s dancing and group dancing, nearly an even split. It seemed like the group dancing was mostly a way of allowing different pairings to happen, giving people an out. I saw it in practice a few times, where a girl would switch partners to get away from a grabby guy, or even a guy getting away from a grabby girl. Worked both ways.

      Group dances moved quickly, and reminded me of square dances I’d seen in westerns. The couple’s dances were like waltzes, but more, I guess, primitive. Like people here just hadn’t figured out the waltz yet. Or, rather, maybe they had and were already past the waltz. Which would be a shame, because I always enjoyed floating around like that. If you ever bring that up in public, I will deny it and punch you. Or at least, that’s what I would have done in my prior world.

      After a few rounds, when I was close to the balcony, I made a quick exit, and slipped outside.

      It was freezing.

      I was steaming.

      Literally.

      Steam came off me as I crunched across the snow covered balcony over to the railing and looked at the grounds below. We were somewhat below my level, and more westerly. I had a really stunning view of the Brownie Tree glowing in the night, with little flits of light zipping all around. I couldn’t quite make out the individual brownies, but that would be impossible from this distance, given how tiny they were.

      I wasn’t alone outside, but there seemed to be an unwritten rule that people got left alone on the balcony. You know, if that’s what you were heading outside for. Otherwise, you’d leave couples alone. There were more than a few couples using the unchaperoned time to do the things you do out of view. Especially when you’re young and living in the same place as your parents. Nothing like teenage hormones let loose in confined spaces. I suddenly found another reason to dread Fiends’ Night.

      Even here, I could feel drama brewing. A young woman was pacing back and forth, clenching her tiny fists and getting ready to punch someone. Even money it was a guy she was missing or a girl he was kissing.

      “You okay?” I asked.

      She peered at me, but I don’t think realized who I was. Which made sense: it was dark outside, and I was leaning against the balustrade so you couldn’t really see how tall I was. Plus, maybe she’d had too much red death punch and was riding a sugar high.

      “Not really, no,” she said, her words coming so fast that there was barely a pause between them. “I was supposed to meet Edwin here. We spoke about this right before dinner, and is he here? No. He is somewhere else. Where? I have no idea. I am supposed to know where he is because he is supposed to be here, and yet, do I? No. You know where I think he is? I think he is slinking around Veronica’s rooms, because Veronica has been all over Edwin even though she clearly knows that I fancy him and he fancies me and our families make much more sense joining than her family, because her family is only nobility on paper, they have no lands any longer. But then Veronica will say that my family will only have our lands until they crown the next Emperor, and then we will have them taken, but that’s a lie. Veronica is a liar. And a trollop. Trollop. And I am not afraid to know who knows I know what she has done. We all know. We all know. All of us. Everyone knows.”

      “I don’t actually know,” I said, slightly into this bawdy tale and getting curious.

      “She is a trollop! Which is maddening. Why does she do what she does? And how does she get away with it? You know she has had three boys betrothed to her and managed to slip out of each one with the jewels still hers? How does she do that? I stand here trying to think of a single other girl who has done so much wrong as her, and I cannot. At least not one who is alive. And does she show an ounce of contrition over what she has clearly done? Not a whit. Nothing. She is a soulless canker sore on the Empire and should be thrown into the bloody chasm so we are free of her.”

      “But Edwin likes her.”

      “All the boys like her.”

      “I’m sure Edwin likes you.”

      “Edwin does like me. You are right. Very smart you are. But tell me: if you are so smart, why is Edwin not here?”

      “Maybe he got lost.”

      “He got lost? Here? That seems impossible. Or, is it? He could get lost here, I suppose. It is rather complicated. And they keep adding tunnels. They should put up signs. Do you know why they do not put up signs? I cannot fathom why there are no signs.”

      “There should be signs.”

      “There should be, right? I almost got lost just making my way here from my rooms.”

      “So Edwin got lost.”

      “He would have found his way here by now. It cannot be that hard, right? If he wanted to be here, he would get here. That’s what I think. I think, if he got lost, he would have asked someone how to get here, and he would be here, but he’s not. Clearly he is with Victoria.”

      “You mean Veronica?”

      “What did I say?”

      “Victoria.”

      “I meant Veronica. Although, maybe I didn’t. Maybe I knew that, I have some element of a gift with soothsaying, you know. I could see the future here. Maybe he is interested in Victoria. That would explain so much.”

      “Like what?”

      “Like why he isn’t here right now.”

      “Do you know a Victoria?”

      “No, but that doesn’t mean there’s no Victoria here.”

      “You know, there might actually be a Victoria here.”

      “You see? I knew it!”

      “Let’s not jump to conclusions about Edwin. Could be he’s just lost.”

      “He is not lost. He is with Victoria.”

      “Or Veronica.”

      “Right. He could be with either. Or both. It wouldn’t surprise me if he was with both, considering what I’ve heard Veronica does.”

      “Is Veronica here?” I asked.

      The girl frowned. Then she whirled around and stalked over to the windows. She pushed her face up against the glass. Which made me wonder when we’d gotten glass. My windows didn’t have glass. I heard a gasp, then the girl stomped back over to me.

      “She is here!” she said. “The nerve of her. To come here after what she did to Edwin.”

      “I mean, I don’t want to be the voice of reason here, because what’s the fun in that,” I said, “but if she’s here, maybe Edwin wasn’t with her.”

      “Then where is he? Huh? If you know so much about people and things, where is he?”

      “No idea.”

      “Well, some help you are. I’m going inside and finding a new boy. Edwin will just have to suffer.”

      “I’m sure he will,” I said.

      And with that, the young lady stormed into the ballroom, found a new boy, and dragged the hapless kid onto the dance floor.

      “Seems a bit young for you,” came the gross voice of Fuckface.

      “Definitely,” I said, keeping my gentle lean, despite his approach.

      I could tell he wanted to say something to me, but he was struggling with himself. Either about how to say it or what to say.

      “Nice night,” I said, happy to look up and see the stars for once.

      “You are not from Glaton,” he finally spat out.

      “That is true,” I said.

      “Then why do you hold a title?” There was an obvious rage in him. I wasn’t sure how to react. I assumed a duke would probably be fully within his rights to toss a fuck like this into prison for mouthing off this way.

      And yet...

      I pulled out my book, thinking hard about asking it for advice. But I knew the answer without the book.

      “Because I was adopted,” I said. “And the guy who adopted me wanted me to take his title. So I did.”

      “Because of your adopted father?” he asked.

      I nodded.

      “What of your real father?”

      “What of him?”

      “What would he think of what you are doing?”

      I couldn’t help but look out into the dark night sky. I clenched my teeth and swallowed hard, because I didn’t want Fuckface to see what thinking about my father did to me.

      “I don’t know,” I intoned. “I’d like to think he’d be proud that I was finally making hard choices.”

      I blinked away a tear before it had a chance to fall, and then turned back to Fuckface McTraitor with a smile on my face.

      “It does not seem that being a noble is a hard choice, your grace,” he said, putting some real salt in it.

      “Maybe not,” I said. “But it’s harder than anything I’ve done before.”

      “Being waited on hand and foot is hard? What was your life like before?”

      “Simple,” I said with a wistful smile. “Rough, but simple. I really only had to do what I wanted, when I wanted. Well, for the most part.”

      “And you are limited now? The only position above you is empty. You answer to no one.”

      “Oh,” I said, finally realizing the problem. “You think I don’t answer to anyone. That’s—”

      “You have some foreign master you bend the knee before?”

      “Not like that. See that guy down there on the wall?” I pointed down to one of the guards huddling under a torch.

      “What of him?”

      “I answer to him. And his family. If he dies of cold because I forced him to stand out in this weather without proper gear, that death is on me. If his family doesn’t eat because I have inadequate stores, that’s on me too. I answer to my people, because we have made a pact. They swear their loyalty to me, and I swear to protect them. That’s not something to take lightly. Nor do I. I have far more sleepless nights now that I am waited on hand and foot, wondering how I can ensure the safety and happiness of the thousands of people who have come to me.”

      “How quaintly noble of you.”

      “I don’t know what it is, man, but I don’t want that pressure. I don’t want to worry about how my vote on the Emperor might affect their lives. I don’t want to wage war or have to defend against invading armies. I don’t want to worry about monsters or what horrors lurk beneath my lakes. I don’t want to go back to the valley full of sapient spiders capable of possessing humans as puppets, but I have to, or else an entire group of thinking beings will overtake my valley and puppet my people. I have to decide who joins us, why they join us, and I have to defend that decision to asshats from Osterstadt who think humans are the only beings in the world who deserve freedom. If you think this is a simple job, you either don’t realize what it entails or you’re a sociopath who doesn’t understand that there are two sides to a loyalty oath.”

      He blinked a few times and then took a long look at his fingernails. He refused to meet my eyes. Pointedly.

      “I do not like spiders,” he finally said.

      “Don’t go that way, then,” I said, pointing to the oddly warm valley full of spiders. “It’s pure nightmare fuel.”

      “Whatever my father or sister has told you, I had no part in what Caticorix did. And perhaps I have been blind to things. I wanted to be angry with you because my father was angry with you. He expected to take this whole western land for our family. Perhaps find his way to a dukedom, and make his grandchildren archdukes. You and your father interrupted that, and I,” he paused and took a deep breath, and then shook his head.

      It was a stark reminder at just how young he was. Barely more than a boy. Maybe I had been a little harsh.

      “And when I first met you,” he said, “I thought, I mean—”

      “You thought you were hot shit,” I said.

      He let a tiny smile cross his face.

      “That might not have been the language I would choose to describe myself, but, yes. I thought highly of myself. I had come from the capital. Magnificent fighters trained me, and I foolishly thought I had the skills they had. In the months since I have been with Duke Ginsburg, my abilities have come into contrast.”

      “He’s a real fighter?”

      “Yes. He is similar to you in that regard. I doubt there are many who seem to care as you do for your people, not to that level, but he will face down any threat in his realm before he asks his soldiers to. He is a true knight.”

      “Sounds like a good person to learn from.”

      “So far.”

      “Kid,” I said, “I’m going to have to be honest here and say that I have completely forgotten your name.”

      I felt the fucking groan from my stupid etiquette book in my hand.

      The Northwoods boy smiled. “Justin.”

      “Justin Northwoods, Montana Coggeshall. Nice to meet you.”

      “It is nice to meet you again, your grace. I’m afraid I have no title to add to my name.”

      “Yet. There’s still time.”

      “I daresay there are few who seem to collect titles as you.”

      “I may have some extras.”

      “Are you offering me a title?” he said, suddenly serious.

      “Tell you what,” I said, “how about you get back to me once you’ve completed your squireship? I’ll seriously consider it. I promise.”

      He gave me a head tilt and a squint. “You are serious?”

      “I am.”

      “I will hold you to it.”

      “Do well, become a knight. Then we’ll talk.”

      He shook his head, then tentatively held out his hand.

      I grabbed his hand and shook it heartily.

      He smiled.

      “Thank you, your grace,” he said.

      For a moment, Justin lingered next to me, and then he walked back inside.

      I scooped some pristine snow off the balustrade, packed it into a ball, and launched it out into space, watching it soar through the air before disappearing into the drifts down below.

      The music inside had changed tune and tempo. It sounded really fun and exciting. I watched the balcony empty as everyone rushed inside to see what was happening. I lingered though, happy to have some alone time. I enjoyed the snow. And the cold. It reminded me of winters back home. Hell, most of the happy memories I had from growing up were outside in the snow.

      Inside, the dance floor had cleared somewhat, and my minotaur guard were involved in something that looked kind of like fighting but also like dancing. The entire crowd gathered around to clap and whoop.

      I really wanted to see the dance happening in there. Unfortunately, I had my own dance starting outside.
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      A figure dressed all in black dropped in front of me.

      I looked up and had to shake my head.

      “Where the hell did you come from?” I asked.

      The figure said nothing, just stood there.

      I reached out with tremorsense, but with the vibrations from all the music and dancing, I couldn’t get a firm grasp on anything. I noticed some reflections in the windows, as more figures in black came to the party.

      I didn’t want to react with violence, mainly because I didn’t want to think it was going to end in violence.

      The figure said something in a flowery sort of language.
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        * * *

      

      Smashing! You’ve learned a new language, Koäðemaarian.
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        * * *

      

      “You have been sentenced to death,” the figure in front of me said. Sounded like a man, had the form of a human. About six feet tall, broad shouldered.

      “By who?” I asked, then held up a hand. “Whom. I should have said whom. Do you know?”

      I glanced over my shoulder, as if asking friends behind me. Three figures there. All dressed identically in black with fine mesh over their eyes. Just minor differences in height and weight, and no sign of hips, so I assumed these were probably all men. Likely all human.

      “Death,” the tallest man, the one in front of me said. “Now.”

      He came at me, fast. A slight glint of moonlight flashed off the blade hidden in his fist.

      I backed out of the way and immediately felt a sharp pain in my back. I shot my elbow rearward and connected with someone. That someone cursed.

      Tall Man took another step forward with his lunge and stabbed me in the gut.

      Another hit from behind.

      Then a fourth.

      I dropped to a knee, feeling blood running out of my body, in genuine pain. Burning. Being stabbed sucks. It hurts. A lot.

      I grabbed Tall Man’s wrist and held tight.

      He struggled to get free, and I tightened my grip, feeling his bones grinding against each other. He grunted in pain. But — and I’ll give him credit on this — Tall Guy made no more noise, even when I crushed his wrist until it felt like slightly sandy play-dough.

      I leaned back and pulled the man with me. I rolled on the ground, causing him to stumble over me, and I let him go right into one of his buddies.

      I got to my feet and made sure all four men were in front of me.

      They were.

      Tall Man was still picking himself up, but Medium, Short, and Other spread out, trying to get into flanking positions. They all had daggers in their hands, longer and more menacing ones than what they’d already hit me with.

      I thought it odd they were holding back a little until I felt a burning heat flash through me. I glanced quickly at the corner of my vision, and saw the icon.

      I’d been poisoned.

      That second of distraction was enough for Other Man to lunge at me from the far right.

      I had no weapons, just a book.

      “Big book!” I shouted, while swinging the book across my body.

      “Due apologies, but—” the book started. But then I smashed Other in the face with my rather unimpressive book.

      It was more a slap than a smash, but it did the trick. Other Man was so surprised at being hit in the face by a small notebook that his attack missed my torso. It sliced my jacket open, but missed my shirt.

      “What are you doing?” the book shrieked.

      “Get bigger!” I shouted.

      “I will do no such thing!” the book replied.

      “Then you’re going in the fire.”

      The book started growing.

      In betwixt this stupid argument, Short lunged forward, keeping low to stay under the book swing.

      I summoned a prinky right where he stood. Short tripped and swore.

      More prinkies arrived. Yay magic! I kicked one into the face of oncoming Medium Man.

      He stabbed it with his dagger, and the poor prinky exploded in a mess of glitter.

      “My eyes!” the man exclaimed.

      I stepped into the cloud of glitter and slammed the spine of the book into the man’s throat. Then I head-butted him.

      The man’s nose crunched under his mask.

      I jumped back, and the prinkies somehow moved out of my way, knowing where I would go.

      We were back to a mild stalemate. Tall had a new dagger in his left hand. But this one was on fire, which, you know, not going to lie: pretty impressive. A good look for an assassin.

      Medium rubbed his eyes, but seemed unwilling to take off the mask.

      Short was up from the ground, but still kept low and tried to crab-walk further to my left.

      Other had changed blades, and now held a very thin knife that—

      Thunk.

      A throwing knife.

      Bonus? Now I had a weapon.

      Downside? It was mostly inside of me.

      Other pulled another blade out.

      I kicked a prinky at him, but he’d learned from his buddy’s mistake and just batted the fluffy creature away from him.

      “Hug him,” I commanded. The prinkies swarmed, all doing their damndest to hug Other Man.

      He tried to get away, but there was only one way off the balcony.

      I jumped at him, swinging the etiquette book. It looked kind of like an ornate bible with beautiful gold filigree work across the cover, as well as a heavy-looking lock over the pages.

      Other Man couldn’t move, so I got a beautiful hit on him, just perfect across the jaw.

      I dropped my shoulder, keeping my charge going, and hit Other Man in the solar plexus.

      “Release!” I cried. The prinkies let him go.

      The figure in black stumbled back, his arms windmilling. His back slammed against the balustrade, and he bent way over. It looked seriously painful, but he recovered enough to grab the stone railing with his hands to keep from falling.

      I was still right there, though, so I smashed him across the face again with the book. Then I ripped his knife from my chest and stabbed him through the eye with it, letting his body slide down the balcony as I turned to face my other three attackers.

      Only to be met with fire.

      A flaming blade was coming right at my face.

      I leaned back as far as my spine would allow. I felt the stone balustrade on my shoulders and kicked a leg out.

      I wasn’t sure I’d connect with anything, since I’d been slightly blinded by the light, but my foot stopped on something soft. Then I heard a grunt of pain and the sound of someone vomiting.

      I caught a metal glint coming in from the left and got my book up in time to catch the blow.

      The book screamed.

      I twisted the book, and the dagger came with it.

      Tall Man looked less than great. He still had his flaming dagger at his side, but he was limping. Medium pulled another dagger from somewhere in the folds of his dark clothes. Small was a blur of motion coming at me.

      I hit his wrist out of the way with the spine of my book. Then in quick succession I slammed said spine into his nose, under his chin, and across his face.

      I grabbed him by the throat, picked him up, and threw him across the balcony. Right into the path of Medium.

      I took the second of time I’d gained to check the poison status: still there. My HP was dropping, but not by much.

      Maybe it was a stamina poison.

      I smiled.

      They might have smiled back. No idea — they had masks on.

      “Shall we finish this?” I asked.

      I saw Medium glance quickly at Tall Man.

      Short responded by lunging at me.

      I quickly threw the book at Tall Man, hitting him in the head.

      But otherwise I didn’t move, letting Short Man stab me. I grabbed his arm with one hand and pulled him in close. Then I grabbed his head and pulled.

      He struggled against me, stabbing at me several times.

      I kept my eyes locked on my other two opponents as their friend struggled. They started to come to his rescue, but I had a new weapon.

      Short lost his head, and I angled the fountain of blood right into the path of my oncoming opponents, painting them, and most of the windows behind them, with the guy’s gore.

      It’s hard to keep your bearing in a shower of blood. It’s certainly something I’ve had to learn the hard way, after plenty of experience. Now I hardly blink twice at it.

      These guys blinked. At least figuratively, stopping a little.

      Medium slipped in the dreck and fell to the ground.

      I threw the head at him, and Medium and Short had a quick tête-à-tête.

      “Hold him down,” I ordered the remaining prinkies.

      They launched themselves at Medium. I summoned more for good measure, and they joined the dog-pile. Or prinky pile, I suppose.

      Tall looked at me, then at his downed comrades.

      Then he glanced quickly in the balustrade's direction. I knew what he was going to do.

      He sprinted for the railing.

      I sprinted for him.

      He dove.

      I dove.

      My shoulder hit his soft midsection, and my weight beat his. Probably by a lot, but let’s not body shame. I’m big-boned.

      We flew sideways until his face hit the balustrade. Then we spun a little, skidding across the blood-soaked snow.

      I managed to twist until I was kneeling on top of him. I threw a few quick punches into his mask until his face was pliable and his body unresponsive. Then I leaned back.

      Medium was still struggling under the prinkies, despite a staggering amount of glitter floating around.

      I reached my arm into the pile and felt the rough cloth of the man’s dark clothing. I grabbed it and pulled him up until he could look me in the eye.

      “You will die,” the man struggled to say.

      “Sure will,” I said, “but not today.”

      Then I pulled his mask off.

      It seemed like his face came with it — the cloth of the mask somehow tore all the flesh off the man’s face.

      There was a lot of screaming, and even I took a few steps back away from the foul imagery on display.

      I shook my head. How are you supposed to react to that?

      The man dropped to his knees and held his hands up to his ruined face, still conscious for half a second before he passed out and fell over. The prinkies immediately lunged back onto him.

      “Enough, enough,” I said, pulling the prinkies off before remembering I could just un-summon them.

      So I did that.

      I was back to being alone on the balcony. At least mostly. Soft noises came from Tall Man, so I was reasonably confident he was still alive. On the other hand, I knew the noises coming from Short’s remains were basically just his last bits of liquid being pumped out into the snow.

      I leaned back and looked up at the clouds that had moved in.

      Snow started to fall.

      I noticed a knife in my side, so I pulled it out and dropped it onto the ground. It clattered on the stone.

      Across the balcony, I saw the etiquette book standing on its ribbons and watching me.

      “Thanks for the help,” I said.

      “I hate you,” the book replied.

      “Book, I think this is the beginning of a beautiful friendship.”
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      I may not know as much etiquette as Book, but I am sure of one thing: when attending a formal ball, you should not be covered in any sort of substance. Most certainly nothing pungent. I was, to put it mildly, disgusting. My clothes were soaked, sliced, and hopelessly stained.

      I stayed on the balcony, tying to figure out how to return to the ball looking like an extra from Dead Alive. In the meantime, I sent prinkies with messages for Nikolai and Nathalie.

      “Oh, book of etiquette,” I said, “what should I do in this situation?”

      “I am not speaking with you,” the book replied. It turned around in my hand so I could only see its spine.

      “Seriously? Your entire existence is predicated on helping me.”

      “Still not talking to you.”

      I seriously considered throwing the book off the balcony, but that seemed cruel considering how much he’d helped me in the fight.

      “Can you go back to a smaller size so I can put you in my pocket?” I asked.

      “Are you going to spin lies about birds flying around the ballroom?” it countered.

      “You don’t know I was lying.”

      “I don’t see any birds.”

      “That’s because we were in the dining room when the birds were around.”

      The book turned one of its eyes all the way around and peered at me.

      “There were birds in the dining room?” it asked incredulously.

      I thought back to dinner and distinctly remembered seeing a roast chicken.

      “Yes,” I said, triumphantly.

      “Were they being served?”

      “Only after they’d been caught.”

      “I feel as if I have misplaced my trust in you.”

      “Look, bub, you want to stay with me? Get small, get in my pocket. You want to try to make it in the wilds? I’ll toss you over the wall and you can see if the night goblins want to learn etiquette.”

      The book trembled for a second, then zipped into pocket size. I scooped him off the balustrade, brushed the snow off, and slipped him inside my pocket.

      Which was right around the time that Nathalie, at the head of what seemed like a hundred guards, burst into the ballroom, pushed everyone out of the way and stormed onto the balcony.

      “Your grace,” she said, shock evident in her voice as she surveyed the surrounding damage. “Are you well?”

      “You know, the note said to be discrete,” I said with a sigh.

      The ball-goers had all crowded against the windows, peering out.

      I saw a young woman vomit onto her dance partner at the sight of the headless corpse. Or maybe the sight of the faceless corpse. Or just the dead bodies in general. Or maybe all the blood. Actually, the answer is probably D) All of the Above.

      Naturally, as soon as one person vomited, the puke train left the station, and in mere moments it was nearly as gross inside as outside, though with less death. Which, you know, impressive end for the night.

      The older guests at the party started shuttling the younger guests out, leaving the mess behind for the mystery cleaning crew.

      Eliza came to the door, pushing through the guards until they recognized her and let her go.

      “What happened?” she asked, stepping carefully to stay in the few spots of virgin snow.

      “Uninvited guests,” I said.

      “Assassins,” Nathalie said, kneeling at the masked body of Tall Man. She had her hand on the mask.

      “Hold up,” I said, “you don’t want to remove the mask.”

      I pointed to the other mask, and also the missing face.

      “It takes some skin with it,” I said.

      One guard burped, and excused himself.

      Eliza bit her lip and looked to the sky. Then she put her hand on her mouth and promptly moved through the ballroom at speed.

      A moment later, Nikolai pushed his way through the guards, smacking and muttering at them.

      “What is all this mess?” he said, his face contorted against the putrid smells.

      “In there, it’s mostly vomit,” I said. “But out here, it’s mostly blood.”

      Nikolai grunted, but otherwise seemed unconcerned but what he saw.

      “You were attacked?” he asked.

      I nodded. “Four opponents. All wore black, can’t take their masks off without their faces going with it.”

      “Morðingi masks. They require an antidote to be removed.”

      “One we probably don’t have.”

      “It is usually something specially made for each wearing,” Nikolai said, crouching at one of the corpses. “Pity none are alive.”

      “I tried.”

      Nikolai just nodded. He started patting the bodies down, taking out what he found and setting it to the side. More knives, a throwing star, some very thin rope. He found something strange and mechanical looking that unfolded into a complex grappling hook.

      “I can say that they didn’t speak Imperial,” I said. “Something called Koäðemarrian.”

      “Oh?” Nikolai asked, an eyebrow going up. “Now that is surprising.”

      “Why would they be interested?” Nathalie said.

      “Who are they?” I asked.

      “I think it’s very possible these were just a group of killers hired for the specific purpose of killing you, your grace,” Nikolai said. “If we assume the language those men used is the language of their home country, I find it quite improbable that that government sent these men here.”

      “Where is this country of theirs?” I asked.

      “Far to the south and west,” Nikolai said. “Across the ocean a ways and well below Carchedon. Koäðemaar is a group of islands off the coast of The Glowing Lands.”

      “Too far to be involved here,” Nathalie said.

      “Too small to be involved here,” Nikolai said. “But their assassins often come highly recommended.”

      “By who?” I asked.

      “Those who traffic in such dark markets, your grace. Koäðemaar is a strange nation, bordered by an ever-present storm. The nation supposedly exists in a state of perpetual peace and perpetual strife. No open conflict is allowed under their rulers, though the noble houses fight shadow wars to exert control. So, it is said if you desire some of the best at fighting who will remain unseen, hire the Koäðemaarian. But I would imagine most of that is merely good marketing.”

      “Clearly,” I said. “Four versus one, and they failed.”

      “You are not exactly a normal one,” Nathalie replied. “Still, where were your guards?”

      “Dancing,” I said.

      The minotaurs looked as ashamed as I’d ever seen them.

      “But I told them to enjoy themselves,” I said. “If any blame is to be laid here, it’s to be at my feet.”

      “Not exactly wise,” Nikolai said. “Considering the strangers currently within our midst.”

      “It seemed safe, but yeah. Dumb. I messed up. Now what do we do?”

      “I would have preferred a slightly less obvious response to this,” Nikolai said, looking pointedly at Nathalie.

      “She was just—”

      “I can defend my own actions, your grace,” Nathalie said. “I received word the duke was in trouble and I reacted how I, as the head of the guard in Coggeshall, felt appropriate.”

      “Perhaps we need to establish certain protocols for our actions and reactions,” Nikolai said, pulling out his notebook and jotting a few things down quickly. “Council meeting tomorrow morning.”

      I sighed, and thought about complaining, but it was probably for the best. Get everyone on the same page before Fiends’ Night.

      “I think it best we all get on the same page prior to Fiends’ Night,” Nikolai said.

      I squinted at him. Was he reading my mind?

      “As to what to do right now, if you are injured, your grace, I would imagine it best to see yourself to the healers,” Nikolai said. “Nathalie, if you would prefer a different avenue, by all means take it, but I would like the opportunity to have these bodies examined, see if there is anything else we might learn about their identities.”

      “Of course, chancellor,” she said. “I will also increase patrols around the duke’s stairwell and post guard on his balcony.”

      “Can we check about missing persons?” I asked.

      “What do you mean?” Nikolai asked. “What have you heard?”

      “Well, I heard this guy was supposed to be out here smooching some girl and he didn’t show—”

      “Your grace, we—”

      I put my hand up. “But that’s not what I’m interested in. If these four asshats came here with some group, don’t you think they’d be noticed as missing?”

      Nathalie started nodding. “Yes. That is very true. They could not come in as guests without being noticed. I will look into it—”

      “I have that,” Nikolai blurted. “I have been keeping track of newcomers, I will add this to our to-do.”

      “Good,” I said. “And if you get bored, find out where this guy, uh, Edwin might be.”

      “Is he the reluctant smoocher?” Nathalie asked with a smile.

      “Yeah. Supposed to be out here meeting... shit. I didn’t get her name.”

      “Might be challenging.”

      “Can’t be that many Edwins here, can there?”

      Nathalie shrugged.

      “Your grace, I beg of you,” Nikolai said, “clean yourself up. Even to a battle-hardened veteran like myself, you are disgusting.”

      I gave myself the quick once over and decided that Nikolai was actually being kind. So I nodded, and headed upstairs.
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      It’s always nice returning home to find your room occupied.

      This time, it wasn’t even Emeline. I had a new buddy joining the fun.

      Darius was stringing up a hammock on the far side of my bedroom, directly over a box holding something covered with a heavy black quilt.

      “What’s this?” I asked.

      Darius turned around and paused mid-tie.

      His eyes opened wide, blinked a few times, and then turned back to what he was doing.

      “There has been some movement within the egg,” Darius said. “And I thought I should make sure it is closer to you in case it hatches.”

      “Why?” I asked.

      “Imprinting.”

      “What’s that?”

      “Do you know anything about animals?”

      “Not really. I had a dog when I was really little, but no other pets. Unless, you know, you consider Ragnar a pet.”

      “I do not.”

      “It was a joke.”

      “I’m aware.”

      It was so nice to have a fun and warm new roommate. Not that I would have that with Darius.

      “I’m going to take a shower now,” I said.

      “Good,” Darius replied. “You need one.”

      “Feel free to avail yourself of the facilities,” I said. “Shower’s pretty clutch.”

      “Thank you,” Darius said, finishing up the hammock and giving it a test swing. Then, he crouched down near a box, pulled back a blanket a little and started whispering to the egg.

      I nodded. Because, you know, totally normal behavior. Then I went and took a shower.

      After a good wash with some of the rough and hearty soap made on the premises, and I felt good as new. Mostly. I felt tired. Could have been the after-effects of the poison, or just having gone through as much as I had in the past few days. I couldn’t quite remember when I’d slept last, but it probably wasn’t quite as long ago as I thought. Still, I had the feeling I was going to enjoy sleep.

      Which made it so annoying to go into my bedroom and see Emeline stretched out in my bed, very much asleep and snoring. Her clothes were still on, and she was drooling.

      “Drunk,” Darius said from his hammock, swaying ever so slightly.

      “You need a blanket or anything?” I asked.

      “You have extras?”

      I nodded and went over to the dresser’s bottom drawer, where I kept extra blankets.

      There was one blanket.

      Did I give away my one blanket and spend the night on the floor with nothing to make myself comfortable?

      Yes.

      I walked over with the big blanket and laid it over Darius.

      “Didn’t have to tuck me in,” the big minotaur said as I tucked the blanket around him.

      “Perks of sleeping here,” I replied with a wink.

      I made sure to go to the other side of the bed, where Darius couldn’t see that I had nothing, and I laid down. I had my towel on — I could, if need be, use that as a damp blanket, or fold it up and sleep naked on the stone floor. I’d certainly slept in worse conditions. I folded my arms under my head and stared at the ceiling.

      Emeline snored particularly loudly, and I sighed in response. This was more in line with what I’d hoped for in this world. Sharing a room with friends, sometimes sleeping on the floor. Living in luxury seemed, well, foolish, all things considered.

      Somewhere in thinking about rooms I’d shared over my life, I slipped into sleep.
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      I felt something crawling up my body.

      My eyes popped open to see red glowing things on my chest.

      I sat straight up, and my head connected with my suddenly open nightstand drawer.

      There was a loud crack as the drawer exploded outward and pain exploded inward.

      I groaned, and tried to see what was on my chest despite the ache in my head.

      Nothing. But there was a book scuttling across the room.

      Blood trickled into my eyes, and I swore softly, so as not to wake anyone. I stood and looked for the book.

      Gone.

      I clenched my fists.

      “Where’s the etiquette in surprise night attacks,” I hissed.

      “All is fair in love and war,” came the whispered return that seemed to just hang in the air.

      “This better be love,” I hissed back. “You don’t want war with me!”

      “Who are you talking to?” Darius asked sleepily.

      “Talking in my sleep,” I replied. “Sorry.”

      He grunted, but quickly went back to snoring.

      Emeline didn’t wake up even a little.

      I glanced around one more time, trying to find the damn book.

      Nothing. It was still hiding.

      I went and washed the blood off my face, pulled a few splinters out, and yanked on some clothes. I tied my knapsack to my waist and did a little quiet stretching.

      I needed to go for a walk.

      The minotaurs snapped to attention as I stepped out the door.

      “Easy there,” I said.

      They relaxed — not much, but a tiny bit.

      Then they got in step with me, and I stopped.

      “You two need to stay here,” I said.

      “We are to guard you,” one said, confused.

      “Emeline is a bigger target right now. Stay here, guard her.”

      They frowned, but then one nodded, and they both stood back against the wall.

      “I’ll be fine,” I said. “I’m just going down to the smithy.”

      MountainHome never fully seemed to shut down. But in the wee hours of the morning, there was a different pace to things. I could hear the clanks and hammering going on in the smithy, and there was a bright orange glow coming out from under the door.

      I walked inside to see the night crew at work.

      And Zoey, somehow, sitting on a stool with a large mug of something steaming, looking over drawings.

      “Morning,” I said.

      She looked over and frowned. She asked: “Your grace! Why are you here?”

      “Partially because I couldn’t sleep,” I said, “and partially because I was thinking about something.”

      “Is there something we might smith for you, your grace? Besides, of course, your full suit of plate in mithril?”

      “More I was wondering what we had in terms of weapons capable of hurting fiends.”

      She frowned, setting her mug down on the drawings.

      “You are thinking of going to battle the devils?” she asked.

      “I’m just trying to be prepared,” I said. “If something happens, I want to be able to fight back. Especially if I need to throw down to retrieve someone.”

      “That might be important,” she said.

      “Right?”

      She sighed and got up, stretching.

      “This way,” she said.

      I followed her out of the smithy and down the hall to another heavy door with a big lock on it. Zoey pulled a massive key out of her pocket, and unlocked the door.

      “The other armory,” she said, opening up the door.

      “Other armory?”

      “The main one is for the Guard and the Legion. This one is, well, not.”

      Weapon racks went all the way from one end of the room to the other. It was a sizeable room, full of a lot of weapons.

      “We have not had as much time to sort our collection as I would like,” she said, “so I cannot say, for certain, where celestial weapons might be. Or if we have any blessed weapons. It’s a bit of a mess in here. That said, have a look.”

      She patted me on the back and dropped the key in my hand.

      I looked over the weapons.

      Then I sighed. No identification spell.

      I leaned out the door.

      “Can’t identify things,” I yelled.

      “What?” she asked. “Why not?”

      “Magic issues.”

      “Even basic?”

      “It could be, um, explosive to try.”

      “For fuck’s sake, your grace,” she said, and sighed. “Can I do this a little later when I have more of my crew in?”

      “Of course,” I said, taking one longing glance at the armory before leaving the room and returning the key to Zoey.
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      Since I was awake, I decided the best thing I could do was stay out of people’s way. I made a patrol of the deeper portions of the base. I knew the dwarves had been digging pretty far down, partially because they wanted to make a mine happen, but also, it seemed, because that was just their way. But most of that had stopped when we had to shift our resources to building a ton of Fiends’ Night housing. It might take quite a long time before they got back to digging.

      Down and down I went, into the bowels of MountainHome, where the tunnels were no longer perfectly square and angular. These were rougher, almost exploratory.

      I could hear things moving about. A quick drop into tremorsense, and I felt a horde of things moving.

      I jumped around a corner, surprising a rat. The little rodent stood upright for a second, and then shot off the other way down the tunnel.

      Following the rat just led me deeper into the maze, and while I could feel where the rats were, I couldn’t quite catch up to them.

      Round and round I went, chasing rats and brushing off spider webs. I found a few barrels set out to collect dripping water, and something that was either mold or moss growing along a crack in one wall. Small clumps of mushrooms sprouted here and there, including quite a few that glowed. I remembered my scouting, and didn’t so much as breathe near any of the fungi.

      After a few hours of chasing my proverbial tail, I decided there was nothing there. I’m not sure what I was expecting. Maybe I thought I’d discover The Master holed up at the end of a tunnel. That’d certainly be an easy end to all his nonsense. No such luck.

      There were a few bones scattered around, but I couldn’t tell what they were from. They looked chewed up. My best guess was that the dwarves dropped food to keep the rats away from their dig sites.

      I went upstairs, assuming I’d pissed away enough time.

      Not the case — The sun was just starting to come up.

      I went and got breakfast.

      And drank coffee.

      And drank more coffee.

      Then I had second breakfast.

      I was turning into a fucking hobbit.
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      I headed to the council meeting room and was the second one to arrive. The first, obviously, was Nikolai.

      “Good morning, your grace,” he said, not looking up from the sheaf of papers before him.

      “Morning,” I said. “Did you find out anything last night?”

      “Quite a few things,” he said.

      I sat down next to him.

      “Anything important?” I asked.

      “Nothing Vuldranni-shattering, no.”

      “Time sensitive?”

      “Perhaps. I did not find anyone who admitted to missing four members of their party, nor did I notice any empty rooms. Or, rather, my people did not notice empty rooms.”

      “So these guys came through the tunnel last night. Or snuck over the wall—”

      “I think it more likely they glommed onto the Northwoods group and slunk off to hide once they got inside. I have greater concern about the events around the four assassins. How did they know you would be outside?”

      “They probably assumed I’d go outside at some point.”

      “Certainly. But how did they know to attack whilst there was loud music playing and your guard were otherwise occupied?”

      “You think there are more people involved?”

      “I have to. Did you go outside of your own volition?”

      “Yeah, I got hot.”

      “No one convinced you that going outside was a good idea?”

      I shook my head.

      “Although,” I said, “I did have an odd encounter with the Northwoods boy.”

      “Which one?”

      “Lord Northwood’s son. The one we thought worked with Caticorix to kidnap his father, kill his sister, get him control of this county up here.”

      “Ah. That one.”

      “Justin Northwoods.”

      “I wonder if someone tasked him with getting you out to the balcony.”

      “I mean, I went out on my own.”

      “Sure, but what if the signal for the attack was the Northwoods boy speaking with you? The assassins could see you on the balcony with Northwoods, and then knew the louder song would be coming. They knew to attack when the boy headed back inside. Then, they would have the length of that song to complete their kill and hide.”

      “That’s pretty insidious on the part of Justin.”

      “So is plotting to kill your sister to ensure you receive a title.”

      “We don’t know that for sure.”

      “Don’t we?”

      “He claims innocence.”

      “Of course he does.”

      “Maybe he’s an unwitting pawn in this scheme.”

      “You may continue to see the potential good in him, and I will continue to see reality.”

      I leaned back in my chair, balancing on two legs.

      “I’d like a celestial weapon,” I said.

      “It’s a bit late for a shopping trip anywhere,” Nikolai said. “Shall I just magic one out of thin air for you?”

      “You can do that?”

      “I was being sarcastic.”

      “Well, that’s annoying.”

      “So are impossible requests.”

      The rest of the council started making their way into the room, most chatting with another, some bringing in coffee or bits of breakfast. Before long, we were ready to go.

      Nearly everyone looked sleep-deprived.

      “Good morning,” Nikolai said. “We are almost at the point where we might rest for a night.”

      “A long night,” Harmut said.

      “Hear hear,” Timurlan replied.

      “Wait until your turn to complain,” Nikolai said, but he was smiling, so I think he understood that sometimes people just needed to vent a little. “Harmut, how is expansion going?”

      “Well,” Harmut said. “It goes well. The eating hall for Fiends’ Night is finished, as is the ballroom.”

      “Finished finished?”

      “Fiends’ Night finished. It still needs some polish work, and decorations would be good, but both are functional.”

      “Excellent. Sleeping quarters?”

      “We’re still pushing for those,” Harmut said. “New guests put a bit of a crimp in that. We had to ask a number of residents to move out temporarily so Northwoods and company could move in.”

      “Wait,” I said, “that’s not right.”

      “There’s compensation involved,” Nikolai said, putting a hand up.

      Timurlan nodded. “Mostly the battenti clan, who seemed happy to be back in their carriages for Fiends’ Night.”

      “Outside?” I asked.

      “Outside inside, on the farms.”

      “The farms must be crowded.”

      “Centaurs, rolegurdaüdi, battenti, cattle, sheep, pigs, goats, chickens. The list goes on.”

      “Do they all get along?”

      “I have some concerns about the rolegurdaüdi,” he said. “They are gentle giants, very caring, but this seems very new for them. I am not sure, um, how everything happened with them, because it seems they should be apex predators, but, oh, nevermind...”

      “What?” I asked.

      “Gentlemen,” Nikolai interrupted, “I do not wish to seem like I am not intrigued by your observations of the enormous killing machines living on our farm, but is it germane to our preparation of MountainHome for Fiends’ Night?”

      “No,” Timurlan said, looking almost relieved that he didn’t have to finish his thought.

      “Are we still short on rooms and beds?” Nikolai asked, pen hovering above his notebook.

      “Yes,” Harmut said. “Although some of that is based on kobolds bein’, pardon me, but kobolds bein’ kobolds. I know they be diggin’ out their own tunnels of late, and likely their own burrows and rooms.”

      “Devoid of any plan?”

      “Aye, that seems to be the case.”

      Nikolai’s eyes swept the table. “Where’s Baltu?”

      There was an empty chair at the far end.

      “I’ll go look,” I said.

      “Your grace,” Nikolai started.

      “You guys are more than competent to get Fiends’ Night going, and the kobolds like me better than any of you.”

      “The lad makes a good point,” Harmut said.

      I winked at Nikolai, then summoned a prinky and plopped him into my chair.

      “Take notes,” I said.

      The prinky looked around a minute, very confused, then snatched Nikolai’s notebook, and handed it to me.

      “Literal,” I said, returning the notebook to my chancellor, “but not exactly what I meant.”

      Then I left.
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      Finding kobolds is never a simple task. A kobold takes to hiding like a Browns player takes to losing. Though to be fair, it’s not like the Lions are much better.

      But I knew where I could always find at least one kobold.

      The main cantina was enormous, with plenty of tables, several pillars in place to provide some division of the room, and, along one wall, a giant buffet of food. And close to the buffet, you’d almost always see a table full of kobolds. Not necessarily because they were hungry — they just seemed to think that this endless free food source might shut down, so they needed to eat as much as possible before that terrible, inevitable moment. But it wasn’t like it was always the same kobolds. It definitely seemed like it was a job amongst the kobold community: to eat at the buffet.

      On that morning, or mid-morning, I found two tables of kobolds, all chowing down.

      I sat down and looked at the little dragon people.

      The entire group stopped mid-chew to look up at me.

      “Hi guys,” I said, in draconic.

      “You grace,” one of them replied.

      “That’s me,” I said just as I realized he might have been trying to say ‘your grace.’ “I was wondering, where do you guys live?”

      The kobolds kind of frowned. They looked at each other, then back at me. A shorter, pudgier one with a red sheen to her scales poked the one that had spoken first.

      “Here,” the first speaker said. “We live here.”

      “I know you live in Coggeshall, but where in Coggeshall?”

      “MountainHome?”

      “It’s not a quiz,” I said, “I’m not testing you, I’m trying... do you know where Baltu is?”

      “Baltu?” one of the kobolds, who had some really neat black spikes running down his back, said. “I know Baltu.”

      “Where is Baltu?” I asked.

      “Come!” the little kobold with the black spikes said as he hopped up from his seat. “Come!”

      He raced along, moving faster than I thought kobolds could. I actually had trouble keeping up with him. At least when it came to weaving through the tables and the people trying to get their breakfast. Or lunch. Or whatever.

      Down through the corridors, down a staircase, around a few corners, down another staircase, then up a staircase, and I was in a part of MountainHome I had not yet encountered.

      We came to a large open room with smaller hallways running off it. But when I say smaller, I mean smaller in every way. Most all of Coggeshall’s hallways and tunnels and corridors were roughly the same size, so everyone could use them and so carts and wagons could fit down tunnels. These were the first tunnels I’d seen that were not full-sized.

      I had to crouch and squeeze a little to follow the black spiky kobold. It was not comfortable, and I worried a little about getting myself back out, especially because I could tell these tunnels were not made to the same exacting standards as the others, and that meant the size was variable, and I was getting a spot where—

      I got stuck.

      “Fuck,” I said.

      I braced myself against the walls and shoved backward.

      For a moment, I thought I might need to call for some butter, but luckily I popped a little, and had some freedom.

      “Just bring Baltu out,” I called to the little kobold.

      He looked over his shoulder at me, confused.

      “Out?”

      “Out there,” I said, doing my best to point behind me to the open room. “I can’t fit through here.”

      “Ah,” he said, smiling. Then he was off again.

      I pushed myself back to the central open room.

      Kobolds were staring at me.

      I smiled and waved.

      Not much reaction. Just sustained, mouths agape, staring. I imagined it had to be how rock stars felt when they visited fans at their homes unexpectedly. Which you know, kinda cool, but mostly it just made me feel awkward. I was glad my beard was finally covering some of my face. I was tired of everyone seeing me blush.

      Moments passed, my presence got old, and the kobolds went back to their lives. Sure, plenty still watched me, but gone was the slack-jawed staring. Until, you know, one came out from their kobold tunnels and saw me, and then that one would stare, or sometimes go back down their tunnels and bring out some friends. I really wanted to point out that they lived with me and they could see me nearly any time they wanted.

      Finally, I sat down and leaned against a wall.

      That seemed to make some kobolds more comfortable.

      A few came up and quietly introduced themselves.

      “Keg.”

      “Chod.”

      “Shreddu.”

      “Ghreindris.”

      Each time, I introduced myself back as “Duke Montana of Coggeshall.” Then I’d shake their claw. They seemed to get a big kick out of it, and I enjoyed the moment as well.

      After who knows how long, Baltu emerged from his tunnel, following the little kobold with the black spikes. Baltu looked tired. Or he looked old. Or both. Maybe he just looked particularly old and tired that morning.

      “Your grace,” he said, hurrying over to me. “I was asleep — what might I do?”

      “Council meeting,” I said.

      “Bother, that is right now?” He patted himself down, feeling in the various pockets on his robes until he found what he was looking for and pulled on a small chain. A medallion came out, and the snowbold peered at it. “It is. Bother and bother again.”

      “No big deal,” I said.

      “To be fetched by the duke himself?” he said, looking aghast. “That is a terrible error. I am most embarrassed.”

      “Bah, you clearly needed the sleep.”

      “I apologize again, your grace.”

      “Was that a pocket watch?” I asked while I got to my feet.

      “This?” he pulled the medallion out and held it out. “I suppose you could consider it a pocket watch.”

      I took a closer look. It was a golden disc, but some gold was darker than the rest.

      “It shows the progress of night across the day,” he said. “Or the reverse, depending on how one chooses to look at things.”

      “That’s amazing,” I said.

      “Somewhat common among kobolds,” he said, “common enough, I suppose, I did not think you would lack one. Very useful for those of us who spend a lot of time underground. Shall we go?”

      “Sure,” I said. “but there’s definitely going to be some talking at this meeting.”

      “I imagine there is talking at all the council meetings.”

      “I meant about your home here.”

      “My home?”

      “The kobolds.”

      He stopped and looked up at me. “It is time then?”

      “Time for what?”

      “Our removal?”

      “Removal from what?”

      “Coggeshall.”

      “Not at all! You guys just need to follow the plans for building. And make your damn tunnels bigger. You know I got stuck?”

      “You got stuck?”

      “Trying to get to your room, dammit.”

      “I would have paid to see that.”

      “We can go recreate the scene right now if you’ve got some extra gold.”

      “Is the holding that desperate for money?”

      “I’ve got hoarding tendencies.”

      “I have heard. So we are not in danger of being exiled from the community?”

      “No. Never. This is your home. But you’re a part of Coggeshall, which means you need to stop acting separate from us and be a part of the community. So fix your damn tunnels. And meet with Harmut to make sure you are all building on the plan.”

      “Why do we need to plan?”

      “Do you want him to build a latrine pit through your bedroom accidentally?”

      Baltu shook his head, but then he nodded. “That is an excellent point. I will arrange for our projects to halt until we can meet with Harmut.”

      “Remember, he’s in charge. Which means if he says no, that means no. You can come to me if it’s important, and we can revisit it, but you are on the council so you can give kobolds a voice. And that means you need to take part in things.”

      “You are right, Montana.”

      “Rare to hear that.”

      “No need to be down on yourself.”

      “Come on,” I said. “I’m sure Nikolai wants to yell at you.”

      “Well, now I am excited for the council meeting.”
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      There was some yelling, but more surprising, some disappointment on behalf of the dwarves. And the humans. No one had realized how afraid the kobolds were of being thrown out, and I had to reassure Baltu several times that me, the duke, the one ultimately in charge, had their back, and they were home. Then Harmut said something similar. Followed by Nikolai and then every other member of the council. The kobolds were home.

      And everyone laughed at the thought of me getting stuck in a tunnel.

      Even me.

      “Fiends’ Night food levels are excellent,” Timurlan. “Northwoods brought along an impressive amount of food, far more than his compliment will consume. It might very well be an attempt to bolster our own winter stores without being overt about things.”

      “Shit,” Nikolai said.

      “Always happy to have good news,” I said.

      “It means he wants something.”

      “Likely his daughter not to starve.”

      Timurlan pointed at me, while Nathalie nodded.

      “Perhaps, but I am wary,” Nikolai said.

      “Part of your job,” I said.

      “Guards are prepared. A watch list has been drawn up, and we feel confident we are ready for Fiends’ Night,” Nathalie said. “The Legion will be suited up and on standby if there are any large issues.”

      “Sleeping in armor?” Nikolai asked.

      “That is what Captain Czubakowski promised. They will be our quick reaction force to any point in the Home.”

      “Do we have a list of windows and doors?” Nikolai asked.

      “Yes,” Nathalie said, and slid a piece of paper over to him.

      Nikolai glanced over it.

      “There are more here than I thought,” he mused.

      “Quite a few folks in here who seem to think they need to see daylight every day,” Harmut said grumpily.

      “Humans,” Baltu said dismissively.

      Harmut nodded emphatically. “Almost as bad as the elves, they are.”

      “And we have guards for each entrance?”

      “Anything that’s publicly accessible, yes,” Nathalie said. “But that is stretching our guard very thin. Hence the Legion standing by.”

      “You think something is going to sneak in?” I asked.

      “Nothing can really sneak in,” Nikolai said, “but there is always the chance someone will sneak out. Or get tempted and let something in.”

      I saw a few confused looks around the table, likely wondering why I didn’t know this shit, so I nodded like I understood exactly what Nikolai meant.

      “I am starting to think we might actually get through Fiends’ Night with few ill effects,” Nikolai said, showing off a rare smile as he closed his notebook.

      The prinky popped up and snatched his notebook and handed it to me.

      Nikolai stopped smiling.
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      Nikolai escaped to his office quickly after the meeting, but I caught up to him. And so had the prinky. When I walked in, Nikolai was holding his notebook high in the air, out of reach of the jumping and clearly frustrated prinky.

      “Oi,” I said, “stop it.”

      Both prinky and Nikolai looked at me, a little chagrined.

      “You enjoyed that,” I snapped at Nikolai.

      “Don’t be ridiculous,” he snapped right back.

      I un-summoned the prinky and dropped into the chair opposite the desk.

      “To what do I owe this pleasure?” he asked.

      “I want to know more about the assassins,” I said. “And what’s going on with the, uh, you-know.”

      “The assassins are dead, very dead. Their bodies provided exceedingly few clues as to their identity or their prior whereabouts.”

      “So we know they were professionals.”

      “That we can assume with some surety, yes. I have received word from Lord Northwoods that he has counted his group and he is not missing anyone. His brothers confirm his story, as does Duke Ginsburg.”

      “Do you believe them?”

      “So far. As far as I can tell, Northwoods intends Eliza to wed you so that he can then pressure you to aim for the throne.”

      “The Imperial Throne?”

      “I doubt he means the one in your bathroom. Unless there is something you’d like to tell me.”

      “As much as I enjoy a good shit story, I don’t think I need to devote any time to my poops.”

      “As you wish, your grace. Regardless of your stool, I believe he wants you to be Emperor. Perhaps not the next emperor — the man has always played long games. Family games. And while I dislike him, I cannot fault his willingness to keep his family at the forefront of his plans.”

      “Marry Eliza, huh?”

      “I hope you are considering it.”

      “I’m not.”

      “You should.”

      “Can we focus on the murderous fuckhead lurking around the holding, instead of my romantic life?”

      “Your romantic life is not your own, Duke of Coggeshall. Whom you take to bed has long-term implications for all of us who choose to follow you.”

      “Can it fucking wait until after the—”

      “Yes, it can wait until after. I just want you to—”

      “I know. Okay? I know. Now. Fuckhead.”

      “Is that to me?”

      “I suppose it can be to you and about you know.”

      “Well, fuck you too, firstly. And secondly, let us continue our talk of the other fuckhead in the room.”

      “Me? Fuck you, Nikolai.”

      “I meant whomever sent the assassins.”

      “Right. Fuck them.”

      “Yes, your grace. It needn’t be someone here, in Coggeshall, who sent the killers. There is just as much a chance someone from outside our walls sent them.”

      “Who?”

      “Your list of enemies grows longer by the day.”

      “Yeah, but how many of them can afford a team of assassins?”

      “I can think of quite a few, especially in a town that hates you right now.”

      “Osterstadt loves me.”

      “While there may be some truth to the ‘common’ folk loving the Hero of Osterstadt, those in charge certainly do not. And your continued existence makes their lives rather difficult.”

      “You think it was someone in Osterstadt.”

      “I think that is the most likely. But I am bothered by what you said about the Northwoods boy. That requires additional discovery.”

      “So what do we do?”

      “About the assassins?”

      “Yeah.”

      “How much more dead would you like them?”

      “I meant the broader picture.”

      “There is a limit to what we can do in the few hours before we go on lockdown for Fiends’ Night. After that, we can address that particular issue.”

      “Fine, table it.”

      “Yes, your grace. The only thing I can advise is to be on your guard, and to increase your guard. But we’ve already done that, so there is nothing more to be done.”

      “Great, so, the other thing.”

      “Yes. The Other thing...” he pulled the placard and paper from his desk, and lit it.

      My ears popped.

      “I have nothing new,” he said.

      “Missing persons?” I asked.

      “There are some, yes.”

      “That’s new.”

      “It is, but I cannot connect any of those persons to The Master.”

      “How many people are missing?”

      “All told, I cannot definitively account for twenty-two people. Four kobolds, four dwarves, fourteen humans.”

      “That seems like a lot.”

      “It is not a little.”

      “Why doesn’t it concern you?”

      “Because most of those individuals have some reason attached to their disappearance — we just can’t confirm those reasons yet. Eight of the humans purportedly returned to Osterstadt. Three went east, supposedly hoping to catch a caravan.”

      “Oh. That makes more sense,” I said. But something bothered me, and I leaned my chair back as far as I felt safe.

      “Please don’t break that,” Nikolai said.

      “I’m not going to—”

      Snap.

      I hit the ground hard.

      It hurt. But more pride than pain.

      “Montana,” Nikolai said.

      “I know,” I replied from the ground. “I’m sorry. We have a carpenter shortage and now you’re down a chair.”

      “You realize I have meetings in here all the time, right?”

      “It’s why I hate that you have a bed in here.”

      “I need to sleep, Montana!”

      “You’ve got a fucking apartment!”

      “Not right now I don’t.”

      “Will you sleep in your apartment when you have one again?”

      “Probably.”

      “Can you at least make the bed?” I snapped.

      His bed was a mess of blankets, sheets, and something that might have been a pillow once but was now just mush. It wasn’t like Nikolai to stop caring about appearances. Made me worry.

      I summoned a set of prinkies and had them strip the bed and take things to the laundry.

      “Those are my blankets!” Nikolai snapped. He tried to get up and around his desk before the prinkies left the room, but I’d summoned enough prinkies to block his way.

      He hauled back and kicked one of the prinkies. Hard. It disappeared in a cloud of glitter.

      “I dislike those things,” Nikolai said as the rest of the prinkies disappeared.

      “I know,” I said. “But they’re useful.”

      He harrumphed and dropped back into his chair.

      I thought, just for a moment, about pushing it out from under him. But Nikolai seemed like he was in enough pain without me getting involved in childish pranks. But that thing in the back of my mind reemerged as I lay there in the ruins of what had been a chair.

      “Doesn’t that seem odd to you?” I asked.

      “You thinking prinkies are useful? No, you have plenty of strange opinions on things.”

      “Not that — I’m back to the missing people.”

      “Ah, well, you understand my confusion. What is odd?”

      “That all twenty-three—”

      “Twenty-two.”

      “Sure, that all of them had reasons. You’d expect some people missing to be mysteriously missing.”

      “Maybe?”

      “If I told you I could get twenty people to go on a trip, you don’t think one of those twenty would slip off unnoticed? Even accidentally? I don’t believe it.”

      I heard a pencil tapping on Nikolai’s desk. He was thinking.

      “I am afraid I do not agree with you on this matter, your grace,” he finally said. “It seems fine to me.”

      I sighed, letting the wind flow out of my sails.

      “Thought I might have something there,” I said.

      “I can ask someone to look into it,” Nikolai replied.

      “Nah,” I said, getting to my feet. “I’m just grasping at straws.”

      “Yes, your grace.”

      “I’m going to get lunch.”

      “We have about two hours until the Homing.”

      “I got it,” I said at the door.

      “Just be on time, your grace.”

      “I will. Don’t worry.”

      “You pay me to worry.”

      “I pay you?” I asked as I left.

      I heard his sigh through the door.
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      I didn’t get food. Instead, I went outside and threw snowballs at the wall. It was therapeutic to watch them explode. Destruction without destroying things.

      There was a lot to think about. But it dawned on me that I didn’t have the toolset built for thinking. I needed to figure out how to reason in this new world. I hadn’t bothered to do that, well, ever. But now I had to actually do that from time to time. I had lied, a little, when I said that I was going to drop the whole twenty-two people who went missing but had twenty-two alibis. That made no sense to me. It was too many people. There had to have been someone who slipped by unnoticed.

      I sent another few snowballs down range.

      There was always the chance that someone could have gone missing with no one noticing, thereby creating a hole in my theory and making the whole thing innocuous again. But one, when had I learned the word innocuous? And two, how would that person have gone missing without being noticed?

      We were a pretty small town, all things considered, and we lived, for the most part, on top of each other. Some people had their own kitchens, but as far as I’d seen and knew, nearly everyone ate every meal at one of the cantinas. Someone would notice if an apartment was empty, especially with space at such a premium. Even if they weren’t willing to snag someone’s apartment, I damn well knew they’d steal a bed. Or blankets. And there were really only a few possible exits. Most people would leave via the gates, which means the guards would see them. And hopefully stop them. Unless, of course, one of the gate guards was already controlled by The Master. If he had people in the guard, then he could get around most of the protocols we put in place to stop him. Which might explain how he’d existed unnoticed so far.

      Had we hired new people into the guard since being kicked out of Osterstadt?

      A question for Nathalie. I needed a notebook. Instead, I drew my sword, and I scribbled my thoughts in the snow near me.

      Snownotes.

      Of course, it was also possible The Master had gotten people in place prior to his own arrival. It certainly seemed like he’d had access to Coggeshall from its inception. Which kind of made asking Nathalie about new guards pointless, because it made a lot more sense for The Master to put a guard in place early on, not when it was easy to discover, like a newcomer.

      I scratched out my note in the snow.

      No snownotes.

      This was getting complicated.

      I packed together some huge snowballs and threw them extra hard at the wall. They exploded magnificently, which got me a few dirty looks from the soldiers up top. They didn’t seem to enjoy snow exploding on them from below.

      “Sorry,” I said, giving them a wave.

      I walked farther from the main opening of Coggeshall to where there was a little space for me to be angry and frustrated. I built a snowman, and then I cut it down with my sword.

      Made me feel a little better.

      “Something vexes you, my lord?” came a familiar voice.

      I turned to see Mister Paul in his customary dark suit, stepping out from behind a tree. Or from a tree. Hard to tell.

      “What are you doing here?” I asked.

      “It came to my attention,” he said, “that I had forgotten to give you something.”

      “You forgot something?”

      “We gods are fallible beings, are we not?”

      “I mean, that’s certainly not what I was taught.”

      “I would think something of that nature would make a man like you feel better about your place in the world. You would prefer we gods were perfect?”

      “No, you’re right on that account.”

      “Besides, how would so many perfect beings manage to work together on anything?”

      “I’d imagine they’d work together... perfectly.”

      “Honestly, Montana. I should find someone to teach you better jokes.”

      “I thought that was a fine joke.”

      ‘That’s what makes it all so painful.”

      “Yeah, well, I’m sure someone appreciates my humor.”

      “Let us hope so,” he said. “A minor slip of the mind. Being that it is Fiends’ Night, one of your, erm, followers, has requested that I give you a celestial weapon.”

      “I was going to say thank the gods, but I guess I can just say thank you, right?”

      “Sure.”

      “Thank you,” I said.

      He pulled a spoon from his inside jacket pocket and held it up for me.

      “A spoon?”

      “A celestial spoon,” he said, using his other hand to Vanna White the cutlery.

      “But why a spoon?”

      “I’ve been told because it will hurt more.”

      “Maybe,” I said, looking at the spoon. “Kinda depends on what you’re doing with it.”

      “Walk with me a moment,” Mister Paul said, and put his hand on my shoulder. I didn’t think his arms were long enough to reach around me, but somehow, they were. He guided me toward the wall, but on a rather circuitous route. “This is a rather challenging situation we find you in, and I daresay you are not exactly playing to your strongest suits here.”

      “What do you mean? How closely are you following things?”

      “Right now? Very closely. Why, many of us are following incredibly closely! It’s a fantastic moment of high tension, and no one can see a path to your victory — only your doom! Of course we are all on the edges of our seats, hence why me being here is a little gauche, but I swear it is merely because of a minor forgetiation on my part. I am not trying to alter a damn thing. Although, as your patron, I believe I may give you some mild advice here and there.”

      “What’s the mild advice?”

      “Trust no one.”

      “I mean, if that’s the case, shouldn’t I disregard that because I can’t trust you?”

      “I suppose there is a caveat: trust no one except the one entity with skin in the game on your side.”

      “You’ve got skin in the game?”

      “Yes, but not what you think, so try not to think about it, because it will not be something you can remember even if you do figure it out while we’re chatting here.”

      “Okay, if I can’t remember everything you say to me, why not tell me exactly what I need to know, and then I’ll forget?”

      “How do you know I haven’t?”

      I stopped in my tracks. I tried to recall every conversation I’d had with Mister Paul, and while there was some fuzziness, I felt confident I had a good idea of everything that had passed between us. Though it is possible I—

      “Also,” Mister Paul interrupted, “because there are others who might remember and let me know that what I had just done was against the rules, and woe be any of us fools who decide to break the game, because if we break the rules, we don’t get to play. And then what will we do with ourselves?”

      The way he was talking made me think he wasn’t actually speaking to me during that mini monologue.

      “The key,” he continued, “my dear duke, is for you to succeed without me. That is the way the game is meant to be played, and I would imagine that my involvement is already under enough scrutiny that we dare not invite more. I know you can succeed. You just need to alter your style ever so much.”

      “You mean not just kill everything?”

      “That might be effective, I suppose. Really depends on what your end goal is. But you would doubtless be seen as quite the villain after an escapade like that, and I don’t think either one of us would like you to be a villain. You already tried that route, eh?”

      “Yeah, I guess. Although I did get more time for myself and for fishing back in those days.”

      “True, but you also had to worry about the police, sleep in filth, and drink yourself to sleep six days out of seven. So, even Steven?”

      “No, you’re right. Very right. I’m just feeling—”

      “A momentary weakness, Montana of Coggeshall. Now, return to your heroic deeds and put on a good show.”

      “Huh?”

      “Forget that last bit. Except about the heroic deeds. Keep that in mind.”

      We were on top of the wall, looking north toward the snow-covered woods.

      “It is quite beautiful here,” he said.

      “I like it,” I replied. “More mountains than back home, but otherwise, pretty nice.”

      “Do you remember a poem about footprints in the sand?” Mister Paul asked wistfully.

      “Vaguely? Something like there were two sets of footprints, then one, and being carried?”

      “Yes, well, forget everything else, and think on our footprints,” he said, looking back over the Coggeshall grounds. “Blast.”

      “What?”

      “Seems I may have forgotten a word. Still, all I’ve done all I can and I am on the verge of being late for a very important thing. Not a date. Best of luck, Montana.”

      Mister Paul opened a door which had definitely not been there before, and stepped into a room that hadn’t existed. He disappeared, and the door vanished along with him as it closed.

      I looked back over the footprints, expecting to see a message.

      Instead, I saw a single word.

      “Thing.”

      “Thing?” I said out loud. “That has to be the worst fucking clue!”

      No response. Typical god behavior.
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      I stood there on the wall looking at the writing in the snow.

      Thing.

      What the fuck did ‘thing’ mean?

      Was Mister Paul referencing The Master? Fiends’ Night? The Assassins? The empty throne? The centaurs? Something else I hadn’t even come to? There were dozens of ’things’ I was dealing with, but the message was so fucking vague it could mean nearly any of them.

      Fuck.

      I came down from the wall, and, using all the snow from that area, I made a very large snowman.

      My hand went to my sword as I thought hard about slicing the snowman apart. What if some fiend figured out a way to bring the snow to life? Would a snow golem attack Coggeshall because I made one?

      I pushed the snowman over and stomped it down.

      Sometimes I hated this place.

      “Your grace!” came a call.

      I looked over to see a young guardsman hurrying my way along the wall.

      “Your presence is requested in the large ballroom!” he said.

      I nodded, and started my trudge back to MountainHome.

      He saluted me and then rushed back.

      Seems like I’d also managed to be late for my very first Homing.

      Thing?

      Fuck.

      Double fuck.

      I needed to find someone smarter.
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      I was one of the last people outside to walk into MountainHome, and there was something very ominous in the way the doors shut behind us. But it was amazing to come into the main room on level four. The whole of population of Coggeshall in one massive space. There was such a wide range of peoples. Humans, elves, dwarves, minotaurs, centaurs, battenti, kobolds, ursus, brownies, some I didn’t recognize, and, in one corner near the exit, three massive rolegurdaüdi.

      As I walked into the room, silence spread from the main entrance until it took hold over the entire place. All eyes were on me.

      I gave a little wave and walked along until I got to the raised dais and the long rectangular table with one very obvious open chair dead center. Nikolai was on my right, Skeld to my left. The rest of my hirð surrounded them. The Northwoods sat at a table nearby, but not on the dais.

      “Do I say anything?” I whispered to Nikolai.

      He looked confused. “Of course.”

      “Specific things for the Homing?”

      “Yes,” Nikolai hissed, standing up and turning his back on the rest of the room so he could get a little privacy. “You need to make sure it seems like a home. As if welcoming family home to a family meal. Act as if this is your home.”

      “Got it,” I said with a wink.

      I turned around to face my holding and shot my arms up into a V.

      “Welcome home!” I shouted.

      Smiles and surprise rippled through the audience.

      “Hopefully you all know me,” I continued, still going loud, “Montana, Duke of Coggeshall. This is MountainHome. Which is our home. All of ours. The home we have pulled out of this damn mountain ourselves. No one built this for us. No one gave it to us — we came here, and we took it. We earned this place, and it is ours. Our home. And I, for one, love my home.”

      Someone in the audience — I think it was Harmut — shouted back, “I love my home!”

      Then another.

      Then a third and a fourth, and it spread quickly until everyone was shouting about loving their home.

      I let it go for a moment, then held up my hands to quiet it down.

      “Tonight,” I said, “It doesn’t matter how long you have been here, because now you are home. You are safe. You are family. We face Fiends’ Night, right? We have some bad hombres coming here? Thinking they can come into our house? No one comes into our house unless we want them. And tonight, we want family here. Tonight is family night. You know what? Fuck Fiends’ Night, it’s Family Night. You are all my family and no one is coming into our house to push us around and make us feel unsafe. You all know what I can do, and you’ve proven what we can all do together. Tonight, celebrate. Tonight, we eat some good food, we get some good sleep. Tonight, in our house, in our home, nothing but goodness is happening. No one is coming into our house—”

      I felt a hand on my arm and glanced down to see Skeld giving me some wide eyes and making a definite ‘tone-it-down’ motion.

      “No one is coming into our home,” I continued, “to push us around. Welcome home, eat up, and be family!”

      I snatched my goblet off the table and raised it into the air.

      “To being home!” I shouted.

      Thousands of glasses, goblets, mugs, and other vessels were lifted into the air. And basically as one, over five-thousand voices shouted, “Home!”

      I drank.

      Everyone else drank.

      “Let’s eat!” I said, and sat down.

      “Bit much there,” Nikolai said.

      “I liked it,” Ragnar said.

      “Usually a ‘this is home’ is enough to handle things,” Nikolai continued whining.

      “My first time,” I said. “I got into it.”

      “I thought it worked very well,” Bear said.

      The kitchen staff had their own table near one of the doors, and while they’d been in place for the toast, they had stepped outside to help get everything in place for the feast. Prinkies moved through the room carrying large tureens and dropping them off at each table. Family-style dining. At my insistence, they served our table last, which both Ragnar and Skeld made sure I knew they thought was stupid.

      Finally, though, our food arrived. A large plate heaped with grilled meat. A punch bowl of mashed potatoes. Bowls of greens. Plates of fish. It was a lot of food. We were most certainly making a statement as to how much food we had on hand, offering our people everything they could hope to eat, and more. I hoped we weren’t going overboard. Too late to change that.

      I glanced over at the rolegurdaüdi, and saw Timurlan and his husband sitting with them. They did some interesting miming to get the three monstrous creatures to eat with utensils. Oversized utensils, sure, but still.

      “Have we—” I started.

      Nikolai, whose mouth was full of food, just shook his head. “No business at dinner,” he said as bits of potato flew out across the table.

      “Ew,” Bear said.

      I sighed, and dug in.

      The food was tasty. If I didn’t know the unbelievable steak was probably a fresh cut of worm, I’d have said it was the best steak I’d ever had. Tender with plenty of beef flavor, and so much fat that it was just juicy goodness. But then I’d remember the worm thing, and I’d feel a little rumbly in my tumbly and eat some potatoes. Then I’d forget about the worm thing and eat some more steak, and repeat as necessary until I had eaten my fill. I drank a few mugs of mead, ate plenty of greens, some fruit, all that good stuff.

      “Is this it?” I said. “Are we a home?”

      “Probably,” Nikolai said. “Though we will continue through a few more rituals and traditions just to ensure such status is a surety.”

      “Oh, right. Gifts.”

      He nodded and then raised his hand.

      The doors to the room opened once again, and prinkies swarmed inside. They passed out small gifts to every person, little tiny wrapped presents containing a gold coin and a trinket of some kind. A nice arrowhead. A carved piece of stone. A single jewel. Lee had basically gone through the treasury, meaning all the crap I’d collected, and he’d picked out five thousand items of limited value that were gift-able. Then, a bunch of prinkies wrapped everything up nicely.

      Then came the toys the brownies made. Lots of dolls, wooden horses that clip clopped as you pulled them, tops, balls, that sort of stuff. All wrapped up neatly with colorful paper, ribbons, and bows. The kids in the holding managed to get two presents each.

      There were some squeals of joy, from both parents and children, as they opened the presents.

      I got a present as well, and opened it up to see that someone had given me one of my golden coins back.

      Nikolai got a surprisingly large present — at least it would be surprising if you didn’t know what was in it. It was a very nice wooden box filled to the absolute brim with shiny pebbles.

      Nikolai was not amused, and he dumped the pebbles into my lap.

      I summoned a few prinkies, and got them to work picking up all the pebbles and transporting them directly to Nikolai’s bed.

      “You bastard,” Nikolai seethed.

      “You could have just accepted the gift,” I countered. “Instead, you chose war. I wonder if that will come back to bite you in the ass? Or, you know, make your night a little less comfortable when you find you’ve sleep-wedged a pebble into your ass?”

      “I request to resign.”

      “Denied.”

      He sighed, emptying his goblet of wine. Then he signaled for another.

      A wine prinky waddled over and filled the goblet to the brim.

      “You need to teach them how to pour,” Nikolai said, delicately alternating between sipping and balancing his goblet.

      “I did,” I said.

      “One of these days I need you to explain, carefully, how you could come from—”

      I put my hand on his mouth, and he looked over at me, his eyes moving just a little behind where his head moved. A clear sign he was drunk.

      “Not a topic for the family table,” I said.

      He blinked, “Right, sorry. The wine.”

      “I get it,” I said. “Might want to get a nap in soon.”

      “In my stone-filled bed?”

      “They’re pebbles?”

      “I’m remembering why I needed all that wine.”

      I winked.

      What I needed was to talk to Lee about Thing. And about everything, really. Lee was one of the smartest people I’d met, and I knew he couldn’t be involved in all the various shit happening around Coggeshall. He was on my side, and he’d be able to help me. But not only was he at a different table, hanging out with Harmut, Essie, and Mercy, like I’d just told Nikolai, this wasn’t the venue for such a talk.

      “You seem uptight,” a voice said from behind me.

      I glanced over my shoulder to see Marguerite standing there, a small crystal flute in her hand filled with a bubbling beverage.

      “It’s a rather, um, yes. I guess I am right now,” I said.

      “The hard part is over,” she said. “Just have to enjoy the night now.”

      “Uh, I suppose that’s true. Just—”

      “I would appreciate a dance or two,” she said, suggestively.

      “That could be possible, just—”

      “I’ll hold you to that,” she said with a wink.

      “Actually—” I tried to say, but she’d already gone.

      “Smooth as always, boss,” Skeld said.

      I really wanted to make some joke about brownie batter, but I just couldn’t come up with something in time.

      Following the gifts, we had cake. It reminded me of a birthday party, which was fun. People were loosening up and moving around, talking with each other. Some group drinking game started up, and led to rounds of raucous laughter when a dwarf fell out of his chair.

      After a moment, I realized only Nikolai and I were at the table.

      I snuck my flask out and filled my goblet with root beer.

      A sip of the good stuff settled some nerves.

      “Now what?” I said.

      “Sleep,” Nikolai said.

      He wasn’t quite slurring, but he was drunk. It was odd to see him like that. Mainly because I’d never seen him drunk. Or out of control, really.

      “This is the one night where I can’t really help you,” he said, somehow still able to read my mind while intoxicated. “So I will drink, and then I will sleep.”

      He stood up, a little wobbly, reaching out quickly for the table to steady himself.

      I summoned prinkies to act as a guide for him.

      He pushed one away violently, which ruined his balance.

      I grabbed him by the collar and pulled him back upright.

      “Might need those prinkies,” he admitted.

      “That’s what they’re there for,” I said.

      The prinkies went back and stood on either side, and Nikolai used them to slowly walk down the stairs off of the dais.

      I thought very hard about going with him, but it seemed like overkill.

      Instead, I tipped my goblet back and drank all that glorious root beer down. Then I went to mingle with my people.
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      It didn’t take long for the party to go off the rails, but that’s basically inevitable when there’s an open bar. When I overheard someone proclaiming they could take me in a bare-knuckles fight, I saw the writing on the wall and got my butt out of there. I could only see bad things happening if I was drunk or accosted by someone who was drunk. Nightmare scenarios of me accidentally punching through someone’s face.

      So instead, I went on a quick patrol, heading down to see the main doors first. They were closed and locked. Four guards were standing in front of them, blocking any access.

      “Everything okay here?” I asked.

      The guards nodded.

      “Yes, your grace,” one said.

      “Did you get food and—”

      “Yes, your grace. We are ready for tonight.”

      “Excellent. Guard on. Let me know if you need anything.”

      “Commander Glaton has us well-prepared.”

      I smiled, feeling completely useless, and continued my patrol.

      It was the same story at each point of entry. The guards were not only ready, but slightly annoyed at me for butting in. Which in hindsight, I could understand, since it was kind of like their boss’s boss coming around. So I stopped and went up to my room.

      Darius was there with the egg, laying in his hammock and reading a book.

      “Did you—” I started.

      “I ate, yes,” Darius said quickly. “It is, I am, crowds are not my favorite thing.”

      Two other minotaurs were standing in my room, in front of the two doors to my balcony.

      “Anyone outside?” I asked.

      “No, your grace,” they said. “We are positioned inside.”

      I nodded, then paced back and forth before dropping to sit next to the egg. Which meant I was somewhat under Darius.

      He looked down at me with one eye, his other eye on his book. A neat trick.

      “What do you know about the egg?” I asked. “Can I look at it?”

      He tilted his head a little.

      “It is your egg, Montana,” he replied. “Of course you can. You can do whatever you’d like.”

      “It won’t hurt it?”

      “I doubt it. I’m keeping it warm in the blanket. I think it needs that, but, I mean, I’m not aware of any particulars.”

      I peeled back the blanket and revealed the egg.

      “Looks a bit different,” I said.

      “The outer shell has changed appearance a few times,” Darius said. “Before you ask why, I can’t tell you.”

      “Can I ask you something?” I whispered.

      “I’d prefer not, but you’re the duke. So, you can do what you like.”

      “I’m not that kind of duke.”

      “I imagine they all say that.”

      “How many dukes have you met?”

      “Seventeen.”

      “What? Really?”

      He nodded.

      “Am I like any of them?”

      “In certain ways.”

      “Like?”

      “Proclivity towards violence. Overconfidence. Male.”

      “Have you met duchesses?”

      “Yes.”

      “Any of them male?”

      “No.” He smiled. “Male thing was a joke.”

      I shook my head, smiling. “Good joke.”

      “I have a poor sense of humor.”

      “Apparently I do as well.”

      “Maybe we’ll get along.”

      “I’d like to.”

      “I appreciate the effort. I am not very good with people.”

      “You seem good with Lee.”

      “It is more that Lee is good with me. Or everyone.”

      “Lee is good with everyone. It’s annoying.”

      Darius smiled and nodded. “I agree. When we were part of the caravan together, he’d have to negotiate food rates after I wrecked them. Cleeve finally banned me from talking to anyone before Lee had. I wish you had had more time with us before — well, you know.”

      “Things went to shit?”

      “No, things have wound up mostly okay. It was just a smaller world then, and I preferred it that way.”

      “Sorry about that.”

      “Hardly your fault.”

      “Seems like it is, though.”

      “Because that’s the lens you see it through. Nikolai is good at making you feel it’s all your fault, I bet.”

      “What was he like before...?”

      Darius took a deep breath. He started a few different sentences before just shaking his head.

      “I’d like to say he was different, but I don’t think he was. Not that much, at least. He was more active, for sure. More robust. But he was still very angry. Bitter about things. Cleeve was, well, I mean, Cleeve was the sugar and Nikolai was the fist.”

      “Not sure I know what sugar and fist means.”

      “It means you think everything is going to be okay, and then Nikolai punches you in the face.”

      “Not exactly the most vivid analogy,” I said, “but I get what you mean.”

      “Nikolai always seemed equally bad and good. At everything. He’d save us one minute, and we’d be in trouble the next. Both because of him. And only sometimes would he be saving us from the holes he dug for us. Whereas Cleeve at least got us out of what he got us in.”

      “Do you think he’s a bad chancellor?”

      “I don’t know what a good chancellor is, so, no idea. Maybe. But he also seems to keep things running and knows more about the government than anyone else here. So, maybe he’s good. Maybe it’s good for a chancellor to be a miserable asshole.”

      “He’s certainly got that market cornered.”

      “You don’t help much,” Darius said.

      “What?”

      “With Nikolai being a grumpy bastard. I know you’re teasing and stuff, but it gets to him. I don’t really think he understands how to roll with it the way you do. Or me. I don’t think he had that kind of friends group or something. So I think it just makes him a bit more of a dick.”

      “So I should stop with the pebbles and the prinkies?”

      “I would. Are you really tied to teasing him?”

      “I keep hoping it will break him out of whatever funk he’s in.”

      “Doesn’t seem to be working.”

      “True,” I said, nodding.

      The egg had overlapping black scale-like things, about the size of my palm, all over the whole thing, with little gold bumps in the middle of each scale. Out toward the edges of the scales, they had an iridescent sheen. And while I could see the edges of the scales, when I ran my hand over it, I couldn’t feel any separation. It was completely smooth. And warm. Which was disconcerting to me, a city boy who assumes that eggs should always be cold. And in the fridge. But this egg felt alive. And I felt weird about it.

      “It’s warmer than I thought,” I said.

      Darius just nodded. He picked up his book and flipped back a page. Evidently our conversation was over.

      I spent another moment looking over the egg, trying to gauge what might be in it. Being that the god of monsters, who was something of a friend, an ally perhaps, gave it to me, I had to imagine it was something impressive. But I recalled Typhon saying it was something experimental. Which could wind up being bad. I hoped it still had a while to incubate. I didn’t need to figure out how to raise a monster with all the other shit going on. I gave the egg a gentle pat, and it seemed to vibrate in response.

      In a flash, the sky darkened, going from early twilight to absolute night.

      Unable to help myself, I walked over to the windows — now with glass! — and stared out as strange clouds rolled in, black roiling things that seemed to fight amongst themselves. Tendrils reached out and around, ripping and tearing the clouds, but also making more clouds.

      There were bright flashes of color in the distance as power traced up from the ground to the sky. Reverse lightning, in a way. It made my brain hurt.

      Howls echoed through the valley, loud enough to penetrate inside. Screams and screeches.

      In the flashes of reverse lightning, I saw large beings with wide wings launch into the sky.

      “Fiends’ Night begins,” one of the minotaurs said softly.
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      It took no time to understand why so many Fiends’ Night traditions involved work or play and noise. The shrieking outside was hard to hear. There was a fundamental wrongness to it, and while I was immune to fear, I could tell the others in my room weren’t. Darius put a pillow over his head. The other minotaurs stuffed cotton in their ears. Even then, their knuckles went white, gripping hard onto their weapons.

      “You’re doing great,” I shouted.

      One of them nodded. I had no idea if he heard me, or just saw that I’d been talking and so responded.

      Out on the wall, we had purposefully left most of our torches and fires burning, so we could see what was happening outside. Or, rather, if we needed to see what was happening outside. I could see things crawling over the walls. Things with too many legs and arms. Things with tentacles and wings. Lots of things with teeth, or with spikes. It was very much a procession of vile creatures. Nearly all of them went straight for the tunnel, then through it.

      A few prowled around the grounds, sniffing. I had to purposefully stop myself from going out on the balcony to see if they were trying to get inside the door.

      Then something slammed against the glass.

      Burning red eyes peered through the window, directly at me. A long pointy snout with a thin mouth filled with needles on it pushed up against the glass. Hands on either side, like a grotesque mockery of a child looking in a store window. Wings drooped out on either side of the creature’s face. It seemed to smile at me as I stepped back, a little shocked.

      “Can I come in?” it asked, its voice coming directly into my head as well as being muffled outside. Very disconcerting.

      “Not today, bub,” I said.

      “Pity,” it said, and gently scratched at the glass. The noise made my skin crawl.

      More things like it landed on my balcony, all creeping along, sniffing and checking things, as if they were searching for an opening to exploit. More hands against the glass. Faces mashed tight.

      “Can I come in?” another asked.

      Then another.

      The requests tumbled on top of each other like a jumble.

      “No,” I said firmly. “You can kindly fuck off.”

      “Kindly?” the things repeated over and over, like a demented echo.

      Then one launched itself off the balcony, and the rest followed, like a horrific flock of birds.

      “This goes on all night?” I asked.

      “Your grace?” one of the minotaur guards asked, reaching up to pull the cotton from his ears.

      I shook my head and stopped him.

      “Don’t worry about it,” I said. “Leave those in.”

      He nodded, and I stalked out of the room. A whole new set of winged creatures were on there way, and I had no desire to go through the rigamarole again.

      Once I got to the other side of the door and down the hall toward the stairs, the nightmare noise from outside diminished, more than a simple door should have allowed. It made me feel bad for the guards inside. Well, for the guards everywhere around Coggeshall. Would they be able to handle several hours of that insanity without losing it? Also, did the noise go on the whole damn time?

      I sighed, and continued on downstairs.

      A quick check of the rest of the windows I knew about made me feel even worse for the guards. Each one provided a relentless assault on the senses. Knocking on windows, screaming and screeching, calling out names. The sheer diversity of fiends slamming against the windows was staggering. But they did no structural damage, which in itself was odd to watch. Creatures as big as the fiends hitting as hard as they seemed to hit should have done something, especially to glass. And yet, nothing.

      Crazy.

      I tried to give smiles and encouragement to the guards as I went down,  making my way all the way to the main entrance.

      It was bad down there.

      Not only was there a tumult from outside, there were growing problems inside. The why was easy. Outside came knocks on the door and calls for help. For mercy. Shouts that the fiends were coming, and that those outside needed refuge. They just needed to come inside and get away from the fiends before the fiends took them. Devils were coming! It sounded very much like children screaming and begging.

      Hard to listen to that and not want to act.

      And, clearly, some good people in Coggeshall were listening to their hearts and not their heads, as a group of about seven humans were trying to push past the guards to open the door.

      “YO!” I shouted good and loud.

      The scuffle stopped as my people turned to see me striding down the stairs.

      “None of this now,” I said, still loud, but trying to keep my anger down. I didn’t enjoy seeing anyone fight with my guards.

      “They are letting children die out there!” one man said. “They are cowards. You are a coward!”

      “I just looked outside,” I said. “There are no children out there. Just lots of nasty things with teeth and the desire to eat you. Or whatever it is they do.”

      “Coward,” the man said again. “He is a coward!”

      The man was attempting to rile the crowd up, but he wasn’t having much luck.

      “Never seemed much of a coward to me,” one woman in the group said.

      “I saw ‘im fight the trolls by hisself,” an older woman said, nodding.

      “Nothin’ cowardly ‘bout that,” a man said, nodding. “And them bears, took them on.”

      “Saved us from the slavers by hisself too,” the older woman noted.

      “You can think of me however you like,” I said, walking toward the agitated man. “But there’s no one out there. If there was, I would try to save them. But I looked through the windows to make sure — there’s nothing there.”

      The man gritted his teeth and looked at the door. The cries outside continued, and I could see him debating.

      But there was something different about the cries — almost as if they realized the pleas weren’t working, that the doors would remain shut. The sounds became creepier, sounding more and more inhuman. Finally laughter rippled outside, high-pitched and grating.

      The man gave me a nod. Then he tried to make a break for it, clearly planning on opening the door.

      I grabbed him by the shirt collar, and his legs kept going. I didn’t let him fall all the way, just a little, before I picked him up and carried him away. Then I clamped my hand over his mouth, because he was trying to scream out something that was probably an invitation for all those lovely fiends outside to come in. I had zero desire to deal with that sort of nonsense that early in the night.

      I remembered a brig deep in MountainHome, at the back of the secondary barracks. I carried the struggling man through the barracks, where a few snoozing soldiers woke up a little confused, and into the brig area.

      A guard stood up quickly as I entered, nearly spilling his mug of tea and definitely upsetting the rather impressive house of cards he’d built.

      “Your grace,” he said.

      “At ease,” I replied.

      The guard gave a nervous nod.

      “This guy’s having some trouble,” I said. “Is there a cell for him?”

      “Um,” the guard said, looking out at the various cells in the brig. “All of them?”

      “Not much crime in Coggeshall?” I asked.

      “Not yet, your grace. Haven’t yet had a guest here.”

      “Look at that,” I said to the man who’d finally stopped struggling. “First guest. Do you want to choose your cell?”

      He shook his head.

      I shrugged and put him in the nearest cell.

      “Sorry, your grace,” our first prisoner said. “I don’t know what—”

      I shook my head.

      “I get it,” I said. “That is tough shit to ignore. Take a break in here. Get some sleep.”

      The man nodded. Slowly he walked over to the bunk at the back of the cell, and laid down on the stone.

      I looked over at the guard. “You can let him out in the morning.”

      The guard nodded. “Yes, your grace.”

      And I left.
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      The major events of the night could hardly have been more different. On one level was the big ball. Our second ball, technically, but our first thrown by Coggeshall itself. And then, lower down, the great dwarven project. I was in between the two, trying to decide where to go and what to do. I could hear music coming down the stairwell, and hammering and yelling coming up.

      Frankly, I didn’t want to be in either. I only had one night to find The Master. That’s what I needed to be doing, but I only had one clue.

      Thing.

      What the fuck, Mister Paul?

      I needed help. Smarter people. Maybe a team of smarter people. Right away, I knew Nikolai would have issues with bringing more people aboard my Master hunt. But we were running out of time, and considering Nikolai had just checked out, I was on my own.

      Of course, I had to find everyone. When things were normal and I knew where everyone was supposed to be, that was challenging. But now, when there were parties and people having the freedom to do whatever, finding my team was going to be about as hard as finding The Master.

      My first stop was the ball. The music was loud and cheery, and drowned out even the most thunderous cries from the outside world. It was bright inside, festive. Lots of laughter, some of it forced, but it really seemed like most people were having a good time. Obviously most of the room was devoted to dancing, but there were some tables along one edge for people to sit at, and a small buffet set up along one side.

      I smiled at everyone as I walked along, giving a few nods here and there, until I got to the food. Being that I could almost always eat, I grabbed a handful of candied nuts and scarfed them down. Delicious. A mug of cool cider, and I looked over the crowd.

      Eliza was right in the middle, dancing with a man I didn’t know. She laughed as her partner flubbed a step in a rather gleeful and energetic dance. Her cheeks were flushed, and her hair had fallen down a little from the perfect coif she had had earlier. She looked beautiful.

      I sighed.

      I wanted her on the hunt, but I couldn’t exactly cut in to take her out of the ball. Or could I? I was the duke...

      I kept scanning the crowd. I saw Ragnar sitting at a table near the corner, tossing nuts into the air and catching them in his mouth.

      I walked over and sat down next to him.

      “Your grace,” he said between catching nuts.

      “Ragnar,” I answered.

      “Have you come to dance?” he asked.

      “Are you asking me?”

      “Not sure you’re my type.”

      “Why not?”

      “Oh, I don’t know. I tend to like pretty guys.”

      “Are you trying to say I’m not a pretty guy?”

      “Did I say guys? I meant girls.”

      “Ah. Amber’s not here?”

      “She is not.”

      “Do you know where she is?”

      “Likely avoiding me.”

      “You do come on a little strong.”

      “We can’t all have the ladies throwing themselves at us.”

      “No one throws themselves at me.”

      He looked over at me with one eyebrow raised.

      “Really,” he said.

      “Really.”

      “I know you’re thick at times, Montana, but come on.”

      Because the world has a sense of humor, Eliza’s cousin picked that exact moment to waltz over and stand in front of me with a big smile on her face.

      “Your grace,” Marguerite said, dipping into an absurdly low curtsy that nearly put her gown into a fail-state, “you promised me a dance.”

      I smiled at her, then glared at Ragnar.

      “Stay there,” I said. “I’ll just be a minute.”

      “Maybe more,” Marguerite said with a smile as she pulled me out of my chair and onto the dance floor.

      I let her drag me along into the center of the space, noticing that people gave me all the room I wanted. Possibly because they thought I couldn’t dance, and I was about to dance my several hundred pounds across their toes.

      And then we started dancing.

      A flashy, fun thing at first, rowdy and exciting, with people romping around the dance floor.

      But that morphed into something slower and more sultry, and my dance partner chose to lean her head onto my chest and sigh rather suggestively.

      “You are a very large man,” she said.

      “Uh,” I replied. “Yeah.”

      I could feel her laugh a little. It’s not exactly like there’s an easy way to respond to that.

      “You are a very interesting man,” she said.

      “Not sure that’s true,” I replied. “I’m just me.”

      “And you are humble. It is rare to meet a humble duke.”

      “How many dukes have you met?”

      “Most of them.”

      “You mean most of the Glaton dukes.”

      “Are there any others who matter?”

      “Probably, but—”

      “Then I shall say I have met most of the dukes in Glaton. Better?”

      “Sure.”

      “There are quite a few, yet so many seem similar. You, though, are different.”

      “Are there archdukes?”

      “Yes.”

      “Have you met them?”

      “I have met three.”

      “How many are there?”

      “In Glaton or around the world?” she asked, looking up at me with a smile. “There are five in Glaton. How is it you do not know?”

      “Adopted,” I said.

      “That’s right,” she replied with a nod. “I seem to remember that. Very noble of your father to give his house to you.”

      “I mean, it was either that or let it fade into obscurity.”

      “There are five archdukes, though I would imagine a sixth will be made soon enough.”

      “Why?”

      “Because there is no archduke for this entire area in the northwest. Right now, you are the lone duke.”

      “Lucky me.”

      “I think so.”

      She pressed herself harder against me. I clenched my teeth shut.

      I most certainly caught the exceedingly dark look being shot my way from Eliza.

      As the song ended. Maguerite grabbed hold of my hand. “One more dance?” she asked.

      “Sadly,” I said, “I have duke business to attend to.”

      “Your grace,” she said in a big pout, “just one?”

      “No,” I replied. “And certainly not if you’re going to pout and act like a, well, whatever. Not my cup of tea.”

      I gave her a perfunctory bow, and then stalked off the dance floor, aiming directly for Eliza, who now realized I caught her staring and was busy trying to get up from her table and pretend not to have been watching me dance the whole time.

      But I got to her first, and stood right next to her, so when she stood up, she ran into me.

      “Oof,” she said, and hit me with a fist. “Out of my way, your grace.”

      “A moment, if you will,” I said.

      She frowned. “Must I?”

      “I was hoping to recruit you to a small, uh, thing.”

      “I am fervently hoping there is no euphemism amongst what you are saying.”

      “Oh, no. Nope. Just a thing I can’t exactly talk about, except to say that it might involve our recent trip to Osterstadt.”

      “Is this ‘thing’ going to remove me from the ball?”

      “Yes.”

      “Then obviously I cannot go, your grace.”

      “Why?”

      “Well, as you have seen fit to absolve yourself of hosting duties, it falls to me. We cannot both be gone from here — it will leave this ball with no host, and that could very well devolve into something unpleasant.”

      “Certainly wouldn’t want an unpleasant ball.”

      “Duke Coggeshall, this ball may seem frivolous, but I hope you understand the real purpose behind it.”

      “To keep people away from the horrors outside,” I said. “I get it.”

      “Then you understand—”

      “I get it, okay? I get it. I’m just stuck trying to do something as well, and it’s not, I mean, I don’t... I can’t talk about it here.”

      “I am needed here, your grace. Might I suggest Emeline?”

      “She’s on my list.”

      “I am glad I am your first choice,” Eliza said. “At least for this.”

      She’d said more than she meant to, and she blushed deeply as soon as she realized. So she grabbed her cup from the table and stalked off toward the bar.

      I waited a moment longer than walked over to Ragnar.

      “Back,” Ragnar said, still throwing nuts to himself.

      “I am,” I said. “Let’s go.”

      “Right,” he said, and threw up the rest of the handful of nuts.

      His face moved about quickly, snatching each bite out of the air with incredible agility, not missing a single nut. Then he hopped out of his chair and we left the ballroom.
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      “What’s going on?” he asked as we walked along the hallway.

      I looked up and down, seeing if anyone might be listening.

      We were alone, and I was hoping the combination of the ball’s music and the devils’ screeching would drown out any eavesdroppers.

      “The Master is here,” I said. “We need to find him before Fiends’ Night is over.”

      “Aw, fuck,” Ragnar said. “Are you serious?”

      “Yes. You think this is some sort of twisted scavenger hunt or something?”

      “No, but, I mean, why aren’t you calling up the Legion?”

      “Because we don’t know who The Master is.”

      “Okay, fine. Call them up and have them go through every single person—”

      “I mean, I don’t want to shut down every idea you come up with, but I’m pretty sure The Master has figured out ways around simple identification.”

      “Sure, but—”

      “We need to do this tonight. We think he’s going to make a break for it as soon as we open the doors when Fiends’ Night ends.”

      “Fine,” he said, crossing his tiny arms over his tiny body. He leaned against the wall with a perfect otter pout. “Fine. What are we doing then?”

      “Where’s Skeld?”

      “Oh, of course. Why do you need Ragnar? To find Skeld.”

      “That’s not — I need more than just you and me. And I need people we can trust.”

      “Skeld and Bear are taking tonight off.”

      “What do you mean?”

      “What do I mean? You really need me to spell it out? It starts with an F and ends with—”

      “I know what they’re doing. I get it. I just would have expected them to tell me—”

      “That they’re—”

      “Taking the night off, yes.”

      “Oh. Not—”

      “No. I don’t need to know that.”

      “But that’s what they’re doing.”

      “Yeah. Picked up on that.”

      “Kinda weird, don’t you think? That sort of inter—”

      “You know, I’m not worried about it. I’m happy for them and I hope they can have their night off. What about Tarryn?”

      Ragnar shrugged.

      “Yuri?”

      “Who’s Yuri?”

      “The Léonen.”

      “Lion-looking guy? No idea.”

      “Arno?”

      “Don’t know. I do know Nikolai’s in his office.”

      “He’s also taking the night off.”

      “Why didn’t I think of doing that?”

      “Because we’re the responsible ones.”

      “If that’s true, Coggeshall’s fucked.”

      “I’m starting to get that feeling,” I said. “Let’s go down to Nikolai’s office.”

      I headed off. I knew Ragnar followed close behind, because I could hear him grumbling.

      The stairwells still had some traffic, with some poor schlubs, like me, forced to keep working while the rest of the city (term used very lightly), partied. There were some kitchen workers hauling raw food and ingredients from the stores up to our third kitchen, which was on the fourth floor. I don’t know why we needed that many kitchens, but when I’d asked Harmut, he’d assured me they were necessary.

      The throne room was empty. No reason for anyone to be there.

      Ragnar and I walked across and stopped in front of Nikolai’s door.

      “Are we being sneaky or loud?” Ragnar asked as soon as my hand touched the doorknob.

      “Oh, probably sneaky, right?” I asked.

      “He can’t punish you. I’d rather not go at all.”

      “He can’t punish you either. Has he punished you?”

      “He’s the damn chancellor. He can order me taken out of my rooms and flogged.”

      “No one gets flogged here.”

      “Doesn’t mean he can’t order it.”

      “You’d think in a world of literal monsters, you wouldn’t need to make up stuff to be afraid of.”

      “You’d think in a world of literal dukes, you’d learn to act like one.”

      “Touché, and fuck you.”

      “You’re welcome. Sneaky would be my preference.”

      “Okay, stealth it is.”

      I opened the door carefully, and it swung silently on its hinges. I peeked inside.

      Nikolai was snoring on his bunk.

      And there was a woman inside.

      I pushed the door open and stepped into the room, a little loud.

      The woman turned around, and immediately dropped a curtsy.

      “Your grace,” she said.

      “What are you doing here?” I asked.

      “Cleaning, your grace,” she said, and pointed to the collection of cleaning implements next to the door. Notably, the bucket I’d knocked over that was pouring dirty mop water out over the floor.

      “Shit,” I said, summoning prinkies like mad, and using them to sop up the water. They did not work very well, so I sent them to get towels.

      “Your grace,” she said quickly, “it is my job to clean. You should not have—”

      “My fault. I knocked over the bucket. I’ll finish up in here, and you can, I mean, you could clean later. Go have fun.”

      The woman hesitated a second, looking around the room, pointedly over at the snoring Nikolai and the radiating disaster around the bed. Then she nodded, grabbed her things, and hurried out between Ragnar and I.

      “You know,” Ragnar said, sitting in Nikolai’s chair, “this place could use a clean.”

      “Get out of that seat,” I said.

      “I think I suit this chair,” he replied, swing his feet up on the desk. Or, at least, he tried. But lutra have short legs, and his didn’t make it to the desk like he’d planned, which meant he fell right off the chair and disappeared underneath the desk with a soft grunt.

      “Perfect,” I said. “Check the drawers.”

      “For what?” he asked from under the desk, not moving.

      “Some people went missing,” I started.

      “They won’t be in these drawers,” Ragnar retorted.

      I sighed, wishing Skeld was around to balance out my little lutra buddy.

      “Yeah, figured that,” I said. “Nikolai said that he had people checking on those missing people and that every missing person had someone who could vouch for their whereabouts. I want to know who the vouchers are.”

      “Because alibis are fishy?”

      “Because they all had alibis. Not one person actually went missing.”

      “I’m still not seeing it.”

      “Just see what’s in the drawers.”

      “What are you doing?”

      “Looking in the rest of the room.”

      I heard him finally try the first drawer.

      “Locked,” he said.

      “Check Nikolai for the keys,” I replied.

      “I don’t want to wake him up.”

      “I knocked over a bucket and it didn’t do a damn thing. I’m pretty sure he’s passed the fuck out.”

      “Doesn’t seem like Nikolai.”

      “I know, but he was pounding wine like—”

      Ragnar’s face popped up above the desk with a wide smile, and he interrupted to say: “Skeld pounds—”

      “Stop,” I snapped. “I’ll check for the keys.”

      Ragnar shook his head.

      “No fun,” he said.

      I felt like my assessment was correct: Nikolai was passed the fuck out. Which was impressive, considering how much noise the two of us were making. I knelt next to him and carefully patted his pockets and pouches. I didn’t exactly believe Nikolai was so drunk he’d go to sleep with his keys on his person. But then again, there really didn’t seem to be another place he’d put his keys, and — yep. He had them in a pouch. Some gentle touches, and I was getting nowhere. So I took Nikolai’s slim dagger from his belt and cut the key pouch off.

      With a casual throw, I tossed the keys across the room, only for Ragnar to miss rather spectacularly. The keys crashed to the floor with a tremendous racket.

      Nikolai grumbled, then rolled over, blocking access to the sheath I’d pulled the dagger from.

      I sighed and slipped the dagger onto the floor between a half-eaten sandwich and a bottle of something that could either have been warm, rancid beer or piss. Even odds.

      “Anything?” I asked.

      “No,” Ragnar said as flipped through papers and ledgers. “But why would he put that stuff in here when he has his notebook?”

      “Shit,” I said, and hit myself in the forehead. “I’m an idiot.”

      “At least you’re catching on,” Ragnar said.

      “You realize I’m your duke.”

      “I’m filling the jester position until you get a professional one.”

      “Better watch out or you’re going to fill it permanently.”

      “Does it come with better pay than being in the hirð?”

      “No.”

      “Stick with my current job, I will.”

      “Don’t suppose you’ve got some skillful fingers,” I said, looking at Nikolai’s vest and realizing how hard it would be to get my hand into his pocket. “And don’t make jokes about any women right now.”

      “Man, I had a good one.”

      “I don’t want to hear it.”

      He harrumphed and pushed past me.

      Then he delicately unbuttoned Nikolai’s vest and pulled out the notebook. Ragnar held it up to me like it was nothing.

      Nikolai grumbled again. Ragnar flew across the room so fast he was a blur.

      I sighed and picked the notebook off the floor.

      The notebook had always looked like a nothing sort of a thing. Just a very basic collection of paper. But flipping through it, I was impressed. The paper was exceedingly fine, bible-paper thin, but almost completely opaque. Nothing showed from one side to the other.

      There were notes a-plenty. Notes on anything and everything. Thank the gods Nikolai had pretty decent handwriting, or I would have been in trouble. Most everything had a single firm line through it, looking very much like he would make a note and cross it out when he’d completed the note. Or completed the thought about the note. The only problem, I had to pore over what seemed like hundreds of pages.

      “I need a snack,” I said, pocketing the notebook and leaving Nikolai behind. “Put his keys back, will you?”

      Ragnar gave me a serious frown, but then stomped over to return the pouch to Nikolai.
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      We sat down at a table in the cantina. It was crowded with a good mixture of Coggeshallians. Some people were clearly eating to get a little ballast and stave off drunkenness, and some were shoveling food into their mouths so they could go back to the Dwarven project as quickly as possible. And then there were those who were just passing the time eating and socializing. A few tables had card games going, and one people reading books and shushing those who dared speak near them occupied another.

      And then there was us. Ragnar stood on his chair, trying to juggle oranges, while I ate meat pie and read Nikolai’s notes.

      “There’s a lot of information here,” I mused.

      One of the oranges landed on Ragnar’s head instead of in his hand, and he slipped off the chair.

      “Balls,” he said from the floor.

      I stopped an orange from rolling away and set it back on the table.

      “I think this might be it,” I said, stabbing my finger at the page.

      There was a list of twenty-three names, which I recalled was the magic number. Nikolai had crossed each name out with a line that ended in an arrow. There was a number after each arrow. That number pointed to a later page, which had another name and a short scribbled description of the missing person’s whereabouts.

      “Yep,” I said, wiping mustard off the corner of my mouth. “Bingo.”

      Ragnar hopped off the floor and back onto his chair, and leaned over with his hands on the table.

      “See,” I said, and went over the names and arrows and numbers with him. “Now we just need to find these people. You know any of them?”

      Ragnar mumbled through the names.

      “Maybe this one?” he pointed to Lazar Zidarski.

      “That’s it?” I asked.

      “How many do you know?”

      I read over the names a third time, hoping one would leap out at me.

      Still nothing.

      “That’s what I thought,” Ragnar said.

      “I’m a bit socially inept sometimes,” I said.

      “Yeah. I’m aware.”

      “Who’s the social butterfly of Coggeshall?”

      “Eliza.”

      “She’s not leaving the ball.”

      “You realize you can bring the notebook to her.”

      “I think she’s pissed at me,” I said, slipping the notebook into my jacket pocket.

      “Hear the tale of the brave and mighty Montana of Coggeshall, who can face down a forest wyrm without a tremor in his hand, yet runs from an irate young lady!”

      I kicked his chair out from under him and Ragnar, for the third time that night, fell to the floor. “Why does everyone keep saying that to me?”

      “It is an easy target. But I might have deserved that,” he said.

      “Let’s go for a dance,” I said.

      He didn’t answer.
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      We found a new band playing, filling the ballroom with much softer music. And the doors to the other hall were opened again, the one where we’d had our family dinner. Lots of people rested in the hallway between the two vast rooms, but even more spread out in the dining area. A quick glance showed that most of the older residents were the ones taking a break, while the youngins were still going strong.

      I spotted Eliza having a terse conversation with a tall young man who was smirking.

      I stepped up behind him, where Eliza could see me, but the young man could not.

      “... and I am telling you that sort of behavior will not be tolerated by the duke,” she said.

      “Yeah, have the duke tell me that to my face.”

      “That sort of behavior will not be tolerated,” I said.

      The young man spun around and the color drained from his face.

      “I, uh,” he stammered.

      I smiled. “Understand now?”

      He nodded meekly.

      “Maybe you should be done with the ball for tonight,” I said.

      “I, um,” he was starting to mount some sort of defense, I think.

      But I just shook my head. “Bed time, kid.”

      He paused.

      I pointed.

      He left.

      I smiled.

      “Thank you, your grace,” Eliza said.

      “What’d he do?” I asked.

      “He was a little overly friendly with some of the young women here,” she said.

      I felt the blood rush to my head, and my heart pound.

      Her hand gripped my forearm.

      “Your grace,” she said firmly.

      I looked down at her hand and realized I’d taken two big steps after the creep.

      “He is young and foolish,” she said. “And a warning is what he deserved. He did not push far past boundaries, just was a little more—”

      “I don’t want any of that here,” I said.

      “You did what was asked of you,” she said. “If it happens again, I will not stop you.”

      I took a few calming breaths.

      “Okay,” I said with a nod. “If that’s the case, that’s the case. I won’t doubt you on this.”

      “Thank you,” she said. “Now, I am assuming you are here for a reason.”

      “Other than to see your pretty face?” I asked.

      She blushed and looked away.

      “We’re looking for someone,” Ragnar said, pushing in front of me. “A lot of someones, really.”

      I pulled out Nikolai’s notebook and showed her the list of names.

      “Do you know any of these people?” I asked.

      She perused the list, then touched the notebook lightly.

      “Gillian Faryndon,” she said. “Winston Bawden. Suzoun de Lorraine is right over there.”

      Eliza pointed to a young woman standing by the punch bowl, drinking down the noxious red stuff like it actually tasted good.

      “Lovely,” I said. “Thank you.”

      “Is this, I mean,” she started, then paused. “Can you tell me about this?”

      “Just tracking down leads,” I said.

      “Leads?” she asked.

      “We’ll explain later,” Ragnar said. “I’m sure we’ll be back in about thirty seconds to ask you where Winston and Gillian are.”

      I rolled my eyes, but I knew Ragnar was right.

      Suzoun had a frail look to her, but she wore a bold and stunning yellow dress. She smiled at me as I approached, and deftly set her punch glass behind her as she curtsied.

      “Your grace,” she said, with a slight bow to her head.

      “Lady de Lorraine,” I started.

      “Oh, I am no lady,” she said quickly.

      “Ah, uh, well, I’m looking for Batistin Guyot. Do you know where he is?”

      “I don’t believe he intends on returning to Coggeshall, your grace,” she said. “He left a few days ago to see about joining his family on their farm to the south.”

      “Where was he going to spend Fiends’ Night?”

      She shrugged. “He did not tell me, your grace.”

      “Thank you,” I said, giving her a nod before walking back to Eliza. Who was standing next to Ragnar.

      “See,” Ragnar said. “Back already.”

      “I am,” I said.

      “Anything?” Ragnar asked.

      “No.”

      “Who next?” Eliza asked.

      “Do you know Batistin Guyot?”

      Eliza nodded. “I do. Not well, but he is a dyer. Did that yellow Suzoun is wearing, I believe. He seems to be very skilled, especially how new he is.”

      “Barely know him, but you’ve got a dossier on him.”

      “I do not,” she said, “I merely pay attention when people speak about each other. People appreciate when you listen.”

      “I listen.”

      “You gaze into the distance. Why do you ask about Batistin?”

      “He left Coggeshall.”

      “He did what? When?”

      “A few days ago.”

      “That seems,” she started, then frowned, then shrugged her shoulders. “I suppose it is a bit odd, but not that far out of the realm of possibility.”

      “Does he have a family farm down south?”

      “I’m afraid I left that out of my dossier. Next name?”

      I held the list out again.

      “Johan Britz,” she said. “He is a baker.”

      “Why not start with the other list?” Ragnar asked.

      “What are these lists?” she asked.

      “One is a list of people who left Coggeshall, and the other is the list of the people who told us the first list left.”

      “Why are you looking into it?”

      “The duke thinks there’s something hinky going on.”

      “I didn’t use the word hinky,” I said.

      “But it fits so well,” Ragnar replied.

      “I take it you disagree?” Eliza asked.

      “I’m not allowed to disagree.”

      “Oh nonsense,” Eliza said, arching an eyebrow. “You think your role is to complain and disagree.”

      “Hey—” Ragnar started.

      “She’s got you there,” I said. “I’m just running things down that are out of the ordinary when it comes to people missing.”

      “I recognize a few names from the missing people list,” Eliza said, all business. “But at least three of them I knew were leaving.”

      “Do you know their reasons?” I asked.

      “I don’t recall them. I mean, not off-hand. I’m sure I would remember if pressed, but nothing seemed out of character. There are many people who like to spend this night with their family. In a smaller space. You can—”

      I heard something, and held up a hand.

      “What was that?” I asked.

      Another scream, coming from the direction of the hallway.

      “Hold those thoughts,” I said, and sprinted towards danger.
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      I raced down the hall, watching people rush out of my way as my thundering steps echoed off the stones.

      I slid around a corner and into the stairwell. I could hear cries of terror from above.

      “Get the Legion,” I snapped at Ragnar.

      “On it,” he said, sliding down the banister to get around a crush of people racing down.

      I pushed my way up the first flight.

      “Go carefully,” I shouted, “and clear the middle.”

      My bellow worked, and an aisle formed between the crowds. I sprinted up, taking the steps four at a time.

      Up to the fifth, sixth, seventh floor. On the eighth floor I ran into what I was looking for: a fiend.

      “Fuck,” I said involuntarily when I spotted the nightmare creature on the landing between the eighth and ninth floors.

      It had six long, spindly legs that seemed way too thin to support its massive, goopy body. It looked insect-like, with a long distended semi-translucent abdomen that was full of people stuck in a pale green goo. The thorax was shiny red, almost candy-apple in color, and somehow metallic. Its head was almost like the torso of a human, except with the proportions a bit off. And it had tentacles instead of arms. A single giant eye inspected me from the top of the torso-head, and a mouth that opened vertically along the torso was oozing pale green goo. It moved fast, right at me, its tentacles extended in excitement. It didn’t seem to care I was the only thing who wasn’t running away.

      Normally in this moment I’d toss out some quip, a one-liner to make sure my opponent knew I wasn’t afraid. Because I wasn’t. Disgusted, yes. But I had no time to be pithy — I had to jump back out of the way of the waggling tentacles.

      They were thin, almost whip like, and ended in wicked-looking barbs.

      Then the creature flexed, and a ripple of nasty thorns erupted all the way down the tentacles.

      “Mine,” the fiend snarled, giving me an excellent view of his teeth. They seemed folded down, with the pointy bits toward the throat.

      Easy to go down, impossible to come back up.

      The tentacles lashed out again. I ducked under one, only to find the other one wrapping around my legs. The barbs thunked into my flesh with a burning pain.

      I gritted my teeth and grabbed the tentacle.

      The fiend pulled hard, ripping my feet right out from under me, then got his other tentacle around my midsection. I managed to keep my arms free, but paid the price when the next barb hit my back, sinking deep inside. My lung ached, and I couldn’t get a full breath in. No fun like a punctured lung, amiright?

      Its tentacles flexed, more spiky bits went in, and then it pulled me towards its widening maw, pale green goo dripping like nightmare saliva. Except more like snot.

      As it shoved me in, I shot my hand out and grabbed the creature’s lip. I focused my whole being on that grip. I was not about to let go and take a snot bath inside the creature.

      The fiend pushed, and I held on with my one hand. I looked for another thing to grab, seeing what I might be able to—

      Something red flashed across my vision, a bit of a blur

      I arched my back, ignoring the pain, and saw a fat little thing with wings and a tail flitting about. It had a round head with inwardly curving horns. Big, shiny black eyes. And an oversized mouth full of tiny piercing teeth, open wide and laughing.

      “Eat ‘im!” the fat little creature said between raucous laughter. “Eat ‘im right up!!”

      I’ve never been a big fan of anyone laughing at other people’s pain. I got a little leverage with one leg by shoving my foot between two needle teeth, and I pushed. Hard.

      My body surged out from the mouth, and I grabbed the stupid flying fucker from the air by the tail.

      It squawked in surprise.

      Now I had a weapon.

      I swung the little fucker around by his tail, smashing him into the eye of the fiend trying to eat me.

      The creature holding me wailed, a terrible shrill noise that vibrated my body so hard I thought I was going to throw up.

      Instead, I swung the little red devil around on his tail, whipping him into the eye again.

      Another wail from the big creature, followed quickly by a flex of his tentacles.

      My flesh was, once again, torn apart by a host of sharp pointy bits.

      I responded by slamming the little guy into the eye yet again. Then, as the big creature wailed and got another puncture-fest ready, I pushed off the teeth, stretching my body taut against the tentacles, which were straining and failing to hold me. I released the lip, hauled back, and punched my fist right into the eye.

      For a heartbeat, the squishy surface of the eye held. But only for a heartbeat. The corneal flesh tore and my fist disappeared into gooey ocular internals.

      The natural reaction might be to pull your fist out.

      But that’s for fools and beginners.

      I stretched my hand out, pushed it deeper, and reached around for anything to grab.

      And there it was: a bone of some kind.

      I got my fingers around it and pulled.

      There was a chaotic moment or two, with the big creature trying to figure out how to get me into its mouth and out of its eye. Then it decided to just throw me.

      Except I held on.

      My feet whipped around in an arc, and suddenly I was straddling the gigantic eye.

      And I still had the slightly squirming creature in my other hand.

      For quick measure, I threw the little fat flyer against the wall and Chuck Norris’d a kick out, pulping its head.

      “That’s for laughing,” I said as its remains sloughed down the wall.

      I reached for my sword, but just felt goop.

      The creature wailed and shoved its entire body upward, smashing me into the ceiling. It knocked the air out of me. Which was a minor problem, given that I only had one working lung.

      I could feel the creature readying another smash. Just as the legs started going up, I pushed myself out and around, keeping my grip on its eye socket.

      The creature slammed into the ceiling of the stairwell, and I hung in front of its mouth for a moment, trying to figure out what the fuck I was going to do. Best idea: drop off, and keep the beast from moving deeper into MountainHome. The thundering steps of the Legion echoed up the stairs, which meant it wouldn’t be a long wait.

      But then I heard the plaintive cries of the people the fiend had already ingested. I knew that even a short wait would be, for them, an eternity.

      And I only had one real weapon on me: my head.

      So I pulled myself up and into the eye, screaming out: “I HATE MY JOB!” as I disappeared into the ocular goo.

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            63

          

        

      

    

    
      There has never been a time when diving inside a creature headfirst is a good idea. Frankly, if you can remove the sexual undertones, I’d really rather never go inside another creature. And yet it seemed to have become something of a signature move.

      I held my breath as I planted my feet on either side of the eye socket, and then I pushed hard, my body as my weapon, aiming straight for where I thought its brain might be. Also, hoping that my vague guess as to fiend anatomy was going to prove correct.

      Frankly, I’m not sure it was.

      Regardless, my brute force attack on the fiend’s innards had roughly the same result. There was a remarkable amount of squirming, thrashing, and seizing before a weird, wheezing noise, followed by the sound of something wet falling to the floor.

      Then, stillness.

      And a notification.
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        * * *

      

      GG! You’ve killed a Spindle-Legged Devouring Devil (lvl 21 fiend).

      You’ve earned 740 xp! What a mighty hero you are.
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        * * *

      

      Also, a kill notice for the other creature:
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        * * *

      

      GG! You’ve killed a Lesser Winged Imp (lvl 2 fiend).

      You’ve earned 50 xp! What a mighty hero you are.
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      In something I will spend the rest of my lives seeking to erase with magic, I turned myself around within the juicy internals of the spindle legged devouring devil, slogged back through its ruined eye, and ocularly puked myself onto the stairwell. I fell out into the gloop and murk of the ruined devil above me.

      My feet slid around in the muck as I worked on getting myself over and around to the thorax of the creature. There were people still inside, pushing and trying to get out.

      I grabbed two handfuls of the loose, jelly-like flesh and tore the sack-like thorax open.

      Pale blue slime poured forth, knocking me over and covering me. I grabbed limbs as they went by, trying to make sure no one would fall down the stairs in the slimefall.

      “What the fuck?” I heard a familiar voice call out.

      I wiped the goop and gore from my eyes, flinging it off my fingers and watching the slime soar across the stairwell and slap onto the wall.

      Captain Czubakowski stood in front of me, in full armor and with a host of soldiers behind him, their shields gleaming in the glowstone light.

      “Incursion,” I said, really trying hard not to let any of the stuff into my mouth.

      It was an impossible task. It tasted like the worst thing I’ve ever imagined. That got left in a car, in the sun, in July.

      “Not sure where from,” I said, trying to get to standing.

      Alexander grabbed my arm and pulled me up.

      “They are inside?” he asked.

      I nodded. “At least a few,” I said. “Two down, not sure how many more. If you’ve an extra sword, I’ll head up, see if I can spot where they came in. Maybe you do a sweep?”

      “You sure you want to go alone?” he asked.

      “No, but I also don’t want some fiend to chow down somewhere else. And these people need help.”

      I pointed over at the six people also covered in goo.

      “Medic!” Czubakowski bellowed. “I will make sure they are taken to the ward to be checked over.”

      “Thanks.”

      “Lieutenant Meeks!” the captain bellowed. “Take three squads. One to search this stairwell, the others to search the floors, odd and even. Medic, move your ass—”

      “You have an extra sword?” I asked quietly.

      Alexander looked at the sword in his hand, and then over at the nearest soldier. “Nedermeyer, sword.”

      The soldier nodded and passed his sword over.

      “Thanks,” I said. “I’ll try to get this back to you.”

      “Imperial property,” Czubakowski said. “Technically yours, in a way.”

      “Great,” I said, and gave the Legion a jaunty salute before trekking upstairs.

      I promptly missed a step, slipped in the slime, and slid down until a Legionnaire’s shield stopped me.

      “Anyone see that?” I asked.

      “We only saw your inspiring bravery, your grace,” the soldier said, looking straight ahead and not at me.

      “Excellent,” I said with a wince, getting up for the umpteenth time and wishing I’d been fighting on flat surfaces.

      Slower this time, I headed up the stairs.

      Followed by Alexander Czubakowski and several squads of Legionnaires.

      “Not wise to go alone,” the captain said.

      I nodded. “Probably right.”

      Up and up we went. Why did we have so many fucking stairs in this place? There were no doors. No hallways leading off into floors — just this mystery staircase that kept going up.

      Three times while we were climbing, we saw imps flying about. Three times, we killed the imps. They weren’t very smart. Mostly they tried to goad you into attacking them. Which we did. And then they died. I didn’t really understand their purpose.

      And then, snow.

      There was snow falling down the stairs, coating a goodly chunk of the stairs in lazy drifts with a small, but growing, pile on the landing. I stepped carefully onto the landing and saw the open door. A single, simple door that was standing open, letting the night’s snowfall come inside.

      Carefully, I moved up to the door and peeked outside.

      Snow. Deep snow. But with telltale tracks leading away.

      “Someone left,” Czubakowski said in my ear, and I jumped. “Sorry.”

      “Just didn’t realize you were that close,” I replied.

      “Got an ability to move rather quietly in my armor.”

      “Useful when you’re leading around a whole host of metal.”

      “It has its moments. Why is there a door here? What’s outside?”

      “Your guess is as good as mine. I don’t know why this is here.”

      “A secret exit, perhaps?”

      “It’s been a secret from me, but I can’t say that’s the case with everyone. There’s a real chance I just never heard about it. But where does it go?”

      I took one step toward the door, but stopped when I felt Alexander’s hand on my shoulder.

      “Are you certain it is wise to leave?” He asked.

      “Wise?” I replied. “No. Necessary? Yes. You and the rest of your soldiers secure this area. Keep the door closed. I’ll, um, I need a secret knock, don’t I?”

      “That would be a good idea, your grace. But mentioning anything out loud this close to the door might give a listening fiend your secret.”

      I took my sword tip, and scratched 3-2-2 into the rough-hewn stone wall.

      “Got it?” I asked.

      He shrugged, then said: “Sure. But I think it would be better to just chalk whatever has happened up to a mysterious loss and not go outside. Shut the door—”

      “I can’t,” I said. “What if that thing, the spindle legged devouring devil, wasn’t the only big thing that came in? What if some devil already carried off a load of my people? I have to make sure that’s not the case.”

      “You, Duke Coggeshall, are a madman. And I love it. May Picus the God of Luck bless you on your insanity.”

      I gave him a big smile.

      “Don’t worry,” I said. “I’ve got plenty of gods on my side.”

      I walked confidently out into the snow.

      And immediately got grabbed by something and lifted into the night.

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            64

          

        

      

    

    
      The wind against my face was cold. Like, close school just because it’s cold cold. It hurt. I cursed Nikolai and Eliza for making me shave because the beard and hair would have given me some added protection. The slime on the rest of my body actually did a bit of insulating while it froze.

      I looked directly up and saw a blob of a body with two huge wings and two legs, one of which was holding me. There was a short stubby neck ending in a triangular head with two spiraling horns. A long, purple, forked tongue dangled out of its wide mouth. The thing made ‘huh huh’ noises, almost like it was laughing. It had loose skin all over, with folds and wrinkles everywhere.

      We flew up in circles as the creature tried to avoid the mountainside. I could just make out the door I’d come through, and the tiny face of Captain Czubakowski peeking out.

      Which was enough to jog my memory that I had a sword.

      I stabbed upward. The sword pushed against the skin of the devil, but it didn’t pierce.

      I stabbed harder.

      Same thing.

      The creature looked down at me, its eyes like glowing orange rings with huge black pupils. It laughed in my face.

      I looked at the sword, and I realized the tip was bent over a little.

      Stab, stab, stabby-stab-stab.

      Nothing.

      I dropped the sword and tried to get my brain into thinking mode.

      The spoon.

      I reached into my inside breast pocket and grabbed the celestial spoon, the bonus present from Mister Paul. It seemed absurdly small in my hand, like it had no chance of doing anything.

      But when I jabbed it into the fiend’s leg, I heard a sizzle and a pop. The skin just sort of burned away as the spoon seemed to melt right on through.

      Smoke swirled up, and the creature looked down, alarmed.

      It made a noise, a bit like a caw, in my general direction, and then let go.

      I shot my arm out and grabbed hold of its leg.

      “Not yet, buddy,” I shouted into the wind, “I need a ride down.”

      The creature did not agree.

      It screeched at me and shook its leg, but I had a good handhold. Plus, my spoon was still deep inside. The shaking hit a new level as the big part of the spoon poked out the other side of the leg.

      I had to dodge an incoming bite, but it wasn’t that hard. The fiend’s colossal head wasn’t made for quick chomps.

      Moving it horizontally, like a styrofoam cutter, I sliced through a good chunk of the leg, and the foot hung loose by a singular flap of skin and a teensy bit of tendon.

      The creature screamed in pain and anger.

      I shoved the spoon in my mouth, pirate style, and I pulled myself up the fiend’s body, crawling around by grabbing big handfuls of loose skin and climbing up to the top of the creature.

      It folded its wings in and executed a pretty decent barrel roll.

      I clamped my legs on tight, and grabbed on with my hands, riding upside down.

      Then the fucker went into a loop and I fought to keep my snack down.

      I chanced taking one hand off, snatched the spoon from my mouth and jammed it deep into the head of the creature, right between its eyes. The celestial spoon burned the flesh, smoke rising. The creature made an entirely unfamiliar noise, a horrific screeching sound mixed with a keening wail.

      Its efforts doubled, flopping and flapping and twisting and turning to get me to fall off, but I wasn’t about to let go. Not this close to obvious victory. Unless, you know, the creature went closer to the ground, where I might have a chance at jumping. I’d asked — the thing just hadn’t listened.

      As soon as the spoon was through bone, I shoved my entire hand in there and did some stirring of the pot.

      Immediately, the damn thing went limp.

      Dead instantly.
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        * * *

      

      GG! You’ve killed a Stink-Eye Grabber Devil (lvl 25 Fiend).

      You’ve earned 1250 xp! What a mighty hero you are.
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      Lovely, I thought while riding the body plummeting quickly groundward. I made a mental note to thank my personal god for the literal deus ex machina.

      I’d like to imagine what Captain Czubakowski and company saw was something on the order of a body slamming into the ground right in front of the door, followed quickly by a second body slamming into the first in an explosion of putrefaction and viscera. But I’ll never know for sure, because I was the second body slamming into the first.

      The devil’s big rotund body served as my landing pad. It was incredibly squishy, giving me a reasonably comfortable landing. I mean, all things considered. I dropped quite low in the hitpoints, and definitely would have broken more than one bone had that been possible. As it was, I laid in the foul entrails for a moment while my body healed itself back up.

      Slowly, I stood up, my whole form steaming what with me being slathered in the devil’s fiery blood.

      Captain Czubakowski gave me a look like I had just risen from the dead.

      I wiped the blood and guts from my face, spit out a bit that I’d gotten in my mouth, and gave my spoon a twirl before sticking it in my belt.

      “Captain,” I said.

      “Your grace,” he replied, almost by instinct.

      “Mind getting this mess inside, maybe clean it up? See if there’s any use to it?”

      “Certainly, your grace.”

      I gave him a nod and then walked off along the trail of mostly filled footprints.

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            65

          

        

      

    

    
      It took me a moment to get my bearings, because we were reasonably high on something of a plateau. It wasn’t huge, or completely flat, but it looked to be over a hundred feet down to the bottom of the valley. The mountains continued on for thousands of feet on the south side of me. I was heading east, going up a small rise amidst a copse of shorter trees, bent over from a lifetime of wind and snow.

      Snow still fell, though not heavily, from the bizarre red and black clouds roiling above. Every few seconds, I would see something flitting through the sky. Sometimes it was just a spot of darkness, sometimes there were things glowing with the beings. There were things up high, and, when I paused to look in the valley, I could see swarms of creatures moving across our wall and through our tunnel. It made me feel disgusting, and I seriously considered figuring out a way to halt them. It was the noise that hit me the hardest. There were howls and screams coming from damn near everywhere, echoing off the mountain walls, floating down from the clouds. I heard babies crying, cats mewling, bloodcurdling screeching, and even soft murmurs that were just soft enough I couldn’t understand the words being said. The noises and sounds layered on top of each other, and it hurt my brain trying to process it all.

      Instead, I took a deep breath, closed my eyes, tried to center myself, and focused on what I was there to do.

      Once in the trees, it was easier to see the tracks. I guessed somewhere in the neighborhood of four people pulling a sled. It made me doubt I was on a rescue mission — this had more the look of a kidnapping.

      I slipped through the trees quietly, wishing I’d remembered to grab another sword. I had my trusty spoon. It’d have to be enough.

      Ahead, I heard soft talking.

      I stopped moving behind a tree and closed my eyes, feeling around with tremorsense.

      Not much moved, then something stamped their feet. Another. People trying to stay warm. People with heavy boots on, I’d wager.

      I dropped to a crouch and moved at an angle to the stompers, keeping low and moving fast.

      “Are we early or is he late?” a gravely voice asked.

      “I have no idea what an infernal being considers time to be,” came a feminine reply.

      “This was a mistake,” a shrill male voice said.

      There was a silence that made me think people were frowning. It just had that air.

      Torchlight flickered between tightly packed trees.

      I leaned out, nice and low, to see what I could see.

      Four stout figures stood around a sled, each holding a vibrant orange torch. The sled was piled with heavy wooden crates. The wind blew, and I could barely make out faces under their heavy hoods.

      Dwarves.

      And those crates... they looked an awful lot like the ones I’d hauled all the way from WarWaters.

      Infernium.

      These motherfuckers were planning on making a deal with the devil.

      That made me angry, which made me a bit dumb. Or dumber.

      I stood up and I walked into the clearing.

      “What the actual fuck is this?” I asked.

      All the torches lifted up. The figures turned towards me, and their faces fell.

      “Oh fuck,”  said Narfin.
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      “Anyone care to explain what I’m looking at?” I asked.

      The four dwarves looked at each other and then at me. No one answered.

      “What’s in the box?” I asked.

      No answer. Just more nervous glances between the four. There were two men and two women, though calling Narfin a woman was not exactly fair — she was more a girl. Barely an adult. At least, as far as I could tell.

      One of the men had a long black beard with streaks of white. I felt like it would have been something I’d recognized had I seen it around Coggeshall, what with beards not exactly being common and my own predilection for beards. The other male dwarf had red hair and a patchy beard. A heavy-looking flask pulled his belt low. The other woman appeared middle-aged and had that sort of face that was always poised to frown.

      “Narfin?” I asked. “You want to say anything?”

      “Not especially,” she replied. I was again reminded of her youth.

      I sighed and walked over to the crates on the sled. I ripped the wooden top free, and found what I’d expected: ingots of infernium.

      “Making a deal, huh?” I asked.

      “What of it, eh?” said stripe beard. “Are we not free? Ain’t that what you say?”

      “Free is one thing,” I said. “But you’re stealing, so that’s doesn’t exactly count.”

      “Who says this is your metal?”

      “Me. I do. I carried this shit on my back all the way from WarWaters, so it’s mine. Looks like all you did was take it from our holding and slide it across a few hundred yards of snow.”

      “And carried it up the stairs,” the redhead said, punctuating his statement with a poorly contained burp.

      “Okay, fine. Carried it up the stairs too,” I said.

      “Heavy,” the redhead said. “Seems as should count some.”

      “Quiet there, Thendan,” Stripe said. “And what we do, Duke of Coggeshall, is our business.”

      “I’m not sure I follow your logic here,” I said.

      “Nor are you required to. Be best if you just went back into your hole and forgot you saw us.”

      I frowned, and looked over at Narfin. “Is he threatening me?”

      “You speak to me, uppity lord,” stripe snapped. “You have no place being part of a dwarven clan—”

      “You’re not Harmut’s brother, are you?” I asked.

      “Ah, so all dwarves look alike to you?”

      “No, but assholes have a certain tendency to blend together. And I seem to remember Harmut’s brother being a grade-A asshole. And didn’t he commit patricide or something? Regicide? Some specific—”

      “Speak no more of a great dwarf like—”

      “So you’re part of that clan?”

      “There is only one clan at question. This traitorous off-shoot will soon see why—”

      I waved my hand. “No, they won’t. And you know they won’t. Unless you’re new here. Is he new here?”

      “Why do you continue to speak—” he started.

      “Hush up already.”

      “I will not be spoken down to! Not when I am a being of power.”

      “Being of power? What does that mean?”

      Stripe held out his hand, and deep red bands of light wrapped around his arm, like they were growing out of his shoulder. The bands coalesced into his hand, then grew into a glowing red axe.

      “Umibog,” Narfin said. “This is unwise—”

      But Umibog didn’t seem to care. He charged for me, swinging hard.

      It wasn’t the worst move, considering I was unarmed and wearing no armor.

      But the few steps I saw from Umibog showed me he had no actual fighting experience. He stepped off on the wrong foot; he placed them poorly in the snow; he was moving really slowly for a charge. Worst of all, he was going to have to shuffle his steps in order to get a good chop down on me. I shifted my stance one way, and he immediately changed his direction, biting on my feint.

      I took a step the other way, but left my leg outstretched.

      Umibog tripped and went flying into the snow.

      I walked over and picked him up by his collar. Then I rammed his head into a tree a few times and dropped him onto the ground.

      Turning around, I crossed my arms.

      “That was not a wise course of action,” the female dwarf said.

      Narfin looked at her, eyes wide.

      “I mean,” I replied, “neither was this.”

      “You have taken in traitors and enemies, named them friends. Family,” the older woman continued, taking a few relaxed steps to her right so that the crates and sled were no longer between the two of us. “Your actions are a mockery of our traditions. Beliefs. You are a poor excuse for a leader—”

      “Hey, I’m new at this—”

      “There are no excuses that can cover your failings in this regard.”

      There was something predatory in the way the dwarven woman walked, and a glint in her eye that gave me pause. For no quantifiable reason, I was more wary of her attack than I had been of Stripe.

      “I thought, perhaps,” she continued, “that you were merely a buffoon. When I first read the reports on you, you certainly seemed like a fool. A dunce. My Eyes indicated you had lucked into the position. A stumble upward through the actions of a dying and befuddled man. I imagined you might be reasoned with. You might learn what you were doing wrong and rectify your dangerous ways. But no. You are the worst breed: stubborn and stupid. I see no reason, now, to think you at all intelligent. Instead, you are willfully ignorant. You are dangerous, then, because you think nothing of tradition. Of why traditions and rules have grown in Vuldranni and become accepted by so many cultures. Instead, you come in and—”

      “You want to take a quick pause and maybe clue this fool in on these vaunted traditions I’ve shat all over?” I interrupted.

      She gritted her teeth, and I knew immediately she’d held the sort of privileged position in life where people had rarely, if ever, interrupted her.

      “The mere fact you must ask shows me how dangerous you are,” she said. “Look at your holdings. They are barren! There is one road. One set of poorly built structures you have already torn down in favor of following a traitorous dwarf—”

      “You’re part of that clan as well? Fuck. I can’t remember the name,” I said, snapping my fingers. “What was it?”

      “He has no idea what he is doing,” she snapped. “And there is a reason he was not chosen for leadership.”

      “You mean because Harmut’s brother killed their father and stole the crown? That’s not really choosing, is it?”

      “That is an oversimplification of what happened! Twisted and—”

      “So his brother didn’t kill the king?”

      “No,” Thendan, the redhead, said with a burp, “that happened.”

      “Thank you, Thendan,” I said.

      “Yup,” he said, and took another long pull from his flask.

      “The man is so drunk he knows nothing of what happened,” the woman said. “There is—”

      “Mother,” Narfin snapped quietly. “At least tell the truth of it.”

      “You dare interrupt me—” Narfin’s mother said. She hauled off and backhanded her daughter so hard Narfin spun a little before falling into the snow.

      “Easy there,” I said. “She’s sworn to me, which means I am duty-bound to protect her.”

      Narfin’s mother snarled at me. Her face was all of a sudden scary. Her wrinkles in her skin seemed to deepen and darken, her eyes shifted color to a vibrant purple that glowed faintly, and her teeth seemed to elongate.

      “That any dwarf could have sworn to you is a travesty,” she said, her voice dropping an octave. “You are but a stain on this land, and one I intend to erase.”

      The power she massed was palpable. A thrum of arcane energy pumped out and around her. Both hands raised up, and then her eyes flashed and turned milky white. She uttered phrases of some language I didn’t know, but not enough to learn. Motes of light and illuminated runes swirled around her. She leaned over, her arms stretching out straight, and a great gout of power shot forth, slamming directly into Thendan.

      A little surprised, I looked over at Thendan, and saw he was floating off the ground. All his muscles seemed to contract at once, and his face was a rictus of pain. He couldn’t even make a sound. But then a sound came — a snapping of bones. Tearing of flesh. Thendan dropped into a lump on the ground, very much appearing dead and ruined, although his remains were still bubbling and moving about ever so much.

      “Um,” I said, “you missed?”

      Narfin’s mother grinned at me, wiping some of her sweaty hair back into her hood. Steam rose from her, and she breathed heavily, like she’d just finished a really rigorous spin class.

      “Did I?” she asked.

      An arm shot out of the pulpy Thendan remains. An arm longer than both of Thendan’s put together, with burnished purple skin wrapped around incredible muscles, ending in a hand with three thick fingers and one thumb, each tipped in a wide claw.

      The new hand stretched out, as if feeling the air for the first time. Then the arm slammed onto the snow and grabbed at the earth. More body emerged from the ruined remains of the drunk dwarf.

      As soon as I saw a head, I decided it would not be good. Mainly because the head was gross and scary and weird as fuck. The forehead was bulbous, with armored bumps along the edges. Small eyes sat very wide on the face, glowing with a purple intensity, followed by a very wide mouth filled with a mass of tiny spiked teeth. I didn’t see a tongue — the mouth was just teeth all the way, top and bottom.

      The creature was still trying to pull itself through. I thought I’d take a chance to work through my missed opportunities to be a place kicker.

      I measured my steps like Jason Hanson, then stepped forward and powered through like I was finally going to get the Lions to the playoffs.

      The creature opened its mouth to bite down on my foot.

      Worked for me.

      My foot connected with the top of its mouth, and while teeth definitely bit right through my posh boots, my foot had a lot of momentum behind it. And I had a strength over 100. AND that fool was still stuck in the ground.

      It wasn’t a fair fight in the least. But there was a short loud noise, and then the head of the thing emerging from the ground went flying off into the distance.

      Followed shortly thereafter by my shoe.

      A jet of really thick purple ichor fountained out of the neck of the creature.

      The hot gunk showered down on me, covering me in a bonus layer of nastiness. Which was, to be fair, also warm. So that was nice. It somewhat evened out.

      “What did you—” the woman said, but then she stopped talking and just opened her mouth a time or two, trying to process things.

      I did a quick check of the notification:
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        * * *

      

      GG! You’ve killed a Gristling Three-Toed Demon (lvl 38 Demon).

      You’ve earned 2900 xp! What a mighty hero you are.
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        * * *

      

      A demon. Huh.

      While I was reading over the information, I caught a blur of movement coming from the direction of the dwarven lady.

      A spell of some sort was coming my way. A flashing bolt of arcane energy twisted around itself as it streaked across the small space between us, moving faster than I had time to think.

      But not Narfin.

      For whatever reason, she leapt in front of the bolt and took the hit.

      The woman screamed, her claw-like hands going to her face.

      I leapt over Narfin’s sizzling body and punched the dwarven woman right in the kisser.

      There was some crumplage, and a surprised look in the woman’s eyes as she tipped over, knocked, as the kids say, the fuck out.

      I took a half-second to make sure the woman was out before dropping next to Narfin.

      She was awake, but also out of it. Her eyes darted around in terror, and her breath came in short gasps.

      Instinctively I reached for my knapsack, but it was gone. I didn’t have any healing potions on me.

      But the others might.

      I darted towards Stripe and patted him down, finding a vial that looked similar to healing potions I’d seen in the past. I took it back to Narfin, flicked the cork out with my thumb, and poured it in her mouth.

      Her eyes went wide as she gulped it down, then she went rigid for a second, then closed her eyes, and passed out.

      I couldn’t tell what had happened to her.

      “She might live,” a voice said.

      I looked over to see a tall figure step out of the darkness, the snow melting around his cloven feet.

      “Depending...” the figure finished.
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      The approaching thing was tall. Twelve feet easy. But lithe. Slender limbs disappeared under finely wrought chain mail. The creature reached up and pulled off a helm I hadn’t even noticed in the darkness, and held it under one arm. Its face was human-like, just a bit larger and prettier. Masculine, with a fine dark mustache, and a lot of perfectly black hair.

      “The duke of Coggeshall, I take it,” the figure said.

      I nodded. “I am. And you?”

      “I am High Prince Xerkathad, ruler of the third circle of the third circle. That metal there,” he pointed at the infernium, “was to be mine.”

      “Not sure that deal’s going to happen anymore,” I said, stepping in front of the metal and making sure I was between Narfin and the devil.

      “It would seem there might be an issue there. Would you, perhaps, be interested in a new deal?”

      “No.”

      “You have yet to hear my offer.”

      “Not interested.”

      “Must be nice to want nothing.”

      “Only thing I want, you can’t give me.”

      “You would be surprised at the depth of my pockets, and what might be contained within. A lost loved one, perhaps?”

      I bit down on my cheek. A deal with the devil could only go wrong. I wasn’t about to go down that road. Especially because I knew the god of death was not keen on releasing those he’d taken.

      “You know,” I said, “I’m aiming to be polite here because you’ve been polite so far. I just don’t want anything right now. Not really. And the things you can offer aren’t things that would be useful, anyway. I appreciate you’re probably miffed at not getting this stuff, but I can’t afford to have the heavens mad at me right now.”

      “And the hells?” Xerkathad asked.

      “I figure we’re sitting in neutral territory,” I said. “Haven’t done anything for you or against you.”

      “I suppose there is a measure of truth there. Though I could argue—”

      “Let’s not go down that road right yet. You have more of the night to go, and so do I. I don’t want to have to get in another fight with a devil now.”

      “I would argue your killing of my brethren might be construed as actions against the Hells.”

      “Merely protecting myself and my people.”

      Long fingers stroked the long hair, and I felt icky just watching him.

      “I suppose,” he said. “There is one issue, however. These,” he gestured at Narfin’s mother and Stripe, “have already taken a measure of what they bargained for. They have used my powers. On you, for that matter. And others, of course. But they can’t exactly finish the deal if you refuse to pass over the metal.”

      “True.”

      “I want them.”

      “Them? Their souls?”

      “Yes.”

      “Not Narfin.”

      “She was part of the deal, your grace,” the prince said, eyes narrowing and starting to glow.

      “Maybe, but she’s not part of this deal. She’s sworn to me—”

      “And she betrayed that. She broke her oath, so you can break—”

      “Doesn’t work that way,” I said. “I don’t break my oaths.”

      “A man of integrity, then?”

      “That’d be the first time someone accused me of that.”

      “Then give her to me, and I will—”

      “You take the other three, and I’ll take the metal and the girl. We go our separate ways and neither of our blood will spill.”

      “You think you might best a high ptince of the hells?”

      “I’d say my odds are better than zero.”

      “Hrm,” he said. “It is a night of oddities. Would I could, I might find out where those odds are. And yet, your blood is already spoken for tonight. I agree to your terms, duke of Coggeshall.”

      “Wait, who’s spoken for my blood?”

      “And here I thought there was nothing I had you wanted?” He smiled a wide and gruesome smile. “Oh well!”

      His non-helm holding hand snapped out in a frightening blur. He picked up the two living dwarfs, the remains of the demon and the last dwarf, and shoved them all in a bag hanging from his belt. Then he put his helm back on, gave me a strange sort of salute, and slipped back into the darkness.

      I picked up Narfin gently and set her on the crates. Then I started heading back to Coggeshall with the sled.
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      Someone had shut the door. I started to knock, but I paused, looking down at Narfin.

      Her eyes were open, and she looked at me.

      “Feeling better?” I asked.

      “Not especially,” she replied.

      “In pain?”

      “Yes.”

      “I’ll get you to the healers in a second.”

      “Might be better if you just toss me over the side.”

      “Why’s that?”

      “I betrayed you.”

      “A little, yes.”

      “A little? I—”

      “You also took a pretty brutal hit for me,” I interrupted. I neglected to tell her I probably wouldn’t have been hurt that badly by whatever magic had hit Narfin, since pointing out the pointlessness of her sacrifice was just a Grade-A dick move. “From your own mother, no less.”

      She looked away. After a second, she nodded slightly.

      “Why don’t you explain what was going on first? Then we can decide if you still want to go over the side of the mountain?”

      I took a knee in the snow next to her.

      “You know there are many dwarven clans, yes?” she replied.

      “Yup. I mean, I don’t know how many there are, but I get there are more than one.”

      “Harmut and his brother were the sons of the king. Harmut’s brother killed their father, and he took the crown.”

      “Is each clan led by a king?”

      “No. Usually a group of clans follows a single king.”

      “So there were multiple clans under this king?”

      “Yes, which makes it all the worse that Harmut led some clan members away to start a new home. Here.”

      “I got where the home was formed.”

      “It made Harmut’s brother beyond angry. Made him look weak to the other clans. They thought they didn’t need to bend the knee any longer. That, perhaps one of their clan leaders could take the crown of the Undermountains. There was a civil war, and it wound into a stalemate. Harmut’s Brother, Groorheas, knew he had to destroy his brother and this rogue clan. I was first sent here, with Thendan, to scout things out. I expected to find only dwarves here, to find a small flailing clan that would benefit from returning to our ancestral home.”

      “And instead you found an Imperial stronghold held by a gorgeous ruffian with golden locks and a welcoming smile?”

      “I found a group of disparate species working together to make a home for anyone who wanted one, led by a monster of a man who tended to bathe in blood and viscera almost daily.”

      “Might be the reason I have such great skin.”

      “I sincerely hope not. But you do have nice skin.”

      “Thank you,” I said.

      “It was not what I expected. Nor did I envision being welcomed into a smithy as an apprentice, certainly not by a human woman. Who was kind. Who taught me on day one. Who did not beat me for mistakes, but guided my hands so I might make everything better. It was a new experience, not only because I had never thought to be a smith, but because no one saw me as a dwarf. Or a girl. I was just Narfin, a member of Coggeshall. And you were different. I watched how you were more than willing to brave danger, to face death, than to ask any one of your followers to even be afraid. And thinking on Groorheas, who sat on his golden throne and sent others to die in his stead, I decided Harmut had made the right decision, and I did not seek to return. But I could let no one know of the truth. Why I had really come to visit Coggeshall. So I remained silent, and knowing Thendan’s weakness, I made sure he always had a flask at hand until he could barely remember why we had come and what we were supposed to do.”

      “You made him into a drunk?”

      “More to say that I did not halt the process. Something I desperately regret.”

      “Yeah, that’s kind of fucked up.”

      “Yes,” she said, and she took a deep breath, as if needing a little extra oomph to continue. “My mother and her escort arrived while you were in Osterstadt. They were disguised, but I could see who they really were. I tried to explain the situation to her, but she was not here to see the truth. She came to destroy everything you had made.”

      “She’s some sort of mage? Or was. I’m sorry, I didn’t—”

      “My mother was the architect of her own downfall. You were in the right. She could not fathom why you were willing to let other species live within MountainHome and Coggeshall. Elves and humans were bad enough, but the kobold is one of dwarvenkind’s ancient foes. We have fought against the tiny dragons for eons. Countless lives have been lost on either side of the scale, and there is no love lost. I have interacted with enough kobolds to know they are not as I grew up believing them to be, and I feel they are starting to understand dwarves are not their true enemies either. But plenty of my brothers and sisters are not able to see past that. They believe, firmly, that you have betrayed dwarvenkind—”

      “Even the dwarves here?”

      She nodded. “Yes. There is growing resentment within the dwarves here. Many feel they are being abused to make homes for kobolds. That the promises made to dwarves when they arrived have not been kept. That dwarven lives are considered forfeit for the safety of other races.”

      “I’m not sure—”

      “How you think of your actions is not as important as how they feel about your actions, your grace. At least to them. And I can only tell you what I have heard. But it is not what I believe. I no longer believe kobolds are inherently evil. Or stupid. They are more like dwarves than any dwarf would ever hope to admit. We are both short, and have both forgotten too much of our histories.”

      “Should I be worried about this rising discontentment?”

      “Yes,” she said. “Probably. Though dwarves are no longer the dominant species in Coggeshall. It might not be as important, but it would be worth watching, I think.”

      “You don’t exactly seem like you’re just an apprentice smith.”

      She gave a wan smile. “I trained under my mother, as a magic user. A mancer, I suppose.”

      “Is that something you’d like to continue?”

      “Continuing anything right now seems a luxury,” she replied. “One I might not possess.”

      I scratched through some of the ichor on my person and then stood up. I paced one way, and then the other.

      “Look,” I said, “you seem like a good kid. I don’t really understand dwarven ages, but—”

      “Kid can work,” she replied. “I suppose.”

      “Great. Kid. You seem like a good one. You work hard, Zoey likes you, and maybe you also tried to betray the people who took you in. You planning on doing that again?”

      “No. Never, I—”

      “Normally, I tend to think someone who’s been caught doing something stupid is is punished enough by the shame of being caught. But if they do something stupid again, it’s straight off the mountain with them.”

      “I would appreciate a second chance.”

      “Seems to me,” I said, “if someone were willing to swear again, maybe a bit tighter of a loyalty pledge, then someone might make for a good citizen.”

      “I would swear anything, your grace.”

      “You’re on probation for a bit,” I said. “Once that probation is up, we’ll see what the next step is. If you don’t want to take it, you are welcome to leave and go back to your other home. If you want.”

      “I won’t want.”

      “Make that decision then.”

      She nodded.

      “Now,” I said, “I’m tired of ignoring how damned cold it is. Let’s go back inside.”

      I pulled the sled the last little distance to the door, and knocked.

      “Fuck,” I said, “I forgot how many knocks I was supposed to do. It’s me.”

      “Exactly what a fiend would claim,” came the reply from the other side, which sounded an awful lot like an overly amused Czubakowski.

      “Would a fiend say, ‘open up this fucking door or I’ll punch you in the dick?’” I shouted back.

      “Yes.”

      “Would a demon just kick the door in and—”

      The door swung open.

      “A devil would never slip up and call itself a demon,” Alexander said, grinning. “Glad to see you again.”

      “Glad to be here,” I said, pulling the sled in.

      “Who’s this, then?” Alexander asked. He had his hand around the hilt of his sword, ready to draw it. The rest of the Legion there already had their swords drawn, but held downward. Ready, but not actively threatening.

      “Narfin,” I said. “Apprentice blacksmith. Some assholes kidnapped her and were planning on selling her to fiends for the power to kill us all and take Coggeshall for themselves. She needs a healer.”

      “Right away, your grace.”

      All the swords went away. Some soldiers gently lifted Narfin onto a shield and carried her down the stairs. As she went, she turned back to me, and mouthed a quick ‘Thank you.’

      I nodded at her.

      “The rest of this?” Alexander asked.

      “Needs to be destroyed,” I said. “It was supposed to be destroyed already, which means it’s one more thing to talk to Nikolai about. This was the other half of the asshole’s deal. Sell Narfin and this metal to the devils.”

      “Do I want to know what this mystery metal is?”

      “No.”

      “Aye-aye. Lads, grab this, and let’s find a way to break it. Perfect job for a bored Legionnaire.”
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      I had only one destination in mind: the shower.

      Even I was shocked at how disgusting I was, with multiple layers of foul liquids and semi-liquids soaking into me. I didn’t run to get home, but I moved quickly.

      Upon arrival, I saw that my room was blissfully empty. I threw my ruined party suit into the corner, got into the shower, and scrubbed my skin raw. I rinsed, lathered, and repeated. And repeated. Even after the second time through, gunk still dripped out of my hair. I had to pull a few teeth out of my foot. Which was gross, but also a little funny.

      I took some time to just stand under the water, thinking.

      Had Eliza been flirting with me?

      More importantly, had I been flirting with Eliza?

      In some ways, she was young for me, considering I was on my second life. How did I calculate my actual age? I mean, I wasn’t even sure how old I was physically. How did Fallen age?

      Too many questions, not enough answers. Which was usually the thought that caused a quest to trigger.

      I waited for a second, just to see if something happened.

      Nothing.

      But that momentary stillness gave my deeper brain a chance to bring up the past. Stupid fucking brain.

      Visions of my previous life flashed in front of me. All happier visions of the girl. She’d been such a pivotal person. Our time was a huge reason I became who I was in Vuldranni. By the time we’d met on Earth, I’d burned so many bridges it would have been impossible for me to become much of anything. But somehow, she believed in me, and pressed me to better myself. To better the world. Which sounds corny as fuck, but there was sincerity between us. She fully believed that. And lived that.

      I’d been in this new world for over half a year. At least, that was my guess. The girl had been gone from me for more than a year. How much more of my life was I going to give her? Did I have feelings for Eliza? For anyone I’d met here? Nikolai was definitely going to bring the pressure at some point — I would have to produce an heir of some means. Granted, I could always just point out that I’d been adopted, and make that the new family policy.

      Of course, that was just another way of ignoring the question.

      Was I ever going to move on?

      “Not tonight,” I said softly, holding on to her memory for a few moments. Letting myself believe she was still there. Letting myself drift back to the days we’d been living together. Sitting on the balcony, having a spaghetti fight…

      I punched the wall hard enough to crack the stone and split my knuckles.

      “Focus, Montana,” I said firmly.

      I scrubbed my skin raw, feeling it sting under the water for a brief second before my body healed itself again. A little pain to force me back into the present.

      After a solid twenty minutes of vigorous cleaning, I was ready to get dressed again!

      This time, I didn’t go for a party look — I didn’t have any. I found what armor I had that wasn’t ruined, and set that on the bed. I put on the underclothes, then the gambeson, then chain, then got some plate on top of that. I even got a glitter of prinkies to help. And they did help a little — certainly not as much as someone who actually knew what they were doing — but they managed some of the ties in the harder-to-reach places. Sure, I had to teach them to not tie granny knots, but in the end, I had armor on most of my body. And I had my damn knapsack on my hip — fashion be damned. I was ready to go.

      I strode out into the hall, and then stood there a moment, surrounded by prinkies.

      “Shit,” I said to no one in particular. “Where the hell is Ragnar?”

      I went to the ballroom, where the party was ongoing, though at a much slower pace. Slow dances were the name of the game, at least at that hour, and more people were sitting at the tables around the dance floor than actually dancing.

      Eliza waved at me, and I clomped over, pretending not to notice everyone staring at me in my gear.

      “Are you well, your grace?” she asked, patting the seat next to her.

      “Sure,” I said. “Minor incursion of fiends. A few people injured, but—”

      “There were really those who sought to make a deal with the fiends?”

      I nodded. “But I have it on good authority they weren’t actually members of Coggeshall so much as people who wanted to harm Coggeshall. Which reminds me: I need to speak to Harmut.”

      “I would imagine he is working on the group project downstairs.”

      “What floor?”

      “Third, I believe. More housing. Are you speaking to him about our, um, acquaintance no longer in Osterstadt?”

      “Fuck, no. I forgot all about that. Which is weird — why would I have forgotten about that? I need to do that as well. Have you seen Ragnar?”

      “He told me to tell you that he was falling asleep while waiting with the Legion, and that he was arranging for someone else to accompany you around Coggeshall.”

      “That doesn’t really sound like Ragnar.”

      “Ragnar did frame things a bit more, uh, colorfully.”

      “Ah. Well, I’d believe that. Do you know who?”

      “No.”

      “If you see someone looking for me,” I said, “I guess I’m going to be with Harmut for the time being.”

      “Of course, your grace.”

      “You doing okay?”

      “Tired, but fine. I’m thinking it would be good to call the ball for the evening, and resume in the morning.”

      “It starts up again in the morning?”

      “Usually closer to noon, but that’s still morning to some.”

      “And then goes all day and all night again?”

      “Yes, your grace. Though it is not all just dancing. There are several very amusing games to play, a few contests, and—”

      I held up my hand. “Maybe next year. This year I’ve got more shit to figure out than I have time to do it in.”

      “I know,” she said with a slight nod. “It is not exactly how I expected to spend my first Fiends’ Night here either.”

      “Why’s that?”

      “I expected it would have been later in my life when I was no longer spending my Fiends’ Nights with my family in my family home. Or, I suppose, with my family at the imperial palace or some such locale. Not, um, well, normally, a girl of my station does not spend a Fiends’ Night with anyone but her family. So—”

      She stopped speaking, and her cheeks turned very red.

      I frowned, feeling like I’d missed something.

      “Well,” I said, “thank you for handling so much of this.”

      “Of course,” she said quickly. “I think I will arrange this to be the last dance, and, um, luck be with you on your quest tonight. If you need me—”

      “I know where you’ll be.”

      “Yes, your grace.”

      She hurried away to the raised stage at the far end. I watched her go for a moment before hoisting myself up and heading down to the ‘group project.’
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      For the record, dwarves are loud. Nearly always, doing almost anything, dwarves will find a way to do whatever they are doing at an amplified volume.

      Which made it fairly easy to find the dwarves and their ‘group project.’ It was basically the only thing happening on the third floor, a raucous flurry of activity and work. People were everywhere, and not just dwarves. Plenty of humans, kobolds, and dwarves, and nearly all the battenti. They were all working together, mostly well, moving an enormous amount of stone down the hall to be deposited in another large room. Hallways had been shaped, and were being finished up nicely. Apartments were being formed out of the rock. It was really cool. Weird to see so many hallways and tunnels being formed at once, but cool all the same. I was excited to see what the finished product was like.

      I spotted Harmut, clan chief of the Coggeshall Valley Dwarves, stomping around with a piece of blue chalk clamped firmly between stained-blue lips. He’d mark the stone with a room layout, adding doorways in places, and scribbling notes everywhere.

      “What’s all that?” I asked.

      Harmut spun around. A wide smile spread under his magnificent beard.

      “Pleasure to see you, your grace,” he said. “Good Fiends’ Night so far?”

      “Oh, it’s been fun,” I replied.

      “Fantastic, your grace. You been missing a good bit of fun here, too. Are you ready to work?”

      “Willing to work, but we need to have a chat first.”

      “Oh?” his face contorted into concern, and he took the chalk from his mouth. “A private sort of a thing?”

      “You got a private sort of a place?”

      “Aye, that we do. Waltram! Come, take over for a moment.”

      Harmut tossed the piece of chalk up in the air. Another dwarf with a jet-black beard ran over and bobbled the chalk before getting a good grip, and immediately started swearing at some dwarves leaning against the wall.

      Harmut led me through a few tunnels to a doorway into what looked like a small office. There was even a carved stone desk and a door. He shut the door behind me and then walked around and stood on the far side of the desk.

      “What can I help you with, your grace?” he asked.

      “Is this an office?” I asked, looking at the room. It was about three yards by three yards, and a good nine feet tall. I didn’t feel cramped, and I also didn’t understand how the dwarves had managed to carve out a ceiling that high.

      “We use ladders, if that’s what you’re wondering,” he said, reading my mind. “And it will be an office, yes. For the ward runner of this area.”

      “Got it,” I said. “Looks nice.”

      “It’s not bad for a few hours.”

      “I had a bit of a run-in with some dwarves tonight—”

      “A run-in? Ya smashed someone into paste?”

      “It wasn’t quite like that,” I said. “And no one from your clan. Or our clan. Am I part of the clan?”

      “Ya are to me and mine. What clan are they from?”

      “Were from. Your old clan.”

      “My brother attemptin’ to weasel his way inside?”

      “Seems like he did pretty well,” I said. “At least as far as I could tell. There might be more here, though.”

      He gritted his teeth, and I saw his fists clench.

      “Who were these traitors?” he asked, all cheer and charm gone from his voice.

      “You know Narfin?”

      “Aye. She—?”

      “Her mother was here. With a guy who had a striped beard.”

      “That slimy fuck Umibog.”

      “You knew him?”

      “Aye. Always a lickspittle to my fuck of a brother. See he’s still at his ways.”

      “Well, was at his ways.”

      “You disposed of ‘em, then?”

      “In a manner of speaking.”

      “What manner?”

      “After he and Narfin’s mother kidnapped Narfin to sell her to the fiends, I maybe let the fiends have them.”

      Harmut’s left eyebrow arched, and a smile slowly spread.

      “You did what now?” he asked.

      “I let some fiends take them. Instead of Narfin.”

      “Oh oh oh, you dirty duke. I find I have to say how much I enjoy being a part of this clan.” He slapped the table and shook his head. “Wish I could’a seen them faces as they realized the eternity of torment they face. Good on you. That witch of a woman was nothing but a demon in disguise. All ‘er life, she’s been desperate for power and willing to run roughshod over any poor bastard who gets in ‘er way. Killed a group of kids, she did. Said it was an accident, but there was no denying the leap in her magical abilities after that ‘accident.’ And my brother defended her. Said we needed her power to keep us safe. Now, look at her — nothing. She is nothing. Might’n’be a good idea to go after me brother for this—”

      “No,” I said. “That’s not what we do here. We’re not invaders, even if they deserve it.”

      The madness seemed to drop from Harmut’s glare. “Yes, your grace. That’s, well, that’s who we aim to be, eh? The good ones in this world o’shit.”

      “That’s the general idea, yeah. I’ve been one of the bad ones for too long. We’ll see how well this all works, but I’m trying.”

      “And Narfin is well?”

      I nodded. “She’s with the healers now. We’ll see if she’s got lingering damage.”

      “You trustin’ her?”

      “I am.”

      “She betrayed ye?”

      “No—”

      “Ain’t needin’ to toy with me, lad. I know the girl. I know why she came, and what she did. I saw her change. But I also know the power a mother might have over a daughter. She choose us, then?”

      I nodded.

      “Good for her,” he said. “I’ll keep it to me chest. But I’ll also be watchin’ her.”

      “I wouldn’t have it any other way,” I replied. “Also, she said some dwarves are unhappy here?”

      “Oh, dwarves find a way to be unhappy anywhere. It’s why none of us were allowed in the heavens. Tend to get morose, and work. Ruin all those aesthetics with such horrible things like function and pragmatism. Some dwarves are unhappy, aye.”

      “But unhappy about the kobolds?”

      “Aye. That’s a tough thorn to swallow.”

      “Why would you swallow a thorn?”

      “Likely because a lordling asks ya to.”

      “So it’s a thorn I’m forcing down your collective throat?”

      “A bit, yeah. Though only to some of us. Others enjoy the challenge of living with so many different kinds. I love it. Truly, I do. Never thought I’d be one to befriend a kobold, to call him my ally and know in my dwarven heart that I would defend him and his to my death and beyond. But that be my feelings on the matter.”

      “How many feel, um, thorny?”

      “Erm, two-thirds, perhaps?”

      “That’s a lot.”

      “Aye, but we win more over by the day. It’s a battle o’inches, your grace. And we are an ancient people full of traditions that make little sense, even to us. Some cling to those ways, even when it hurts them. But if’n you be worried, I imagine I might have thoughts to come up with on the matter. See if’n I might make some plans to alleviate—”

      “For now,” I said, “I’m thinking it just might be important to get housing for everyone. A warm bed and a hot meal go a long way to make most people happy. Especially in winter.”

      “Aye,” Harmut said with a nod. “Agreed.”

      “We can face that shit in the spring,” I said. “You know, if we make it that long.”

      “Oh, I have no doubts about you seeing the spring.”

      “I like that confidence. Are you guys going to be working all night?”

      “Until the sun peeks out and sends all those damn devils back to the infernal hells they call home, aye. No sleepin’ for us this night.”

      “How do you stay awake?”

      “Eh, some of us just have iron will,” he said. Then he winked and pulled out a small clump of leaves tied together into a bundle the size of a hickory nut. “Others chew tilbabow leaves. Gives you a little kick in the pants when you need it. Want one?”

      “Might as well keep one handy,” I said, taking the tilbabow leaf bundle, and putting it into a pouch.

      “You got more we need to talk about? If’n I leave those idiots under Waltram too long, we’ll be liable to find ourselves with another damn amphitheater. Damn dwarf is always trying to get another place to watch his damn plays.”

      “He’s a playwright?”

      “Let’s not get the lad thinking too highly of the artistic talent he’s not got, eh?” Harmut patted my shoulder, and gently nudged me out of the way of the door.

      “I am available if’n you need, your grace,” he said.

      “Thank you, Harmut,” I said. “I really appreciate you.”

      “It is myself who ought to be thankin’ you. Which means now I got to be thinkin’ on how I might be thankin’ you.”

      “Nonsense—” I started, but Harmut shot back a glare that made me pause.

      “That’s right, your grace. You will be thanked.”

      I rolled my eyes, but he was already stomping back and hollering after Waltram.

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            71

          

        

      

    

    
      Yuri met me by the stairs, with Arno right behind him.

      “Well, if it isn’t my two favorite vampire hunters,” I said, “back together again.”

      “I was told we were hunting again,” Yuri said.

      “Same for me,” Arno. “Your little lutra friend recruited me.”

      “Ah,” I said, “Yes. We, uh, have a bit of an issue in that regard.”

      I guided the two of them to the most distant table in the main cantina, and grabbed a drink. Arno cast some sort of privacy invocation over us, and I got to explain The Master situation.

      Neither the lion nor the mancer looked happy.

      “The man is here?” Arno asked. “The one we thought we had killed in Osterstadt?”

      I nodded. “Thing is, we did kill a Master. It just wasn’t the right Master. Also, might not be a man. I don’t know what he is, but he’s probably not a vampire.”

      “Pity,” Yuri said. “I was on the cusp of getting a new vampire hunting ability. Killing a few more might have netted that.”

      “Well, next time.”

      “We know he is here, how?” Arno asked.

      “Emeline had a spell with a bowl. Colored water tells us how far away he is.”

      “Sounds like Idalf’s Bowl of Finding.”

      “Can it be tricked?”

      “Anything can be tricked. It’s all a matter of how it is used and how it is said it is being used. Do you trust Emeline?”

      “I do. And we locked down Coggeshall after that. So no one has left.”

      “That you know of,” Yuri added.

      “Right,” I said, pointing at Yuri with my mug.

      “And what clues have we?” Arno asked, pushing a bite of cake around his plate. “Do you know anything about this ‘The Master?’”

      “Not much,” I said. “I know he has a group who works with him. Or for him. They seem to worship him and have a thing with getting more power through The Master. Emeline did some research, and she thought they might be Croakers.”

      “Fuck,” Yuri said. “I really hope it is not croakers.”

      “Are they bad?”

      “They are immensely difficult to deal with,” he said. “Especially in enclosed areas. That is where they excel.”

      “Like a holding carved into a mountain?”

      “Rather perfect placement. Hunted croakers thrice. Once in a dwarven mountain home, smaller than this, of course, but with an intricate mining complex. Never again. Until, you know, now, if, well—”

      “If we’re dealing with croakers.”

      “Exactly.”

      “And you don’t have any ideas?” Arno asked. “No guesses?”

      “Look, guys. I’m not well-versed in this sort of shit. I’m more of a beat the shit out of things that get in the way without caring too much about the specifics. I’m trying to change, but it’s a slow process.”

      “We work backwards then,” Yuri said, tapping his claw on the table. “If there are croakers as a part of this, The Master would not be a croaker.”

      “Why?” I asked.

      “Croakers are, um, an unfortunate side-effect that no one believes will happen to them.”

      “More you need to be tricked to become a croaker,” Arno said.

      “Right, along those lines. And once a croaker croaks, it’s usually a quick spiral into croaking for the rest. If The Master has recruited people to him, and he is turning them into croakers, what is his reasoning?”

      “I don’t know,” I said.

      “And why would he come here?” Arno mused.

      “I think he’s Imperial. He left Osterstadt, and got caught here.”

      “Mere coincidence he did not continue moving forth? Possible. You two have a relationship of sorts, yes?”

      “Of sorts. A bit adversarial, and a bit — I don’t know. Weird. Supposedly, most of the people who went missing from Coggeshall have been the result of The Master and his group.”

      “Recruitment?”

      “I don’t think so.”

      “Consumption or sales?” Yuri asked.

      “I would lean towards consumption,” Arno said. “Especially if this Master fellow is Imperial. We tend to have rather harsh views on slavery.”

      “I didn’t get that sense about things,” I said. “But I think you’re right that it’s probably consumption. Which is why the whole vampire thing made sense to me. What else eats people?”

      “The list is long and infamous,” Yuri said.

      “That it is,” Arno agreed. “Were?”

      “Where what?” I asked.

      “Wolf, bear, bat?”

      “I don’t know, the woods?”

      “Would what?”

      “What the fuck are we talking about?”

      “Werewolves,” Yuri said. “I believe.”

      “Oh! My mistake,” I said.

      “I was wondering if it might be a were of some kind.”

      “Usually they aren’t much into taking people,” Arno replied, “just eating them.”

      “Minor difference,” I said.

      “Distinct behaviors,” Yuri said. “Weres attack and feast as an animal does. Hence they are not as affected by the negative consequences of eating sapients as some other monsters. If these were weres, then we would find corpses. Remains.”

      “Unless they are cleaning up after themselves,” Arno pointed out.

      “And why would they do that?”

      “To remain undetected.”

      “I find it implausible at best.”

      “Implausible, but we are grasping at pixies. It would not do well for us to remove a possibility, however remote.”

      “True. But put that at the bottom of the list.”

      “List, right!” I exclaimed. “I have a list of people who went missing — twenty-three of them. But all the people who went missing had someone who knew exactly where they went.”

      “I am not sure I follow, your grace,” Arno said.

      “I just think it’s odd that many people would all have a reason to leave.”

      “Twenty-three is a rather high number,” Yuri said, taking a sip of coffee. “You have checked them?”

      “Some. I don’t exactly know everyone on the list.”

      “Good thing you tapped us, two hunting partners who are new to Coggeshall and know even fewer residents than you.”

      “Yeah,” I said. “There is that.”

      “Where would they eat the people?” Arno asked suddenly. “Somewhere in the holding? And why so many at once? There are too many questions we haven’t answered to be running off to speak to people we don’t know on a whim. We lack even guesses as of yet.”

      “Croakers makes some sense, though,” Yuri said. “As much as I might loathe to admit it.”

      “Yet The Master’s identity seems more important than whatever followers he might or might not have. Is it possible he has no followers?”

      “I suppose there’s a chance he has no followers here,” I said, “but I know for sure that he has followers. And I would imagine they would have followed him here. Given the interactions I’ve had in the past, I’d believe those followers were the ones doing the work — not The Master. I think he’s hiding.”

      “Which means he has a lair,” Yuri said. “He must operate from a lair somewhere inside these walls.”

      “So we just mosey down hallways until we find something that looks like a lair?” I asked.

      “Hardly a valuable use of our time,” Arno replied.

      “No, but we do have quite a few people here,” I said. “I could just order the Legion to sweep the entire place.”

      “See, I would assume you had already posited such an action and come up with a good reason not to do it.”

      “I doubt it would work,” Yuri countered. “A creature such as this, which is clearly powerful and has shown success in both hiding and operating, is not going to be found by a soldier searching tunnels. Most certainly not by humans, either. No offense to humans, you’re just not native to the underground and do not know how to look in tunnels.”

      “Do you?”

      “I have more training in that regard, and experience. But still I am no equal to a dwarf or kobold.”

      “We got plenty of kobolds,” I said. “We can send them.”

      “I do not wish to disparage kobolds, but they are also easily fooled. Besides, I believe we are operating in too tight a timeline for that.”

      “Perhaps,” Arno started, but then he shook his head. “No. Sorry.”

      “What?” I asked.

      “I was thinking about using magic to find The Master.”

      “Perfect,” I said. “What do you need?”

      “More than a name, that’s for sure. Do you have something he has touched? A piece of him? Knowledge of what he is? And yes, I know you have none of those, they are rhetorical questions I have already answered in my head, and that is why I said no and tried not to go into this pointless line of questioning.”

      Yuri and I looked at Arno, then at each other with wide eyes.

      “Apologies,” Arno said. “I am feeling some measure of frustration with this.”

      “I think,” I said, “our best angle of attack right now, at least, is to track down the people who gave alibis for the ones who went missing. And seeing if more people are missing.”

      Yuri nodded. “If The Master and his ilk were behind the disappearances, as you have suggested, then there is a reason for those disappearances. It is foolish for us to assume that need would vanish here. There would be people going missing right now, and those disappearances would need to be looked into.”

      I reached into my knapsack and thought about paper. Paper landed in my hand, and I brought it out and slapped it on the table. I’m not sure where, exactly, I’d gotten the paper, but there it was. Thank the gods for my hoarding tendencies. Next I snatched a pencil from the knapsack and scribbled out copies of Nikolai’s notes, handing one to Yuri and one to Arno.

      “That’s what I have so far,” I said.

      “It is not much,” Arno said.

      “Better than a poke in the eye, right?”

      “Yes, well, that’s a rather low hurdle to clear.”

      Something smacked me in the back of the head. It felt wet.

      I turned around to see a citrus fruit zipping toward my face.

      A quick tilt and the lime zoomed right on by.

      Nathalie was shouting at me, another lime ready to go. Odd, I couldn’t hear anything though.

      “Ah, apologies,” Arno said, and I heard a slight pop.

      “Can you hear me now?” Nathalie snapped.

      “Yes,” I said, rubbing the back of my head, bits of pith and fruit sticking to me.

      “I need you downstairs,” she snapped, and then stomped out of the room.

      “Well,” I said, “marching orders for me. You two start tracking those people down, see if you can find any holes. And keep your ears out for missing people.”

      “Are there those we can trust?” Yuri asked. “Others who know of the real purpose behind this?”

      “Ragnar,” I said. “Eliza. Emeline. Nikolai. That’s about it.”

      “Not a long list,” Arno said.

      “No, uh — Priscilla. She’s one of Eliza’s people, but she’s in the know. And considering how many people Eliza knows—”

      “I will find her,” Yuri said, getting to his feet.

      “Best if you two stick together,” I said. “I don’t want one of you nabbed.”

      “Yes, your grace,” Yuri said, with the sort of tone that made it quite clear he did not agree.

      Then I headed after Nathalie.

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            72

          

        

      

    

    
      Nathalie Glaton glared at me as I walked down the stairs.

      I grinned.

      Her facial expression didn’t change. It was a little scary to see the rage seethe through her.

      “You needed me?” I asked, trying to sound innocent.

      “This way,” she said sharply, and led me to the throne room.

      She shut the large doors behind me. They boomed a little. I had the feeling she’d tried to slam them, but they were huge and made of stone, so slamming didn’t really work.

      “Am I in charge of the guards here?” she asked.

      I’d been spoken to in that tone before. Many times, in fact. So I knew immediately that there was no correct answer.

      “Yes,” I said, prepared for the tongue lashing that was about to come. I wished I knew what I’d done wrong.

      “Then why the fuck do I have to find out about a fiend incursion from someone else?” She snapped.

      I blinked a few times, surprised to hear her curse.

      “I am the captain of the guard, and therefore head of security and head of the Coggeshall military, correct?” she asked.

      “I think so, yes.”

      “You think? You are the duke. You are the one who decides these things, Montana.”

      “Okay, well, yeah. I said you were those things, and—”

      “Have I failed you?”

      “No, not really.”

      “Not really?”

      That was the wrong thing to say.

      “How?” she asked. “How have I failed you, oh glorious leader?”

      “You haven’t.”

      “You said—”

      “I’m taking it back.”

      “You cannot take it back--“

      “Sure I can. I’m the duke.”

      “That’s not a duchal power, your fucking grace.”

      “You’ve been spending too much time with Nikolai.”

      “I have spent no time with Nikolai. I spend all my time with my soldiers and my guards, trying to make sure this damn holding is secure. Despite your best intentions otherwise.”

      “Whoa there, I’ll grant you I maybe need to loop you into things more, but I’m not making this place less secure.”

      “How many people have you added to our rolls in the last month?”

      “I don’t know.”

      “And that’s the problem. We have thousands more here.”

      “You want me to turn away refugees?”

      “I did not say that—”

      “You implied as much. Bringing people in does not make us less safe; it makes us more safe. Safer. I meant safer.”

      “It makes you feel better, but it does nothing for our security. We have more souls to watch over with more disparate motivations. More reasons to bring new problems to bear for us. I do not wish to seem cruel, but—”

      “Sounds a bit like it.”

      “How dare you!”

      “Excuse me? I dare because I’m sick of people saying that me helping people is also hurting people. It’s not a fucking zero fucking sum fucking game.”

      “I disagree. Fundamentally, bringing new people into our walls who have not been vetted, who have not agreed to abide by our principals—”

      “Fuck off right there. You can go if you want to believe that. I’m not going down that path. Not everyone who comes into Coggeshall has to agree with me—”

      “Then you open yourself up to being killed by any of them. You were nearly assassinated tonight.”

      “Bullshit. That was last night.”

      “See! You make light of an event that should have shut the entire city down! A group is trying to take your life — that is not something I take lightly, nor should you!”

      “There are at least three groups I know of trying to kill me. And there’s probably more out there—”

      “More information I should know, your grace.”

      “It’s not important. No one is going to kill me.”

      “That type of thinking is dangerous, Montana of Coggeshall. Everyone is killed, either by time or something else.”

      “Sure, but not today.”

      “Tomorrow then?”

      “Maybe. But we will not make Coggeshall a jail just to keep me safe.”

      “Coggeshall does not exist without you. Not yet.”

      “Coggeshall won’t exist with me sitting in this throne room surrounded by stone and soldiers.”

      “Yes, it will.”

      “The fuck it will. It exists because we are out there fighting to make Coggeshall into something. Sitting around here trying to make sure everyone agrees with us about everything will just drive us mad and not accomplish shit.”

      “Did you think that any of those who claimed to be refugees were, instead, planted operatives from Osterstadt? Sent here to kill you?”

      “I considered that,” I said, which was mostly true, since I thought of it after they were already in Coggeshall.

      “Did you think they might be here to kill everyone else? Coggeshall does not exist without your followers, either.”

      “I’d like to think everyone in Coggeshall is smart enough to realize that doing that will bring my wrath upon them. It’s one thing to go after me, another to go after my people.”

      “Yet your people are the vulnerable ones.”

      “Which means it’s not as important to protect me as it is to protect them.”

      “Then you should tell me when devils break into MountainHome!”

      “Yes, I should have.”

      “Yes! And...” She’d run out of steam.

      “I made the call to get the Legion first,” I said, “and I didn’t think about you. I messed up the chain of command. My mistake.”

      Nathalie nodded.

      “It was a mistake,” she said. “I understand that time was of the essence, that you probably had to engage quickly. But after the fight—”

      “I should have sent someone to you,” I said.

      “Yes. It would also be wise for us to sit down and actually come to an agreement for how the military and guard will be organized in Coggeshall. Establish chains of command. And, if I might be so bold, perhaps look at reorganizing our military side into something that makes more sense.”

      “What do you mean?”

      “There are currently Coggeshall guard, Coggeshall soldiers, Thingmen, the kobold army, the Legion, and you. As well as your hirð. That many groups is difficult. Fraught with confusion.”

      “Who’s in charge of crime and investigation?”

      She just shrugged and looked at me with a smug smile.

      “The Guard?” she asked. “Ostensibly, that would be the guard. Most cities wrap that in. But most cities don’t have any other military units. You currently control a Legion. Or part of one. And you’ve started building a separate group of kobold fighters. Am I in charge of either of them, or do they report to you? Also, speaking of reports, before we continue this, the Legion says that they have swept the public areas and found no more fiends inside from that breach.”

      “Good,” I said. “Good. It was a minor breach, just—”

      “I am aware of what occurred,” she said sharply, as if even the reminder annoyed her. “Once I knew something had happened, I made sure I understood the full event, your grace.”

      “Sorry ab—”

      “I know,” she interrupted. “There is no need to continue apologizing. We still have plenty of Fiends’ Night to get through.”

      “Right.”

      “And considering the way you are dressed, is there something you should tell me about what’s going on?”

      I looked down at the poorly-fitting plate overtop of my mail hauberk, and used that moment to decide if I wanted to tell Nathalie about The Master. Naturally, a large part of me wanted to tell her, because then I could leverage the guard to watch for The Master and his underlings. And yet, at the same time, something like this was only going to reinforce Nathalie’s feelings on new people, and I didn’t want that. I wanted Coggeshall to be a welcoming and safe place for anyone and everyone, and if I had to fight harder to make it so, then so be it. And there was the nagging feeling in the back of my skull that I needed to keep things quiet, secret. The more people who knew, well, the easier it’d be for The Master to realize we knew.

      “You know,” I said, “Just feeling a little unarmored the past few events. I’d just prefer to be ready for a fight instead of having to improvise.”

      “And the spoon?” she asked, pointing to the utensil tucked into my belt.

      “Tactical tasting.”

      She frowned. “Of course, your grace.”

      “Ah, there’s the sass I know and love.”

      She rolled her eyes.

      “How are we doing other than, you know—”

      “All your added issues?”

      “Sure, let’s call them that.”

      “We are well enough. The cells are getting crowded, but that was to be expected. There is a certain amount of madness people experience tonight, and we just have to deal with it. I have had no guard problems so far. Everyone has been ready for their shift — no injuries, no real fights.”

      “What about the people who had that run in with the devil?”

      “You would need to speak more with the healers for details, but as I am aware, it seemed best to sedate them for the remainder of Fiends’ Night.”

      “Ever think that’s what we should all do for Fiends’ Night?”

      “Sedate everyone? No. I mean, I’m sure some do that, but to force it on a whole holding? No.”

      “Nikolai seemed to do that,” I said, glancing over her shoulder at the door to Nikolai’s office. “He really hit the sauce hard.”

      “My brother would do that for Fiends’ Night as well. Some find that is the best way to handle what goes on.”

      “And you?”

      “I have tried various methods. I even spent one night in a devil-hunting party.”

      “How did that go?”

      “Poorly. Winged devils dropping out of the night, shrugging off our arrows and attacks. They grabbed some of us and just disappeared. Five of our group were taken. Three were killed there in front of us. And the remaining ten of us ran for a friend’s home. It was foolish, youthful exuberance. It led me to be much more careful of my activities on Fiends’ Night.”

      “Did you just think you were that badass?”

      “Partially. There are also celestial bounties on devils. That is why some fools venture out.”

      “I killed a devil. I didn’t see anything about a bounty.”

      “You likely will when the sun rises again. The celestials will not come onto this plane today, not when there are so many of their enemies about. It would quickly become a bloodbath, and all the regular folk would wind up crushed between the two great armies. Likely.”

      “Well then. Hopefully, I’ve got a nice bounty to look forward to.”

      “Largely depends on the devil, your grace. However, if there is nothing else you need from me, I am due to make rounds.”

      “Uh, no, thank you. Go on. And again — I’m sorry I messed up.”

      “Your grace,” she said, and gave a slight bow of her head. She spun on her heel, and headed out.

      I stood there a moment, just taking a few breaths. Always good to calm down after being yelled at. No need to go take it out on someone else just because my blood was up.
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      I peeked my head inside Nikolai’s office, thinking I’d sneak in and put his notebook back.

      But the room was empty.

      “Shit,” I said. “Hopefully he doesn’t try to take any notes.”

      I seriously considered rearranging his office while he was out, or hiding a glitter of prinkies inside. But if Nikolai was out getting reloaded, that would be a bad idea. Hell, sober Nikolai hated prinkies. Drunk Nikolai would probably find new and terrible ways to torture the cute little fuckers.

      No pranks, then, I thought, closing the door. Then I headed out to find Yuri and Arno.

      Time for some detective work.

      Once again, I had to find people, a ridiculously difficult task. My dukedeom for a cell phone! I guess. It was kind of nice not having a digital tether.

      It didn’t help that it was hideously late. The dwarves were mostly still going strong on their group project, but the ball had wrapped up, and the kitchens had switched to bare bones staffing. It seemed like only those who had to be awake that still remained awake.

      I walked the halls and only saw the occasional guard patrols. I got mixed sorts of salutes from the men and women, and wondered if there was a standardized salute, or if that was at all necessary. Something to—
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      You have been offered a quest:

      The Coggeshall Salute

      Determine an official salute for the soldiers and citizens of Coggeshall

      Reward for success: Increased community cohesion

      Penalty for failure (or refusal): Unknown

      Yes/No
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      Fuck.

      I accepted the quest. Might as well get some extra XP for something stupid.

      Up and down the halls I went, finally coming across Yuri and Arno walking down a set of stairs. We almost ran into each other.

      “Your grace,” Arno said. “Everything okay with the guard?”

      “Yeah,” I said, “nothing big. Communication errors.”

      “Ah.”

      “You two make some progress?”

      Arno looked to Yuri.

      “Your grace,” Yuri said, “it is quite late. Finding anyone awake is, uh—”

      “Challenging?” I offered.

      “Improbable,” Arno replied.

      “You haven’t found anyone?” I asked.

      “We found where they live,” Yuri said, “but we have chosen to not wake them as of yet.”

      “Why?”

      “Because we hold no formal position in Coggeshall.”

      “He’s a Legion mancer,” I said. “That’s formal.”

      “Technically not even a member of Coggeshall, your grace,” Arno pointed out.

      I sighed.

      “Let’s pretend this is my first Fiends’ Night,” I started.

      Arno held up his hand.

      “Is this something that might need privacy?” he asked.

      “Oh, yeah. Maybe, I guess—”

      My ears popped, and all the noises echoing around the stairwell went silent.

      “We can’t hear what’s going on outside the circle,” I said, “right?”

      “That is a side-effect of the spell,” Arno replied.

      “Just something to be aware of. I’d rather not get hit with fruit again. Or, you know, something slightly more deadly.”

      “Like broccoli?” Yuri asked, straight-faced. He held it for a second before breaking into a toothy grin.

      “Yes,” I said. “Like broccoli.”

      “Are you allergic?” Arno asked, genuinely concerned.

      “A joke,” I said. “Because of the limes.”

      “Ah. Right.”

      “Back to what I was saying. Let’s pretend this is my first Fiend’s Night—”

      “How could that be?”

      “Let’s pretend.”

      “I find this a pointless exercise already,” Arno snapped.

      “There’s a long story that can explain things. Just, well, not right now. It is not germane to any of this other shit. I need to know what to expect over the course of this night. I need to know things you guys may think is total noob shit, but—”

      “Noob shit?” Arno asked, then turned to Yuri. “Do you know this creature?”

      “The noob?” Yuri replied. “No.”

      “It’s not a creature. It’s slang for new. Newbie. Noob.”

      “I don’t know what it is you are looking for, but Fiends’ Night is thirty-six hours long,” Arno said. “Fiends come out and take who they can back to the hells. Fiends cannot come inside a home unless invited. They will, however, try to get you to come out to them in a myriad of ways. When the sun rises, you go outside.”

      “You can hunt fiends,” Yuri added. “Get a bounty from the heavens on the conclusion of the night, during the day after Fiends’ Night.”

      “Which is usually not spoken of.”

      “The bounty?” I asked.

      “The day after,” Arno said. “It’s the start of the year, and nearly everyone believes it bad luck to speak of it prior to Fiends’ Night ending.”

      “What? Why? They think it’ll bring the fiends in or something?”

      “Likely,” Yuri said. “I think it all a bit foolish.”

      “Different cultures have different ways of making it through the night,” Arno said, “as you have seen. Glatonese people prefer a social or family gathering. Parties and drinking all night long. Many of the dwarven clans choose to have work parties on large projects and do their best not to sleep. I have heard of certain, more primitive tribes far to the east who spend the night in the company of the most powerful beings in nature, as a test of their connection to the natural creatures. Relying on the great beasts to protect them from the fiends. Then there are those cultures who make deals with fiends, and they complete the deals on this night. Souls are transferred, power is bestowed. Towns offer up prisoners or sacrifices to ensure the night is peaceful. Every place on the planet has some means of making it through the night; elsewise, they will not last past a year. Is any of this giving you the information you need for us to find whatever you are looking for?”

      “Not really,” I replied. “Good to have the information, but I’m grasping at straws here. The Master is somewhere in Coggeshall. That much I know. He has to have helpers. I know he had followers in Osterstadt — quite a few of them. I can’t imagine he just left them all behind. I’d bet he’s had his followers here for some time, even. Fuck. I’m at a loss. This sort of shit is not what I’m good at.”

      “You did well enough in Osterstadt,” Yuri said.

      “True,” Arno agreed, “you were instrumental in hunting down a master vampire.”

      “I didn’t do much,” I said. “You two and Bear did all the hunting. I just did the punching and kicking part.”

      “Then perhaps we need to get Bear.”

      “Maybe,” I said. “Skeld is not going to like this.”
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      After a little running around MountainHome, a grumpy dwarf finally gave us good directions to the quarters of one Skeld Woodingson.

      I pounded on the door.

      I heard some shuffling going on inside, as well as a few hissed words exchanged. The door opened, and Skeld’s wolverine snout poked out, then his eyes. He looked at me, then at Yuri, then at Arno, and back at me before blinking a few times.

      “Yes?” he asked, his voice husky in the late night.

      “I know you’re busy getting busy, but we need you,” I said. “And Bear.”

      “Why would you think Bear is — I, uh, really?”

      “Yes, really. You think I’m out here in the middle of the night just to be an ass and interrupt you getting ass?”

      “You have a rather, um, different view of night and day, your grace. Some of us must sleep. Is this an emergency?”

      I looked over at Arno, who oh-so-helpfully shrugged.

      Yuri tapped something out on his leg and then shook his head. “If we are confident in the timeline, then we have twenty hours remaining. Roughly. Which feels like plenty of time to me.”

      I nodded, then turned to tell Skeld to go back to bed. But the door had already shut. I hadn’t even had time to give him the proper shit he deserved! One more thing to add to the to-do list.

      “It’s been sixteen hours already?” I asked. “How is that possible?”

      “Time feels different during Fiends’ Night,” Arno whispered. “Some people can sleep all the way through all thirty-six hours. It is an affectation of the way the planes are psuedo-merged.”

      “So we’re nearly at the half-way point? That’s crazy.”

      “It is as it is, your grace.”

      I looked at the two of them standing outside Skeld’s door. Arno had dark rings under his eyes, and Yuri leaned against the wall, his eyelids heavy.

      “You two look like you need sleep,” I proclaimed.

      Both men hesitated before answering. I knew immediately they’d say that they were a little tired, but could push on. That finding The Master was too important. I also knew I couldn’t expect them to live on my schedule. I had to look out for my people, instead of forcing them into burnout.

      “That wasn’t a question,” I said quickly. “I want you to each sleep for say, six hours? Then come find me. Hopefully Bear and Skeld will be rested by then as well. And maybe even Ragnar. Or someone else.”

      I got nods from both men. They headed to their quarters quickly, perhaps worried I might change my mind.

      I was alone again.

      So I did some rounds.

      I thought about sleeping.

      I ate some more food.

      Nothing felt important enough to do, so I didn’t exactly know what to do with myself. My only genuine lead required speaking with all the people who were sleeping. And calling it a genuine lead seemed more and more like a stretch. If a follower of The Master was actually on that list, first I’d have to figure that out somehow, and then I’d have to get them to slip up and tell me the truth. But I only had one use of veritasium, which meant I really needed to be sure about using the forced-truth-telling when it was time to force someone to tell the truth. And that felt like an impossibility.

      Finally, I went to the throne room and sat down. In my duchal throne. I felt like an imposter.

      What was I doing...

      I got to thinking about how The Master needed a lair. He had to have a place to eat his victims. How was he transporting people around Coggeshall? It’s not like Coggeshall was a fully functioning city, with rooftops and sewers to move through.

      There were only a few ways you could move a body. We didn’t use wagons so much as carts — carts that were, for the most part, pulled by hand. When we’d moved our livestock into the mountain, there was an uptick in animals pulling carts. But there had to be something I was missing. I needed someone to bounce ideas off of. There were probably only two people in Coggeshall, besides myself, who had truly fucked-up sleep schedules. One was busy watching an egg, and I knew nothing would pull Darius away from that duty, no matter the emergency.

      But then there was Lee.
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      I found the Minnesotan in the treasury. It was exceptionally quiet, just the soft clinking of coins and the occasional scratching of pen on paper. Lee barely looked up when I walked in, merely held up a finger, and said, “A minute.”

      I dutifully waited.

      He was moving coins around the place, taking them from barrels, weighing them, and then putting them in crates.

      A few minutes of this, and he wrote a few things down on a clipboard, then hung the clipboard up. He grabbed a small broom and swept the floor, then pushed everything back into place, and finally clapped his hands.

      “Your dukeness,” Lee finally said. “To what do I owe the honor of this late-night visit?”

      “I need some help.”

      “I live to serve.”

      “Really?”

      “No, but it sounded good. Seems like what you’re supposed to say to a duke, right?”

      “What would I know about that?”

      “What do you need help with?”

      “If you were going to move bodies around Coggeshall, how would you do it?”

      “Is there something I should know?”

      I leaned back and made sure I’d shut the treasury door.

      “I’m trying to find The Master.”

      “Who?”

      “He’s a monster, let’s leave it at that. From what I know, he’s got a lair somewhere within Coggeshall. And he eats people. So he’s been snatching our people, moving them through Coggeshall in secret, and eating them.”

      “Seems, um, terrifying? If I didn’t know I could respawn, I think I would be running and screaming right now. He eats people? And has been doing this?”

      “That’s what it seems like.”

      “You’re awfully calm.”

      “I’m dumb enough when I’m calm — what do you think I’m like when I’m riled up?”

      “Violent.”

      “Probably fair.”

      “And violence is not the answer?”

      “I have to find him first.”

      “That would make being violent rather challenging.”

      “Very. So that’s where I need your help.”

      “You’ve got a raft of helpers.”

      “They’re all asleep.”

      He sighed and stretched. “I suppose that’s true. This Fiends’ Night stuff is strange.”

      “Very. Did you know time moves differently?”

      “Does it?”

      “Or maybe it just feels like it moves differently.”

      “I can see that. The unnatural darkness, the strange behaviors. It’s all so unsettling.”

      “Have you been in here the whole time?”

      “I started at the dinner and checked out the dancing, but it’s not really music I’m used to dancing to. And plus it felt wrong. My wife and I loved dancing, and...”

      “Yeah, I get it.”

      “But we are not here to wax poetic about lost loves and lives, are we? We are here to save lives. Hunt monsters.”

      “Count coins.”

      “Weigh coins. Nikolai asked me to prep some gold into crates.”

      “Why?”

      “I assuming he’s going to melt the gold down. Sell it in ingots.”

      “Makes sense. But moving bodies — any ideas?”

      He grabbed the clipboard and ripped a sheet of paper off the pad. Then he took his pen out and began sketching with quick, confident strokes.

      “This is MountainHome, more or less, right?” he asked, pointing at his drawing.

      “Sure.”

      “If you were going to have a secret people-eating spot, where would you put it?”

      “Confined to Coggeshall?”

      “Yes. Why would I — never mind. Where in MountainHome?”

      “I don’t know, near a stairwell?”

      “That’s one idea, certainly. For all intents and purposes, we live in a vertical community. There is plenty of travel up and down, but not as much horizontally. Which means...?”

      “It’s easier to move things down, so—”

      “Exactly. We can reliably focus on the lowest levels. Bodies are heavy, and if you are trying to move things in secret, you’d want it to be as easy as possible. In fact, I would look to see if someone’s installed additional laundry chutes. Because then you are only moving bodies along the hallways — never having to use the stairs. And if that’s the case, you could just use the laundry carts to move the bodies, and no one is the wiser.”

      “We have laundry chutes?”

      “Ever wonder how you have clean clothes all the time?”

      “It’s more that I get clothes all the time. Mostly I get chided because people have to burn my old stuff.”

      “Well, you are a special and unique sort of boy, your grace, and we can’t all get new clothes instead of laundering them. Although, I suppose that’s not exactly fair, considering most of your dirt is really blood. Forget I was making fun of you there, I did not think it all the way through. There are laundry chutes, and a laundry service. Most of us set out bags with our apartment number and name, and the clothes are taken in the night and returned in the morning.”

      “It’s got to be them.”

      “Who?”

      “The laundry people. That’s the perfect cover—”

      “You realize they would also have to do all the laundry for Coggeshall.”

      “Sure, but—”

      “And several thousand people generate an immense amount of laundry.”

      “Sure, but—”

      “There’s, in fact, a rather large group of people who do nothing but handle laundry.”

      “I get what you’re saying, Lee. But what I’m saying is that The Master might have that many followers.”

      “I think I’ll just remain in the treasury until you’ve got this situation resolved.”

      “It is a little creepy to think about.”

      “No, Montana, it is a lot creepy to think that there is a large group of people working together to feed other people to a monster while acting like normal members of this community.”

      “Vuldranni, eh? What a fucking place.”

      “Indeed.”
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      Now that I knew about them, I spotted laundry chutes all over.

      I headed to a residential wing. In every hallway, halfway up the wall, I noticed two small metal doors. And even more telling — there was a sign above each: Laundry. One chute was for clothes, and the other was for everything else.

      Shoving my head inside made one thing clear: there was no room for me to slide down the chute. There was an initial sloped decline, which then opened into a vertical chute. I guess that’s how they tried to keep things from jamming up. It was a clean solution.

      The non-clothes chute looked the same. I didn’t think they’d be able to get an entire body through, though. Maybe if they did something about those pesky collarbones first, they’d be able to slide a person down. Oh, and the hips. But that seemed like a lot of work, and something obvious that would have to get noticed at some point.

      Still, the chute idea made the most sense. At least to me.

      The Master and his ilk were big into remaining hidden. Maybe they’d built their own chutes. It’s not like excess construction was ever noticeable within Coggeshall. There was so much going on it would be easy to make nearly anything blend in.

      I walked along the hallway, running my hand against the wall, seeing if I could find a secret door.

      Then it happened: my hand nudged a piece of rock inward. A glow of light came out, and something squeaked.

      I stopped, took a step back, and bent down a little to look into the opening.

      It was a little studio apartment. A tiny bed sat along one wall with a kitchenette across the way, complete with glowstone pebbles as lights on the low ceiling. I saw a doll-house-sized leather armchair, a teeny fireplace, and a shelf that held books the size of postage stamps.

      A tiny figure huddled in the corner, shivering in fear.

      Something only about eight inches tall, or at least I figured it would be about eight inches if it wasn’t forcibly trying to disappear into the rock.

      “Who are you?” I asked.

      No answer. The creature inside looked a rather lot like a mouse, but with handsomely-tailored clothes.

      “Okay, well,” I said, speaking slowly, “I’m looking for a secret chute that people have been sending bodies down. Any ideas?”

      The little mouse creature peeked over at me. He looked me up and down, and then pointed to the left.

      “That way?” I asked.

      The creature nodded.

      “Thanks,” I said, and shut the door.

      I took a few steps and peered over my shoulder, wondering what the fuck I’d just seen. Had that even been the right response? There were too many things to deal with — the random tiny apartment could wait until later. Besides, the little guy had been helpful. In theory.

      I continued along to the left with my hand on the wall and found another hidden opening. This one was large. Not absurdly large, but large enough to fit a man like me. Or, you know, virtually every other non-minotaur in Coggeshall.

      The inside of the chute was completely different from the others, lacking any sense of finishing. But from the outside, it was almost perfectly invisible. I couldn’t find a seam, even knowing exactly where to look. I figured there was some kind of magic involved that I just wasn’t picking up on. Still, it finally started to make sense how people could have gone missing so easily.

      Just stroll along the hallway and hip-check someone into the chute. Quick. Easy.

      “Fuck,” I whispered, shaking my head.

      It was brilliant. You know — in a terrifying, fucked-up way.

      I finally had a genuine lead to follow, but everyone else was asleep. I could wait. I should wait. I should muster all the forces at my disposal and—

      Unless it was just another chute. Maybe it was just a trash chute. Or a kobold chute, used by the miniature dragons to move around the base in pseudo-secrecy. Knowing kobolds as I did, which wasn’t that well, it certainly seemed possible. Besides, as evidenced by the little mouse guy, it was possible to have secrets in Coggeshall. I wondered if Nikolai knew about the mouse guy. Was Nikolai back to sleeping?

      I pushed the secret door in again and stared into the darkness below. Switching into darkvision, I could see that the chute just went down. What it went down into was a mystery. I knew I had to find out.

      But that wasn’t really the smartest play. And yet...

      For good measure, I sent off a few prinkies with messages letting people know what I’d found and where I was going, and also giving a few suggestions how they might help. But I made sure the prinkies knew it would be best if they didn’t wake people up to deliver the message so much as wait until the people were awake to complete their tasks. It was only after the prinkies were gone that I realized I hadn’t used the prinky-dressing archway. A real missed opportunity.

      I did a little stretching, and then dove into the chute, just like Leia.

      I really hoped it didn’t lead down into a pit of garbage.
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      The chute was full-on vertical at first, so I was basically free falling. Then I hit a diagonal and got shunted to the left. Then forward. Then left. And then back to falling vertically. I caught sight of other chutes joining mine, revealing how intricate this whole damn thing was. There were fucking secret tunnels everywhere. My mountain was Swiss cheese!

      And I hate Swiss cheese! It’s so banal and pointless, as far as cheeses go.

      After a few seconds of falling, the bottom of the chute gently arced until I was going almost horizontal. Then I burst through a drapery of sorts, into a lit room.

      I soared gracefully through the air for the briefest of moments, before hitting a wall and dropping six or so feet to the floor. I shook my head, trying to get the cobwebs out, and got a look at the place.

      It wasn’t a big room, nor finely carved. Purely perfunctory. The main decoration in the place was a set of manacles hanging down from the very center of the ceiling. In those manacles was someone familiar.

      “Nikolai?” I asked.

      “Montana!” Nikolai said, twisting his body around to look over at me. “Quickly now,” he hissed.

      Nikolai hung there with his arms above his head, standing on his tiptoes.

      Not wanting to waste time, I ran over to him, and reached up, grabbing the chains. I swung myself upside down and got my feet planted on the ceiling.

      After a little grunting and pushing, I ripped the chain from its mount on the ceiling. Which sent me, and the chain, tumbling to the floor.

      Somehow, Nikolai managed to avoid being crushed by me.

      He held out his hands.

      “Any chance you’ve worked on lock-picking?” he asked.

      “Let me take a peek at my character sheet,” I said, already knowing the answer. “Nope. No lock-picking.”

      “That is—” Nikolai started and then shook his head. “We need to move quickly to get out of here.”

      “Where is here?”

      “Where they keep their meals.”

      “The Master?”

      “Yes. And his people.”

      “Shit,” I said, peering around the room.

      There was a door to one side, wooden with metal bars embedded into an opening where our jailors could peek in at us.

      “Do you have your bag with you?”

      I nodded, absentmindedly. I was focused on the door.

      “Give it here,” he said,

      “What? Why?”

      “I’m going to see if you’ve got something I can use to get these damn manacles off.”

      I gave him the bag and went over to the door. Like everything else with this setup, it was functional, but only just.

      Through the bars I saw an empty square room with a higher than normal ceiling. I peered up — nothing.

      I reached out with tremorsense. I could feel Nikolai behind me, fiddling with my bag and his manacles. Slight tremors came from far above me, but I guessed that was the dwarven work party. A variety of tiny vibrations spreading out below me — probably small creatures. But nothing on the same level. Except Nikolai.

      “I think we’re clear out there,” I whispered.

      I expected a snarky reply, but none came. It made me wonder how long he’d been down here.

      “You okay to move?” I asked, still whispering, and still keeping my eyes on the outside room.

      “Fine,” Nikolai replied. “These are just taking more time than I thought. What do you see out there?”

      “Just an empty room. There’s a door across the way that’s partially open. Looks like stairs beyond, but I can’t tell.”

      “Is that door locked?”

      “Probably,” I said, and gave it a gentle push and pull.

      It was open.

      “That’s awfully convenient,” I said, feeling suspicious.

      “Or we are lucky,” Nikolai said. “Go!”

      I stepped through the door, and my foot went straight through the floor.
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      It felt like I had missed the step. I pitched forward hard, passing through the illusion set up outside the cell. 

      I hit something with my face. A new floor, perhaps. One that was remarkably smooth. It was dark, but not in a normal way where I could still see with darkvision. This felt like a perfect dark. I couldn’t see. At all. I reached out with tremorsense and got back nothing.

      Something grabbed my arms and pulled me forward. Cold metal surrounded my wrists, and a searing pain accompanied the audible click of the lock.

      I tried to stand up, but I couldn’t get my feet underneath me.

      “Nikolai,” I called out, “it’s a trap!”

      Nikolai’s reply came out of the darkness, completely calm and collected.

      “I know.”
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      Tendrils of pure black swirled away and disappeared into the shadows. I could see again.

      I was the one chained now, with dark green manacles clamped over my wrists. The chain itself was also green, shiny but dark. The links were perfect circles, very large with no seams on them. The chain attached to my right arm disappeared into the wall, and the chain attached to my left arm went into the opposite wall.

      The floor was a glossy black, so perfectly glossy, in fact, that I could see myself in it. It was like sitting on a mirror. Sitting, because I couldn’t stand up. When I tried to put pressure anywhere on the floor, I’d just slip and fall right back down. So much for my fancy Art of Movement ability.

      I pulled on one chain, and after the slack, it yanked my other arm.

      The chain was connected through the wall somehow, and there just wasn’t enough slack to move myself over.

      With an immense amount of effort, I managed to pull myself into a precarious standing position, supported by the chains.

      “Impressive,” came a voice. Nikolai stepped through a wall, which then fluttered out of existence and revealed a large open room behind him.

      That portion of the room had carpet and had a long dining table.

      “You want to explain what’s happening here?” I asked.

      “I did not expect you to even stand up,” Nikolai said, peering at me, and then the floor. “Just so you are aware, those chains are very special. That was the major impediment to me meeting you sooner.”

      “Meeting me? What do you mean?”

      He smiled, but the smile got larger than it should have. Like the ends of his mouth extended an inch more on each side.

      “Oh,” I said. “You’re The Master.”

      He winked at me, then shrugged. “Guilty as charged.”

      “Were you, I mean, did you, have you been Nikolai this whole time?”

      “Oh no,” he said. “A recent change. It’s been a bit of whirlwind keeping track of who I’ve been, but suffice to say I’ve done what’s necessary to get to this point.”

      “Where you eat me.”

      “Why yes,” he said, clapping his hands together. “I am so glad you already know what will happen.”

      “Why?”

      “Power, of course. I want your power. And your abilities. You have quite the reserves. Abilities and boons galore.”

      Nikolai, or, rather, The Master masquerading as Nikolai, was positively drooling over the prospect of eating me.

      “And I must thank you for this bag,” he said, holding out my knapsack. “It is quite a unique item.”

      I gritted my teeth, feeling so unbelievably dumb.

      So I summoned a prinky and kicked it at The Master.

      The Master ducked out of the way and sent me a sneering look in return.

      I started summoning prinkies en masse. I had thousands and thousands of useless mana — might as well use it to annoy, well, everyone.

      The prinkies slipped all over the floor. I won’t lie — I might have squished one to see if it improved grip on the perfectly smooth floor.

      It definitely made the floor more fabulous, with a sheen of glitter, but it did nothing to improve my grip.

      “Someone get that damn necklace from him,” The Master shouted.

      A door opened up in the wall. People streamed in, several of whom I recognized. Faces I’d seen around Coggeshall for a long time.

      “How—” I started.

      A man in a guard uniform came close to me. I reached out and grabbed his hand. I promptly fell over, but so did the man. I didn’t let go.

      There was a momentary struggle, and then there was the sharp pop as the man’s neck broke. His body went limp.

      I reached down and felt along his belt.

      No weapon.

      A hook dropped into the man’s calf with a wet thunk, and a young woman began to pull the body from me.

      At the same time, another young man aimed a long, thin feather on the end of a long, thin rod at me.

      “What the—” I started, but as soon as the feather touched me, I started giggling. I pulled my arms and legs in, instinctively. “You tickled me!”

      “So many see this as a useless item,” The Master said, gesturing lazily to the feather, “but look at the power it has. Again.”

      The man tickled me again.

      “Continue,” The Master ordered.

      I was laughing so hard I couldn’t breathe. I could barely think. My eyes were clenched shut, my body contorting one way and then the other.

      It stopped, and I took in gulping breaths, trying to stop my spasming muscles.

      Cool hands brushed my neck. I felt my prinky necklace lift away.

      I grabbed out blindly, my eyes watering even as I opened them. But before I could make contact, the damn feather was back again and I was rolling around the ground and giggling like a little boy.

      “Enough,” The Master said through Nikolai’s voice.

      I took my time before opening my eyes, trying to get to a kneeling state before simply giving up. Any sort of movement was just an exercise in frustration.

      Nikolai-The Master held the prinky chain in his hands, scrutinizing it.

      “Interesting toy,” he said.

      He threw it over his shoulder, and I heard the metal amulet thunk across the carpet.

      The remaining prinkies slid around a little on the smooth floor before The Master’s helpers hooked and speared them into puffs of glitter. Even The Master got in on the fun, stomping on prinkies and punting them until there were none left. I very much wanted to rage and exact revenge over the murder of my little buddies. I was the only one allowed wanton destruction of prinkies.

      Nothing like impotent rage.

      I reached out with tremorsense and finally got a better read on things. I could dimly feel the people moving around, on the carpeted area, and I counted twenty people on the same level as me, plus The Master. He wasn’t moving, but I could feel him. I opened my eyes and counted twenty-two chairs around the big dining table. I wondered if someone was missing, or if they’d saved a spot for their meal.

      Above me, I could sense my backup plan starting to come on line, which meant I just needed to play for time.

      Once again using a modified Iron Cross rings technique, I pulled myself up to standing.

      “What’s so special about this chain?” I asked.

      The Master gave me the too-wide smile. “It is quite fantastic, isn’t it?”

      “I mean, I guess it’s green.”

      “Green? It is so much more than that.”

      “Care to share?”

      “You have no identification spells?”

      “Not a one.”

      “Ah. Well, that explains a few things.”

      “Such as?”

      “It means I could have spent a little less time being careful and a little more time finishing up this rather laborious process,” he said. He took a step towards me and shook his head. “It is a shame no one will know how much work capturing you entailed.”

      “You can tell me.”

      “I am tempted.”

      I tried to pull on the chain.

      Nothing. I desperately wanted to rip it from the rock walls.

      I tried to get my fingers under the manacles—

      “That is a pointless endeavor,” The Master said. “That chain is meant to hold dragons.”

      “Dragons?” I asked.

      “Well, not actual dragons, but members of related species,” he clarified. “Beasts quite a bit more powerful than even you, with your over 100 strength. There is a beast known as the konungsdauðagerðarmaður—”

      “Bless you.”

      “Who will bless me?”

      “I suppose I just did.”

      “Why?”

      “You know, the joke is lost at this point.”

      “Where was the joke in the first place?”

      “Never mind.”

      “As you wish. The chains are meant to hold the konungsdauðagerðarmaður for blood-letting. The konungsdauðagerðarmaður is quite useful, but was very hard to gather prior to the introduction of these chains. So they are very expensive. Took most of my gold to get a set for you. You should be impressed I was willing to go as far as I am.”

      “Neat, I guess. Of course, that would mean you’re out of gold now.”

      “Good thing I know someone with a little too much precious metal in his treasury.”

      “You’re stealing now?”

      “I make my way through the world as I please. As you have an excess of coin, I am merely taking some of it for my troubles.”

      “You made all the trouble. You never had to do this.”

      “Oh, that is where you are wrong. When you came into my view, I knew I had to have you—”

      “So this is my fault for existing around you?”

      “Yes. Of course. If a mouse runs in front of an owl, do you blame the owl for hunting its dinner?”

      “I certainly don’t blame the fucking mouse.”

      “Because you are the mouse. It would be strange if you blamed yourself.”

      “There is not one person who’d agree with you.”

      He held out his hands at the people waiting on the carpet.

      “Those assholes don’t count,” I snapped.

      With a tiny, shitty smile, The Master shrugged. “They will certainly soon count much more than you. Set the table, my friends.”

      The followers moved quickly, turning to gather things from the room nearby.

      “Do you mind bringing the faces out?” The Master called.

      “Faces?” I asked.

      “I know you know some of my abilities,” he said. “You see me as Nikolai now, so you must understand I have a flexible shape.”

      “That’s not flexible—”

      “Nevertheless, while I have the ability to become whomever I’ve had the pleasure of consuming, it is not always easy to remember how to make the faces. And the faces must be perfect. Your bodies are always covered by bulky clothes or pointless armor. It is the face that you all focus upon. Much to your detriment. So, I keep faces around, as necessary.”

      A young dwarf rolled out a cart filled with glass jars that clinked softly as they bumped each other. Inside each jar was a head. I figured I’d recognize some, or all of them, except I could only see the backs of the heads.

      “Being as some of us are leaving upon sunrise,” The Master continued, “it falls to me to pick a new vessel to journey within. Unfortunately, it would hardly be prudent to exist as either you or Nikolai. Though I do appreciate his hair.”

      Delicately, he bent over and peered at each jar, tutting and tsking as he moved along. I counted twelve jars.

      A second cart was brought out, with another twelve jars.

      Then a third.

      “Enough,” The Master said, and his followers slunk away. “You will notice they are all on their best behavior tonight. They all hope to be the next one.”

      “Next one what?”

      “One I leave.”

      “I still don’t understand why you are doing all this.”

      The Master stood up and looked over at me with his stupid smile on Nikolai’s face.

      “It is not easy to converse with you,” he finally said. “Normally, I would just need to insinuate certain elements, and my opponent would put the rest together. You need so much spelled out for you. It is taxing.”

      “Maybe that’s why Nikolai was so thin.”

      The Master looked down at his body and shrugged. “Perhaps. When I depart, one of my followers, the lucky one, will be brought within the fold of my kind. Will become one of, well, me. And they will grow their own group of followers here, just as was done in Osterstadt. And, well, you get the idea. When the time is right, we will return to our rightful place as the rulers of all these overconfident livestock.”

      “Seems like we livestock beat you at least once.”

      “You have beaten nothing, Montana of Coggeshall. You were placed ever so delicately on a throne to rule over land someone else stole.”

      “That’s a bit reductionist.”

      “You do not disagree, telling. Regardless of your misconceptions, we will rise again. Even on the exceedingly rare chance I fail here, or in my next destination, the die has been cast and the countdown begun. You have already lost! You just—”

      “—don’t know it yet. I’ve heard that before.”

      “And how did it turn out?”

      “Wrong.”

      “Huh.”

      He picked up a bottle and turned it to face me.

      Emeline.

      “The problem with you,” The Master began, “is that you just have no idea what is happening around you. In any capacity. I have outplayed you for months, and it is not even beginning to dawn on you.”

      “When were you her?”

      “When I wanted to be.”

      “When?”

      “Long enough for you to do quite a bit of my bidding, Montana. To have helped me reach this moment, when I will eat you and move on. Vampires and my kind do not often get along. In this case, some of my followers had managed to get pulled into a vampiric embrace, and I needed to find a means of coming here unnoticed. So I recruited you.”

      “You recruited me to kill you?”

      “Oh, I knew you would never reach me. I guided you exactly as I needed. Much as I did when I arrived. And it took little to orchestrate all this,” he gestured at the room and the chains and whatnot. “You are remarkably predictable, almost painfully so. And thus, here you are. My tasty treat.”

      “Great,” I said.

      “For one of us,” he said with a smile. “I am unused to speaking with my meals so long, but you are a little, well, complicated to prepare. As we’ve already seen, you’re more than capable of killing my followers with your bare hands. So do bear with us, pardon the pun, while we facilitate a little weakening.”

      “Wait,” I said.

      But The Master was done speaking to me. I watched him pick up a jar that held a woman’s head — at least I guessed it was a woman based on the hair.

      “Place this in my quarters,” Nikolai-The Master said, holding it out until a follower rushed over. A follower I recognized as one of the women I’d saved from the Master Vampire in Osterstadt. Once again, I felt like a tool who’d been so perfectly used…

      I looked up at the ceiling and willed things to happen faster.

      “You know,” I said, “there are people coming for me.”

      “Nonsense,” The Master said without looking at me. He started to disrobe. “You operate on your own, to your perpetual detriment. Your people constantly urge you to ask for assistance. Plead with you to use them. Yet you, perhaps thinking you are being generous, or helpful, continue to do everything yourself. Which I, for one, appreciate. It has made this all the easier.”

      Nikolai was naked now. Or, at least, the thing that was pretending to be Nikolai was naked. He rolled his head around on his neck and stretched out his arms, shaking his muscles like a swimmer prepping for a race. He started to walk around, moving carefully, delicately. I could see his muscles rippling. Not in a natural way, more like there was something under the skin, moving around. Big things, causing ripples to move up and down his limbs.

      I held back an instinctual urge to vomit. To look away. There was something so fundamentally wrong that my brain was having trouble processing what I saw.

      Unable to stop myself, I closed my eyes.

      Reaching out with tremorsense, I could still feel The Master. It seemed like I could feel the ripples from his body running through the floor to me.

      Above, salvation neared.

      Below, though, it seemed my time was up.

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            80

          

        

      

    

    
      The followers spoke in hushed tones.

      I could feel the change.

      When I opened my eyes, I saw a horror of flesh in front of me.

      The Master, in his true form, looked like someone had shoved a lamprey’s mouth into a snail’s foot and super-sized it. Then they painted the whole thing black and dumped a bucket of slime on it. It practically filled all the space available, all the way up to the ceiling, and was easily ten feet across. Five long black claws stuck out at semi-regular intervals around the face side of the thing. Despite it being over on the carpet, I could feel its hot breath wafting over me, the fetid stink of rotting meat overwhelming me.

      “You are one ugly fuck,” I said.

      Pure black orbs emerged from the snail-like skin. Like the floor below me, they were perfectly glossy and singularly black.

      “You would do well to show respect to The Master,” a woman called out to me.

      “Go fuck yourself,” I replied.

      The woman approached me, coming up to the edge of the shiny floor.

      “The Master might have shown you mercy.”

      “What, eat me quickly?”

      “Kill you prior to eating.”

      “Well, fuck him. I hope I give the bastard indigestion.”

      I could feel The Master shift his gaze over to me and the woman. The woman shivered, maybe in fear, maybe in excitement. Hard to tell. I wanted to do something, but even the slightest movement, and I could feel myself slipping on the floor. With nothing else to do, I just yanked on the chains as hard as I could, pulling my arms together. I just didn’t have the leverage to do anything.

      Three people came around the corner, wearing dark robes with masks over their faces. They each held long poles with sharp pointy bits on the end. Things that looked an awful lot like fifteen-foot-long nightmare needles.

      Person one aimed the needle spear thing at me and stabbed.

      I tried to move out of the way, but wound up slipping on the floor.

      The huge needle missed.

      But the second one did not, piercing my thigh.

      It hurt deep in my leg, and blood poured out the other end.

      I grabbed at the pole, but it was greased, and it just slipped through my hands. I couldn’t get it out of my leg.

      Another of the big nightmare needles hit my torso.

      A third went into my abdomen.

      A fourth into my right leg.

      A fifth.

      A sixth.

      Blood streamed out of the needles and began collecting in goblets.

      It was a bizarre feeling, with so much blood coming out of me that darkness crept into the edges of my vision.

      But since I had no way to fight, my body was already doing its best to repair the damage. So even though my HP had dropped to nearly half, it seemed to have found a happy medium, leveling out at that point.

      Goblets overflowed and got switched out.

      And then those goblets overflowed, and large jars came out.

      Buckets.

      More of the polearms tipped with giant needles jammed into me. I weakly tried to grab one and remove it, but my hands were barely working.

      My HP was dropping now, my regeneration skill unable to keep up.

      A tentacle zapped out from the back of the fleshy horror and slammed into the back of the woman who’d been admonishing me. Her eyes went wide, her jaw dropped, and her knees buckled.

      The body didn’t move, but the eyes fluttered for a moment before rolling back into their sockets. Blood started to leak from most of her orifices.

      “He nears the moment,” the woman said, her voice coming out strangely, as if air had to be pumped through her to make her speak. “Take your places.”

      More robed figures emerged, carrying long rods with sharp-looking blades on the ends. Polearms.

      The fleshy snail-skinned thing closed its eyes, as did the woman it was puppeting.

      Everyone moved as close to the slippery floor as possible, taking up positions at regular intervals along the carpet’s edge.

      Blood still seeped out of me, soaking the carpet.

      Then something happened. Something tiny, but telling.

      Dust fell from the ceiling.

      Not enough that The Master or the followers noticed.

      But I did.

      Because it got in my fucking eye.

      But also on one of the needles.

      A fine coating of dust.

      The followers began to chant something that my blood-starved brain couldn’t understand.

      I grabbed the dust-covered needle, and my hand didn’t slip off.

      I smiled.

      “My turn,” I slurred.

      I pulled the nightmare needle out of my arm and jammed it into the crotch of a robed figure.

      The Master’s big eyes opened.

      More dust fell from the ceiling, coating the floor and the needles.

      I pulled out the needles as fast as I could, hoping my HP would recover as fast as I needed it to.

      The Master made a noise from his main body, which reverberated through the woman-puppet. Some followers stepped back, out of range. But two of them decided they had weapons, and were going to use them. They brought their long-bladed poles down in a chopping motion.

      I pulled the chain to block the first hit in a flash of sparks. The second I took in my ribs. The blade hit my mail and sent rings flying.

      The Master surged forward, his big mouth open, teeth flared. The five huge claws reached for me.

      As if on cue, a large block of stone dropped from the ceiling, smashing into The Master and pinning most of the fleshy being to the floor.

      I stabbed at The Master with the nightmare needles, driving them deep through the snail skin and into the flesh on the other side. The Master tried to move out of the way, but there was the minor issue of being stuck under five tons of granite.

      “Your grace,” came Harmut’s call, “you well?”

      “I could use some help,” I yelled back.

      Dwarves in full plate dropped through the hole up above, carrying small axes.

      The followers in robes made a break for it, running full tilt away from the incoming warriors.

      Kobolds followed behind the dwarves. It looked like the entire kobold army swarmed in and around me.

      In seconds, my people completely surrounded me, all fussing over my health.

      “Forget me,” I yelled. “Make sure that fucking thing is dead!”

      The swarm turned to The Master, and the kobolds and dwarves seemed to get into a competition of who could stab it the most. Glossy black ichor streamed out of it,  and it boiled when it merged with my blood in the carpet.

      Just like that, it was over. No big fight for me. No big showdown with The Master. Just asking for help from my people, and my people coming through. Through hundreds of feet of stone, no less.
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      I laid on the floor, staring at the four-by-four-foot hole cut in the ceiling.
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        * * *

      

      GG! You’ve assisted in killing The Master (lvl 51 Abomination).

      You’ve earned 3500 xp! What a mighty hero you are.

      

      Congratulations! You’ve completed a QUEST!

      Save the City, Save the Girl

      You have destroyed the monsters known as The Master.

      Reward for success: Unknown. Initial reward no longer available.
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        * * *

      

      ALERT!

      A member of your hirð has perished. All members of the hirð save leader gain mood debuff and have increased chance of breaking under pressure.

      
        
          
            [image: ]
          

        

        * * *

      

      The notifications poured in, and I just let them roll over me.
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        * * *

      

      Huzzah! Against all odds, you have reached Level 30! A reasonably rare occurrence. You receive 6 attribute points to distribute in the next 36 hours or you lose them. You will be given the chance to pick a new Choice. You will be given the chance to pick your 30th level ability! Dare to believe you can survive and achieve greatness. Or don’t.
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        * * *

      

      People moved around me, marshaling themselves to face whatever horrors awaited in The Master’s lair.

      The collection of heads brought about frightening evidence of how deep The Master had managed to get. How close we had been to losing everything.

      I felt a great emptiness.

      Nikolai was dead.

      I wanted to believe he was in a better place, because he’d been so deeply unhappy. I still wasn’t that clear on what happened to people in Vuldranni when they died, but at least he wouldn’t have to suffer prinkies and shiny pebbles any longer. In theory. It would be hilarious if prinkies staffed the afterlife, though I had my doubts.

      I smiled a little.

      Of all people, Nikolai would yell at me for spending time being melancholy over his death. He’d be the one standing there, yelling at me to get on and do something. To organize my people and make sure Coggeshall could recover from this. He’d want me to find a replacement chancellor, and probably yell at me for all the paperwork he was going to have to do because of this mess. And how a true duke would never have been caught and chained up to be eaten.

      I sighed, and got to my feet.

      All around me, motion stopped as all eyes turned to me, waiting for me to say something.

      “Let’s get this place cleared out, cleaned up, and finish up fucking Fiends’ Night, shall we?” I asked.

      That got a few smiles and mild cheers. Then, people got back to work.

      Harmut walked up to me, wiping black blood off the head of his mace with a well-used cloth that went right into his back pocket without an ounce of thought.

      “This what you were thinkin’ of?” he asked, gesturing up at the hole above me.

      “Along those lines,” I said.

      “Yer orders caught me a bit by surprise. Ain’t usual for the duke to be askin’ me to do much of anything.”

      “I ask you to do stuff all the time.”

      “Beggin’ pardon, yer grace, but Nikolai tells me to work. Eliza asks me to work. Lee’ll draw up plans I cannot help but make into reality. But you? When you find a problem, you fix it yourself. Oft to your detriment, even if’n it’s helpin’ the rest of us. I half-thought it were some kind of foolishness until all them kobolds came over ready to show up my dwarves in digging a big fuck-off hole in the middle of MountainHome.”

      “Can’t have kobolds showing up dwarves, can we?”

      “I admit, yer grace, I was not quite believin’ in your willingness to, well, open our doors to any and all, but these little guys work hard. And they more’n love you. Being that I might have some good feelings about you, I suppose we might be workin’ in the same direction.”

      I nodded, and a gave him a grim sort of smile.

      “Finally learning to delegate a bit,” I said.

      “Nikolai’ll be a proud chancellor,” Harmut said.

      I opened my mouth to tell Harmut what’d happened, but a lump formed in my throat and I couldn’t speak. I just shook my head.

      Harmut’s bushy eyebrows tilted down, then he shook his head.

      I nodded.

      The dwarven chief looked away from me, over at the ruined remains of the Master. He pulled off his digging helmet, letting out a mess of sweaty hair, and ran his hand over his head a few times.

      “Ah, fuck, lad,” Harmut finally said. “Are you—”

      “I’m sure,” I said. “It’s, I mean, yeah. I got the notifications, I saw the proof. He’s gone.”

      “That thing?”

      I nodded slowly, and then I looked away. I didn’t want him to see the tears forming in my eyes. I didn’t want to admit I what I was feeling. And I didn’t want Harmut to see that I was already blaming myself. I could have kept a better watch on Nikolai instead of Emeline. I could have forced Nikolai to have guards around. But I didn’t. I thought the guy was immortal, and I was wrong.

      I was wrong, but Nikolai paid the price.

      “Let me know what I can do,” Harmut said. “If’n there be something that can be done, that is.”

      “Thank you,” I said. “I have a feeling our winter just got a whole lot harder.”

      “Aye,” he said softly.

      “Actually,” I said, “I did think of something you could do for me. Can you get these fucking chains off?”
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      The short answer was no.

      The long answer was noooooooooooooo. The chains could not come off. At least not with the tools or skills at hand. The magic involved in the chains was very powerful. I worried they’d be pretty much permanent until death.

      Harmut and his dwarves chiseled the chains out of the wall, and I just dragged them around with me as I made my way around The Master’s lair.

      There was the large carpeted dining room. Directly behind the dining room was a crude kitchen dominated by a deep fire pit with a metal grate across the top. Perfect for whole-corpse cooking.

      On one side of the large chamber was The Master’s quarters, which was a strange place. It had trunks upon trunks, all full of clothing. All different clothes, too, from all sorts of cultures, and in all different sizes. Ballgowns, tights, hose, hobnail boots, tunics, tabards — it was an incredible collection. We found some magical items which I had packed up and sent to the treasury before anyone could get any ideas.

      Then there was a large pool of saltwater. Not like ocean water — more gentle than that, in terms of salinity. And of course, there were the heads. Rows of glass jars filled with heads suspended in some preserving solution.

      Of the eighty-three heads found in The Master’s chambers, plenty were from my people in Coggeshall. Emeline, Nikolai, the cleaning lady, several guards. But thankfully, no children. There were also several dogs, a cat, and three different birds. There didn’t seem to be any sort of predilection for races, as the collection represented every type of race I knew. Save minotaurs. No minotaurs. I wondered if that was because of their size — maybe because they couldn’t fit down the chute, The Master didn’t feel the need to take any.

      Bear, Skeld, Ragnar, and Tarryn showed up just a few minutes after the hirð notice went out. I could see Ragnar’s wet face. He wore a smile, but I could see the sadness.

      I hugged the little guy, and he grabbed onto me.

      Skeld did as well.

      Then Bear.

      “I don’t hug,” Tarryn said.

      Skeld reached out and snatched the warmancer into the hirðhug.

      We remained like that for a moment.

      There just weren’t words.

      Nikolai had been there since the beginning, more so than anyone else in my life. And now he was gone.

      “I don’t suppose Fiends’ Night is over,” I said.

      It was not.

      I hiked up all the stairs with the heavy chain wrapped around me, actually feeling the immense weight after the first few steps. It was grueling. I needed a shower, and then I needed to get to thinking.

      We needed a chancellor. And we needed to prepare for whatever madness was going to come after Fiends’ Night. We had to make sure we had food for the winter. Make sure we could finish the wall, and the fort to guard the wall before winter was over and fighting season began. I had to figure out what the fuck was going on with the fucking Emperor, and what I would do with my vote. And, given how much pressure there seemed to be coming onto me, it wouldn’t be the worst idea to think about making some overt gestures of romantic interest in someone.

      Just as I was about to enter my room, I ran smack into Darius, my face hitting his chest.

      He looked down at me, a rare smile across his face.

      “It’s happening,” he said.

      “I need a bit more information,” I said, trying to extricate myself from the big guy and make my way more toward the shower and bathroom.

      “The egg,” he said. “It’s hatching.”

      “You’re kidding,” I said.

      “I’m not, look!!” He pointed, and, sure enough, I could see small cracks forming across the shell.

      “Your grace!” came a call from behind me.

      “In here,” I yelled back, my attention on the egg, wondering what sort of monster was about to come through.

      “There’s a challenge being called at the doors,” Nathalie said, out of breath from running up the stairs. “A devil calls you to fight, or he will destroy Coggeshall.”

      I leaned back, staring upward, and shook my head.

      “Motherfucker needs to take a fucking number,” I shouted.
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      I definitely am.

      

      KILLING THEM AWFULLY

      

      But The Bad Guys resumes August 12, 2021:

      Back to One

      

      Want more updates?

      Sign Up Here for my email list!

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            Author’s Note

          

        

      

    

    
      February 19, 2021

      

      Friends and other folk,

      

      Thank you for joining me on this journey of stories. I’m having a ball writing in this world, playing with all these creatures and people and things. It’s definitely me gotten me through a lot of the monotony of quarantine, and I hope my books provide a little escape for you too.

      

      Despite most everywhere else having a cold winter, it’s been surprisingly mild here in Oregon — no snow for us. I’m one of those weird ones who likes snow. If there were trees, decent pizza, and high speed internet, I’d probably consider Antarctica as my next home. Can you imagine how fun pet penguins would be?

      

      Actually, a friend of mine broke into the London zoo once, and wound up getting bit by a penguin. So maybe not that fun.

      

      I am moving this summer, so there’s going to be a bit of time where I’m not super connected to the world. But y’all are still more than welcome to email me. Especially if you feel like you need someone to talk to.

      

      Life is hard as fuck these days, and there’s just so much going on. Are you doing okay?

      

      I hope so. I care about you all. You are all awesome.

      

      Time for me to go pound out some more words. Lots of fightin’ and battlin’ in this next book. Gotta go duck into the trenches and make war.

      

      Smooches,

      Eric

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            Also by Eric Ugland

          

        

      

    

    
      The Bad Guys - Epic LitRPG/GameLit

      Scamps & Scoundrels

      Second Story Man

      Skull and Thrones

      War of the Posers

      Seas the Day

      High Gloom

      

      Roseland - Private Investigator Mysteries

      Series One

      Series Two

      Series Three

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            About the Author

          

        

      

    

    
      Eric Ugland ran away from Seattle to join the circus. And then he came to his senses, and moved to Manhattan. Now he's a novelist in Oregon, trapped by trees and snow and bears. Mostly bears. SO MANY BEARS! You know, oddly enough, apparently a cougar lives along the creek that runs behind my house. How did that happen? Time to head back east to civilization…

      

      The Good Guys and The Bad Guys are continuing LitRPG series I’m writing in the world of iNcarn8. They are discrete series, so you don’t have to read both, but if you do, you’ll get more from it.  Join my reader group and be the first to know when new books come out.

      

      Reviews help other readers find books. Please post a review on Amazon, even if it’s only a line or two. I appreciate all feedback, whether it’s positive or negative.
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