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    5.21 E 
 
      
 
    Day 98 
 
      
 
    “Trebuchet is ready!” 
 
    “All clear?” 
 
    “…All clear!” 
 
    “Right! Three, two, one—” 
 
    Rael saw the wooden beam rise into the air and stop. Behind it, a long sling of rope curved up, and the young man saw a large stone fly out of the sling. It was such a smooth, casual motion that it took him a second to remember that the stone now flying high into the air weighed over a hundred pounds. 
 
    The massive stone defied gravity for a few seconds, and Rael had to turn his neck and stare with the other Human nobles as it flew across the open ground. Four hundred feet, five hundred feet—when it landed, it was a speck in the distance. The plume of dirt fountaining up into the air signaling the impact wasn’t audible—the trebuchet had sent the stone at least seven hundred feet away! 
 
    Rael’s jaw dropped. Immediately, he heard a whoop and then cheering. Peasants streamed past him, shouting with glee as a rider on horseback rode towards the place where the stone had landed, measuring out the distance. When the distance was shouted back, the nobles around Rael murmured. Gasping would have been too uncouth. 
 
    “It went that far? How?” 
 
    One of the younger nobles standing next to Rael couldn’t contain her disbelief. Lady Haviet fanned herself lightly while craning on the tips of her toes to see the trebuchet surrounded by the excited people. 
 
    “Magic, of course. It has to be. There’s no way they could throw something that heavy without a spell!” 
 
    Lord Andres looked excited as he pointed at the stone in the distance. His words made the other nobles murmur, but it was Lord Pattin who shook his head. 
 
    “It’s not magic, Andres. I didn’t detect anything from it when we inspected it a minute ago. Did you, Lady Cimeca?” 
 
    The young [Lady] shook her head, not taking her eyes off the trebuchet. Pattin nodded as he regarded the war machine speculatively. It was being loaded with another stone, a huge chunk of granite that looked recently cut. 
 
    “I’ve heard of these things. Siege weapons. War machines. But they’re supposed to be incredibly rare and difficult to manufacture! Pallass makes siege weapons, but the Drakes don’t sell to Humans. There’s a group in Chandrar that’s known for their weapons and Baleros uses some, but—” 
 
    Pattin broke off and bowed politely as an older [Lord] approached. Rael bowed as well, tilting his head towards Lord Tourant. The older man was interested. 
 
    “What was that I heard you saying, Lord Pattin? This is like the weapons the Drake cities make? Truly?” 
 
    He looked at the trebuchet, and Rael saw the half-Troll girl helping to lift another massive stone into the sling. He eyed her, noticing how her slightly cracked grey skin was covered with sweat. Part of Rael wanted to look away. She was monstrous, and yet she was Emperor Laken’s consort. And there was something…impressive…about the way she held her end of the stone while three men had to lift their side. 
 
    “I’ve never laid eyes on one myself and I’ve only seen a few sketches, but the similarities are remarkable, Lord Tourant. This is like a catapult, clearly, but the range and power are completely different.” 
 
    “Fascinating. And you’re sure of this?” 
 
    “Fairly sure, Lord Tourant.” 
 
    Pattin answered politely. Lord Tourant glanced around. 
 
    “Good, good. Thank you, young man. Excuse me.” 
 
    He walked backwards out of the small gathering of the younger nobles. Rael eyed him cautiously. Tourant was a fiery man, and as Oswalt’s father, he had taken it upon himself to punish Rael, Oswalt, and the others when they caused trouble on his lands. But today, Tourant was too busy to recall past misadventures. He strode over to the crowd of nobles, and Rael heard him speaking loudly. 
 
    “Your Majesty, this is an accomplishment! Am I to understand that this design is similar to the devices manufactured by the Walled Cities? A truly wonderful feat!” 
 
    Rael’s jaw dropped again. Not a second after he’d gotten the information from Pattin and he was using it to look like he knew everything! Andres laughed and gave Pattin a gentle cuff on the shoulder. 
 
    “Not bad, eh, Pattin? Maybe Tourant will come running back to you for more advice! Assuming you’re right!” 
 
    The young [Lord] smiled politely, not looking at all offended. He nodded to Oswalt. 
 
    “Your father seems quite interested in these devices, Oswalt.” 
 
    The young man he was addressing jumped and looked around. The glassy look on Oswalt’s face turned to confusion, and then he realized Pattin was talking to him. Oswalt shrugged self-consciously. 
 
    “My father? He’s just trying to get ahead of the others. You don’t need to answer him, Pattin. Just because he knew your father doesn’t mean he should take credit for…” 
 
    He trailed off. One of Oswalt's hands reached up reflexively towards his ear and then he lowered it. Rael tried not to look at his friend’s ear; a chunk was missing, and though the rest had been healed, the missing flesh would never be restored. 
 
    Last night. Rael shuddered as memory swam at the back of his mind. He pushed it away and saw the nobles around him doing the same. Cimeca, Andres, Ellia, Haviet…they all shared that moment of recollection, except for Pattin. He’d stayed out of sight during the—the festivities, Rael recalled. 
 
    Cimeca broke the uncomfortable silence. 
 
    “Pattin, you should talk with Emperor Laken. I’m sure your knowledge would impress His Majesty and the others.” 
 
    “I hardly know much…” 
 
    Pattin demurred, but Cimeca gently pushed him towards the group of talking adults. They were surrounding a young man who stood at the center of attention. His eyes were closed, and he was smiling, turning his head from speaker to speaker and nodding occasionally. He began talking as the young nobles approached, and everyone fell silent to hear him speak. 
 
    Laken Godart did not shout, but his words carried and he made people fall silent to hear him rather than raise his voice. He pointed unerringly to the loaded trebuchet, though it was behind him and his eyes remained closed. 
 
    “Yes indeed, Lord Tourant. That does seem similar to a siege weapon from a Walled City. I have never visited Pallass, of course, but the design of a trebuchet is universal…assuming you know how to make one.” 
 
    The [Lords] and [Ladies] surrounding him exchanged quick glances, and Rael could see his aunt, Lady Bevia Veniford, narrowing her eyes. Even a small sentence like this was important. He could practically see her thinking, and Rael had learned enough from his aunt to understand what she was thinking. 
 
    So, this [Emperor] Laken had never been to Pallass? How did he know how to make a trebuchet? No, wait, he’d said he’d never visited Pallass, which implied he might have visited another Walled City. When every word could be checked with truth spells, subtleties like this were essential. 
 
    Oblivious to the racing minds around him, Emperor Laken smiled. 
 
    “I’m impressed you know of trebuchets, Lord Tourant. Only a handful of people were familiar with the concept, and that included seasoned adventurers in my Empire. Are they truly so rare in this region?” 
 
    “Well, I…I suppose I’ve heard of them in passing.” 
 
    Lord Tourant spluttered and turned evasive as Rael smirked. The older man tugged at his mustache and pointed at Pattin. 
 
    “Lord Pattin’s heard of them. The same as a Walled City, didn’t you say, Pattin?” 
 
    Every head turned towards Pattin. Not at all worried about being put on the spot, he nodded. 
 
    “They appear to be very similar to the ones described defending the Walled Cities. But from what I understand, the design is easy to replicate. Is that the case, Your Majesty?” 
 
    “If you understand the basics, yes.” 
 
    Emperor Laken turned his head to smile at Pattin. He had no gaze to tell what he was thinking, but he seemed to smile deeper at Pattin. After a moment, he went on. 
 
    “These are only a few rough prototypes. I hope to create a market for engineering devices of all kinds. Naturally a…Walled City would dominate the market, but within a year or two I believe Riverfarm will be able to compete in the marketplace for quality, if not quantity.” 
 
    “What?” 
 
    The exclamation went around the circle of nobles. Laken only laughed lightly. 
 
    “Is it such a stretch of the imagination, Lord Tourant? I did not choose to showcase these trebuchets simply as entertainment. Indeed, I’m confident my people can begin mass-producing trebuchets within another month. After more testing is done for safety and efficiency purposes, obviously.” 
 
    “But that would be incredible! No one in Izril exports anything like this! You’re telling me—I mean to say that you’re able to create these things at will, Emperor Laken? Your Majesty? Have you an [Engineer]?” 
 
    Laken tilted his head thoughtfully as Lord Tourant tried to press him without giving offense. He shrugged. 
 
    “I have two [Engineers] already, Lord Tourant.” 
 
    “Two—” 
 
    “Of course it was difficult for them to construct the first trebuchet, but copying a design is much simpler than creating one from scratch. Naturally, such devices would not be cheap and a small team would need to be trained for its use, but it would be one of a few engineered devices I plan to sell—to a select list of clients, of course.” 
 
    This time there was silence. Lord Tourant opened his mouth, hesitated, and found himself unable to ask the obvious question. Select clients? More such devices? 
 
    “Your Majesty, are you intending to create a market for engineered devices in northern Izril?” 
 
    Lady Bevia peered closely at Laken. He smiled. 
 
    “It’s a thought, isn’t it? Unless you disagree, Lady Bevia?” 
 
    The old [Lady] tapped her lips thoughtfully with one painted fingernail. 
 
    “No…but Pallass has long been known to host the greatest [Craftsmen] and other artisans on the continent. Our port cities import new goods, but the Drakes have had a monopoly on innovation for centuries. Surely you don’t intend to challenge a Walled City?” 
 
    Rael held his breath, wondering if the Emperor would take offense. But Bevia’s question only provoked an amused chuckle from Laken. 
 
    “Why not? Humans are at least capable of what Drakes and other species are. Perhaps more. This device is one small step. But I am sure that humanity has much, much further to go.” 
 
    The nobles stared at him. More. Laken turned to his trebuchet, a device that bordered on magic, with a proud smile. But that wasn’t what kept Rael’s eyes on him. No. 
 
    It wasn’t just pride. It was confidence, certainty that made Rael’s heart beat faster for a moment. Emperor Laken just smiled as he turned to the trebuchet. 
 
    Humans can be more. In a world where Humans fell behind other races’ superior qualities—the strength of Minotaurs, the willpower of Drakes, the speed of Garuda, the adaptability of Lizardfolk—they had won by being more well-rounded, more prolific than other races. But Laken spoke about humanity’s potential. 
 
    A blind man with a vision. It drew people to him, Rael included. Laken turned back to them, and Rael heard the young woman standing next to the trebuchet calling an all clear. She pulled a rope, and the machine hurled another boulder far into the distance. The cheering and applause as it landed was deafening. Laken just smiled once more, a mysterious, welcoming smile. 
 
    “Believe me, this is only the start. A trebuchet is a piece of technology, an achievement that requires no magic or class to operate. Once built, it is capable of being used by anyone. Man, woman, child…so long as they understand how it works. Ah, and I see the second one is loaded. Would any of you like to try aiming and firing it, by any chance?” 
 
    He looked around, and Rael found himself shouting to be the first to try. 
 
      
 
    —— 
 
      
 
    It’s funny, but I think the most surprising part of today’s demonstration was when one of the young [Lords] asked if the trebuchet could throw him. Lord Andres, I think it was. That was slightly startling, but what got me was that everyone thought it was a completely natural suggestion. 
 
    I had to explain to the excited nobles, patiently, that it didn’t matter if someone cast a [Featherfall] spell on Andres. The whiplash of being thrown by the arm of the trebuchet might kill him before he had to worry about landing. I’m not about to risk a [Lord] dying on my lands, thanks. 
 
    I guess it’s a natural thought to have. If you’re an idiot. Lord Andres strikes me as one of the rash, more impulsive young nobles. They’re not all insane, though. I’ve noticed some of them who seem quite interesting. That Lord Pattin for one. And they’re all a lot less rowdy than they were yesterday. I suppose I have the fey to thank for that. 
 
    Hi, I’m Laken Godart. [Emperor] of the Unseen Empire, etc. Last night I hosted a banquet with actual faeries from another world, and today I’m showing off my trebuchets. It happens. 
 
    “So you can throw a smaller weight even further. Dead gods, this thing can shoot as far as three longbows! What a wonder!” 
 
    I’m standing at the heart of an excited group of nobles from Izril. Mostly men—the women have retired to the shade to watch the trebuchets firing. Those that aren’t getting a chance to aim it and fire it themselves. It’s rather like a carnival attraction, with people lined up, wanting a chance to point it and loose a stone. 
 
    We’re using smaller projectiles for this demonstration on a scaled-down model of the trebuchet that Tessia and my people have built. That way we don’t have to cart the gigantic hundred-pound stones back and forth. The trebuchet’s arm keeps swinging up in my mind and then being pulled back to the ground as the excited [Engineers], [Builders], and [Tinkerers] swarm over it. 
 
    The attraction has pulled in hundreds of villagers, and they’re being rotated in by Prost to get a look before going back to work. The trebuchets are amazing, I have to admit, but I don’t get a chance to admire them; I’m already starting my sales pitch. I smile calmly at the excited [Lord] talking to me and sigh as if I’m a bit disappointed. 
 
    “It’s quite an accomplishment. But I’d hardly call it a wonder, Lord Melbore.” 
 
    “What? But if you can strike a target a thousand feet away—” 
 
    Lord Melbore is a heavy man, standing in front of me. I can sense him in my mind—and smell him too. He’s sweating in the morning sun. I cut him off with a knowing smile as the nobles around me edge forwards to listen. 
 
    “A device like this can hurl a stone capable of destroying a city wall—an unenchanted city wall, if it’s not burned or destroyed by the enemy first. It has quite an impressive range, but it’s hardly useful in a mobile battle, is it? And for all the stone is large, I’d imagine it could easily miss groups of running soldiers.” 
 
    “True.” 
 
    Tourant nods, and I hear a few other disappointed murmurs of agreement. The [Lords] here might be lesser nobility of the realm, but they’ve all probably seen actual battle. They have to defend their lands, and that instills a level of practicality in each of them. I nod, letting them know I’ve considered the problem. 
 
    “Adaptability is key, gentlemen. If a trebuchet were only useful for this one purpose, it would be a poor defense indeed. However…Mister Helm! Miss Tessia! Would you prepare one of the special rounds for our guests to watch?” 
 
    I raise my voice and turn. Mister Helm, the [Blacksmith] of Windrest, and Tessia, the young woman that Gamel is besotted with, immediately bow and rush towards the larger trebuchet. Entranced, the [Lords] follow them like curious sheep. I watch, knowing exactly what will happen. 
 
    The open fields in front of the trebuchets are clear, and no one is allowed to head out into them or near the trebuchets while they’re firing. But now, everyone is told to step back, and as Tessia loads the special ammunition, I see Mister Helm rechecking the sling and frame of the trebuchet. 
 
    Good. I’ve gone over the need for safety with the engineering team assigned to testing and building the trebuchets again and again. The last thing I want is someone dying while making one of these things. I’m afraid it’s only a matter of time, but it won’t be today or tomorrow if I can help it. 
 
    “Trebuchet clear?” 
 
    “Trebuchet’s clear!” 
 
    “Alright then! Three, two, one!” 
 
    Tessia’s the one to pull the rope. She’s a lot younger than Mister Helm, but she’s one of two [Engineers], and she was not only the first to acquire the class, but she’s the highest-leveled of the two. It was quite amazing to see how she took to the trebuchets—Tessia, a young woman who had lived on a farm all her life and found her vocation making weapons of war. 
 
    Because that’s what this trebuchet is. I watch the arm go up in my head. I can’t see it, of course, but I can sense the sling lifting its payload into the air. I can sense the small objects before they’re flung across the field and spray into the ground and a few of the trees, cracking and making loud thuds. Few of the stones made it much further than one or two hundred feet away, but the spread of the volley makes the nobles jump. 
 
    “What in the name of Dragons…?” 
 
    The nobles are staring ahead, trying to figure out what was thrown. I stroll over and interrupt them before they can badger Tessia or Helm. They’re still nobles after all, and they look down upon anyone but Lady Rie and I. So I look down on them, just to make things fair. 
 
    “Stones, Lord Tourant. Hand-sized stones, packed up and thrown at speed. With enough trebuchets firing at once, you could take down a charging army—assuming you were able to move and load them quickly enough, of course.” 
 
    It’s a simple concept. The trebuchet can be loaded with a heavy stone to knock down a wall or smaller stones to shred an enemy army. I’m sure armor would protect some people, but a stone hurled that fast and far? It would be devastating. And it makes the trebuchets I’m showing off that much more valuable. As a defense for my empire, and as an attraction for the nobles visiting me. I clear my throat as the [Lords] begin arguing how well that would work against an army. 
 
    “Let us resume our demonstrations. Unless anyone wishes to retire? No? Well, I believe there are refreshments available in the shade. I would be happy to discuss a few aspects of the construction and usage of the trebuchets there. If anyone will join me? Ah, Lady Bevia. And Lady Bethal. How kind of you.” 
 
    I step to one side as the men jostle each other, wanting a chance to fire the larger catapult. Two women sweep towards me. Lady Bevia, the older of the two Venifords, and Lady Bethal Walchaís, followed as always by her silent husband, Lord Thomast. 
 
    “Emperor Laken, thank you so much for the entertaining diversion!” 
 
    Lady Bethal’s voice is high and light, and she gently places her hands in mine as she laughs. I smile back, although I can still feel a bit of a prickling aura around her, just barely there but visible. Behind her, Thomast bows, as silent as a rock. But I can tell he’s watching me. 
 
    “Indeed. I had wondered how you might top the banquet of last night, but I find myself underestimating you yet again, Your Majesty. Truly a magnificent demonstration. I only fear I will have to drag away my nephew.” 
 
    Lady Bevia’s voice is welcoming and warm as well. I smile at both women and keep my guard up. Of all the nobles present, these two strike me as the sharpest—and most dangerous. 
 
    “You are too kind Lady Bethal, Lady Bevia. I’m delighted you chose to stay another day. I had hoped this showcase would please you, but do let me know if you’d wish to rest or seek other entertainment. There is a limit to how long one can be interested in throwing stones, I fear.” 
 
    “Nonsense!” 
 
    Lady Bethal laughs as she half-turns to look at the trebuchets. 
 
    “A diversion? To abandon this? You do yourself and your people too little credit, Emperor Laken. I have seen magic shows and curiosities from other lands, but this is truly fascinating. It’s a thing of wood and yet it throws stones as if they’re light as feathers! How amazing. I don’t suppose you’ve settled on a price? Or may I make a bid for the first six of them you care to sell?” 
 
    I try not to blink in surprise. 
 
    “I must confess I hadn’t given it much thought yet, Lady Bethal. These trebuchets are still being tested, and my team is working to perfect them.” 
 
    They’re capable of being fired, but accuracy, maximum range, and putting them on wheels are all challenges I’ve given the team of villagers I’ve assigned to the issue. Not that they mind working around the clock; the engineering team loves to fire the trebuchets as much as the crowd, and they’d work long into the night if I let them. 
 
    It’s all trial and error with them, but the fact that they could roll out two fully functioning trebuchets by the time the nobles arrived makes me feel I should reward them. It feels like only a few days ago that they were still trying to figure out what wood to use. To deflect Bethal’s interest, I turn to her husband. 
 
    “Lord Thomast, would you care to try one?” 
 
    “You are too kind, Your Majesty. But I will be content to watch.” 
 
    Drat. The man bows his head slightly but seems determined not to let his wife be alone for a second. And why not? I nearly died of poison at my own banquet yesterday. Not exactly a ringing endorsement of safety. Lady Bethal seems completely at ease, but I have a feeling that her cheerfulness is sometimes feigned. Perhaps not now, though. She claps her hands together. 
 
    “Thomast is a bore, Your Majesty. He never tries new things. On the other hand, I would love to try firing a trebuchet again. I nearly hit the tree I was aiming at, didn’t I, Thomast?” 
 
    “You did.” 
 
    I cover a smile. A good actor, perhaps, but I can’t imagine she and Thomast are pretending to be husband and wife. They’re too clearly fond of each other. I have a thought and beckon—Gamel is by my side in an instant. 
 
    “Yes, Your Majesty?” 
 
    He’s been watching me all day, which is uncomfortable, but suits his duties. I think he’s worried about me being assassinated too—Lady Rie, Mister Prost, Durene, and Wiskeria were all adamant that I have at least one person by my side in the midst of the nobility. Never mind that I could spot a knife coming. Although I didn’t spot the poison…they have a point. 
 
    Now at least I can get rid of him for a second. I turn my head and whisper a request into his ear and he’s gone in a flash. I make polite conversation with Bethal and Bevia before Gamel hurries back to me with two objects being carried between two men. 
 
    “What’s this?” 
 
    Lady Bethal turns and claps her hands as she sees two smaller trebuchets being placed on the ground in front of her. I’d nearly forgotten about them, but the prototypes are just as functional as the real thing. I sense Bethal circling around the miniature trebuchets and poking at the sling, exclaiming with genuine interest. 
 
    “Oh! They’re like children’s toys! How delightful!” 
 
    I cough as Lady Bethal hovers around the smaller prototype. 
 
    “Children’s toys that can knock a hole in the wall of a house, Lady Bethal. Please don’t fire it into the crowd. But if you would like to perfect your aim, I’m sure Tessia could show you how to calibrate the trebuchet yourself.” 
 
    “Would you? Oh, how kind!” 
 
    Bethal is drawn away as Tessia comes over. In a moment, she’s hurling smaller stones at a tree with commendable accuracy. Bethal laughs, waving at her husband. 
 
    “How marvelous! This is so much fun, Thomast! Go on, give it a try!” 
 
    He walks over, leaving me alone with Lady Bevia. She smiles at me, and I’m reminded of a grandmother speaking to a grandson. 
 
    “You have no end to your surprises, do you, Emperor Laken?” 
 
    “I try to please, Lady Bevia.” 
 
    “May I ask where all these designs come from? Or perhaps your strange court? I hate to press you directly, but you have been adroitly evading answering anything about your past.” 
 
    I pause. My strange court. Bevia glances at me, and I sense her gaze like a physical thing. 
 
    “It is quite strange. No one speaks of last night, and I barely recall what happened in its entirety. Those strange, wild folk, the things I recall…would you care to explain any of it, Your Majesty?” 
 
    What can I say? I shrug my shoulders lightly, remembering. 
 
    Green. Laughter, the brilliant folk dancing and singing, and then laughing and buzzing. The bright frost in her eyes. 
 
    A memory. That’s what last night was. Forever ago, despite it not having been more than twenty-four hours since the fae danced among us. But the next day people woke, some with scars, many with memories both bright and troubling and no one spoke about it. It was as if what had happened were long ago, and even Oswalt, one of the injured lordlings, treated his injuries as if they had just…been. 
 
    Acceptance. There was no regret, no fury at recalling. It had happened. It had been done. It was in the past, and they had lived through it. None of the [Lords] and [Ladies] spoke of what they had witnessed, although many looked at me differently. But blame, guilt…none of that was in the way they spoke. 
 
    Faerie magic. I shiver as I think of it. There’s something terrifying about that, more than there would be if we just forgot. It speaks to me of bargains with the fae, of promises that can’t be broken. 
 
    What is, is. What has been agreed cannot be turned back. More than ever I wonder just how much I risked. But the reward is the respect of the nobility. As for Lady Bevia… 
 
    “I could not tell you even if I tried, Lady Bevia.” 
 
    She regards me for a long while. 
 
    “I suppose you could not, at that. Some things even [Emperors] may not explain. But you are strange, Your Majesty. You have so many secrets, and you have given us precious few answers.” 
 
    The memory of last night fades between us even before Bevia is finished speaking. On firmer ground, I keep my voice light, and put a tiny smile on my face. 
 
    “Have I? I do apologize. I mean only to entertain, not drag down the conversation with boring details about my past.” 
 
    I turn my head innocently, and Bevia laughs quietly. 
 
    “Oh, what a charming young man! One capable of subtlety and deceit—Your Majesty, you are an enigma! Where do you hail from? Why did you decide to settle in Riverfarm? Would you do me the great courtesy of hinting at one of these questions? For an old lady’s sake.” 
 
    Clever old women are to be feared. I waver and nearly give in. There’s something so charming about Lady Bevia that makes me want to answer her, at least in part. But before I can reply, a voice speaks. 
 
    “Oh Bevia, you mustn’t press His Majesty to answer anything about his past! He is an [Emperor] after all—monarchs are entitled to their secrets!” 
 
    I hear a bright voice and a sigh from Bevia. A woman approaches the two of us, her voice smooth, her dress shifting as she strides quickly across the grass to our position. I feel the urge to confess fading and smile at the woman in gratitude. 
 
    “Thank you, Lady Rie.” 
 
    She glides past me, and I nod to her politely. Bevia mutters what sounds like an insult before she greets Lady Rie warmly. I could almost swear I heard ‘don’t get in the way’, but my ears must be playing tricks on me because Lady Rie greets her warmly and Bevia is just as delighted to meet her. 
 
    Knives under the table. I back away as Rie takes my place in the line of fire, laughing and speaking sweet nothings. There’s a lot I have yet to say to Lady Rie, but I’m grateful for her presence today. She takes Bevia off my hands, and I back up. Normally I’d stay and learn from her, but something’s just crossed my mind. I frown and turn my head. What is…? 
 
    “Laken?” 
 
    Durene is walking towards me, sweating but happy. I wave to her distractedly. There’s something in my mind. I cast my thoughts across my empire and barely sense Durene being intercepted by a group of villagers begging for her help in the village. What is it? 
 
    There’s something at the corner of my mind. A thought. A…presence. Many presences. I frown, and then my eyes widen. 
 
    “Scheiße!” 
 
    My exclamation makes several heads turn, but no one speaks German so I pretend I stepped on a rock. Hardly [Emperor]-like, but it makes my reaction. I don’t turn around or give any other reaction—now Bevia and Bethal are both watching me, along with some other nobles. The beauty of being blind and having the ability to ‘see’ in every direction is that I can control my reactions. So I calmly turn my head towards the young man hovering a few feet away from me. 
 
    “Gamel?” 
 
    “Yes, sire?” 
 
    “Get me Wiskeria, Beniar, and…no, only those two.” 
 
    “Yes sir!” 
 
    He straightens at once, sounding alarmed. I hold up a hand, speaking with a slight smile on my face for those watching. 
 
    “Don’t run. But do it quick. And don’t make it obvious what you’re doing. If anyone asks, especially Lady Rie, make an excuse.” 
 
    “Yes, sire.” 
 
    Gamel turns and hurries off. It’s believable enough that I don’t worry as I turn my mind back to the shadows lurking far in the distance. And to Lady Rie. Should I tell her? She’s with Lady Bevia. Should I tell them? 
 
    No—no need to cause drama. And how would I explain knowing, anyways? Some things should be kept secret. How much do I trust the nobles here? Not a lot, despite them being impressed with me. How much do I trust Lady Rie? Well…a bit. But only as far as Durene can throw her. Not as far as a trebuchet could. 
 
    I back away from the nobles gathering around the trebuchets, pretending that I need to pee. No, no need to alarm anyone that doesn’t need alarming. Wiskeria is on the outskirts of the village, and Gamel has already found Beniar. I’ll walk and meet them. I nod to myself, my mind racing as I count. It’s not bad news. Okay, it is horrible, terrifying news, but it’s not the end of the world. And we’ve planned for this, Wiskeria and I. 
 
    Calm. Be calm. I breathe in and out slowly, lowering my heart rate. I have people with skillsets devoted best to one activity. Lady Rie is a negotiator, a diplomat. She can do her job. She doesn’t need to know everything. I nod to Wiskeria and Beniar as both stroll over and try to think of the best spot where I can retire with them. What excuse should I use? 
 
    “Emperor Laken?” 
 
    They’re hurrying towards me, Beniar on horseback. I wave at them and make them slow. Act natural. Be calm. A leader is calm and leads from appearance as much as anything else. No one else needs to know what I tell them, so I hurry them into Wiskeria’s cottage. And begin to make plans. 
 
      
 
    —— 
 
      
 
    Plans. It was already evening by the time Wiskeria strode through the village. She’d been in her home for the last few hours, speaking with Beniar, Prost, and Laken when he wasn’t busy attending to the nobles who wanted his attention. Thankfully, the crowd was still occupied with the trebuchets. Laken had expressed incredulity at how long the nobles were fixated on them, but it made sense to everyone else. 
 
    A trebuchet was a wonder of mechanical engineering, something as unique as any spell. He treated it like something normal, but Wiskeria knew she could have lived for decades and died before ever seeing such a device. They’d fascinated her when she’d seen the first big one firing. Now they reassured her. Even if they weren’t part of the plan. 
 
    She was headed towards her people, her army. They trained and patrolled when they weren’t actually fighting, and they stayed out of the village to avoid getting in the way of the builders. Wiskeria needed to do a thousand things, so the only thing that kept her from running was Laken’s order to pretend nothing was wrong. Still, Wiskeria wanted to run. 
 
    She was hurrying, her heart pounding with anxiety and determination. Not fear or, at least, not much; she had a plan, and she trusted her [Emperor]. 
 
    Her [Emperor]. What a thought! But he had proven himself ten times over, and this latest crisis just showed Wiskeria how right she was to place her trust in him. What would have happened if he hadn’t been there to warn them all days in advance? What would have happened if…? She shook her head. 
 
    Wiskeria was hurrying, but she slowed as she saw the woman in the black-and-white frilled dress walking towards her. Sacra’s face was calm, austere, the perfect image of a [Maid]. But there was still a trace of Odveig in her, brash and confident. Seeing her was a shock that put her duties out of Wiskeria’s mind for a moment. The [Witch] slowed and adjusted her pointed hat. Sacra paused as well, and the [Witch] and [Maid] regarded each other in the dirt street. 
 
    “Wiskeria. I’m glad to see you’re doing well.” 
 
    “Odveig.” 
 
    “Sacra, please. That is my true name; although, I understand that you might be confused after knowing me for so long.” 
 
    The [Maid] smiled. Wiskeria did not. 
 
    “There’s not much to understand. A traitor and a spy is a traitor and a spy, no matter how well you think you knew her.” 
 
    Sacra’s smile didn’t vanish, but it did fade a fraction. 
 
    “A traitor? I admit that I deceived you, Wiskeria. But I never intended to cause you or my team harm. I saved you from Emperor Laken’s suspicion as you recall.” 
 
    “He was only suspicious of me because you were spying on him.” 
 
    “True.” 
 
    Sacra shrugged her shoulders nonchalantly. Wiskeria stared. Odveig would have blustered or cracked a joke. She didn’t have half the calm aplomb that this strange [Maid] did. And yet she shifted her stance the same way. Her face was the same. Wiskeria gritted her teeth. 
 
    “Tell me, was it all fake? All of our close encounters, the way we stood by each other? Was all that just an act?” 
 
    “Would you like me to say it was?” 
 
    The [Maid] raised an eyebrow. Wiskeria waited, folding her arms. Sacra sighed. 
 
    “Wis, I—” 
 
    “My name is Wiskeria.” 
 
    “Very well. General Wiskeria, I was your friend. And I was your team leader. And I was a spy. I can be all these things at once. I regret fleeing, but I had a mission that transcended friendship. And I have duties that carry me back here.” 
 
    Wiskeria thought about tossing flame at Sacra’s face and seeing if her uniform caught on fire. But she held back. Sacra was probably far deadlier than Odveig had ever been. 
 
    “Rather tactless to send the same spy that was uncovered, isn’t it? Is Magnolia Reinhart that crude?” 
 
    “Not at all. She’s being honest. If she wanted to alarm Emperor Laken, she’d send someone whom he had no idea of. He knows I am a spy, so he won’t waste time with subtleties. There are at least three people watching my every move.” 
 
    Three? Wiskeria had heard Laken ordering two people to shadow Sacra. The [Witch] turned [General] filed that information away. Sacra regarded her a moment and then bowed. 
 
    “I’d love to talk more, but I’m afraid I have pressing business, Wiskeria. As do you, it seems.” 
 
    “What are you doing?” 
 
    Wiskeria’s hostile tone had no effect on Sacra. 
 
    “I must meet with Emperor Laken. Lady Reinhart has considered his reception of the nobility and his little demonstration of this morning and sent a response.” 
 
    She held up a letter. Wiskeria opened her mouth to ask what was in it, hesitated, and turned. She’d wasted too much time, and Laken’s name had reminded her of what she had to do. 
 
    “I wish you the best of it. Not that I think His Majesty will receive you warmly.” 
 
    “I did request an audience. And his feelings towards me are largely irrelevant. I’m sure I will speak to you later, Wiskeria. Until then.” 
 
    Sacra walked calmly past Wiskeria. The [Witch] stared after her, angry, wanting to say so much more, and then tugged her hat’s brim lower on her head. 
 
    “Later? Not if we’re all dead.” 
 
    Then she strode off, her robes swirling around her. And the Emperor of the Unseen Empire received Sacra on his throne. 
 
      
 
    —— 
 
      
 
    Of all the people I don’t feel like meeting at the moment, Sacra is probably highest on that list. But I could hardly ignore her request once I got it, so I give her an audience in the meeting hall on my wooden throne. I shift uncomfortably, feeling the smooth, carved eyeball on my armrest with one hand as I scan Sacra in my mind’s eye. She’s a [Maid] from head to toe, without any accessories save for a ring on her finger. No hidden daggers, no concealed weapons I can sense…I still don’t relax. Once the formalities are over, I cut straight to the point. 
 
    “I hope Wiskeria didn’t treat you with any hostility?” 
 
    “Not at all. She was quite polite.” 
 
    Sacra smiles, not at all unsettled by my knowledge of their meeting. I’ve been following her around in my head when I haven’t been distracted, and she’s done nothing out of the ordinary. Still, I have every reason to suspect her and so I’ve put two watchers on her at all times. 
 
    I’m also wary of her being alone with me, which is why Durene is standing next to my throne and Gamel and Prost are standing at the meeting hall’s doors. If it came to a fight, I worry that Sacra might beat Durene like last time, weapons or not. But I don’t think it’ll come to that. And if they need to raise an alarm, I’m sure Lady Rie will raise it. 
 
    She’s standing just outside the meeting hall. I refused to let her join in. Not because I think she’ll try to steer me the wrong way. I think she might do it by accident. Lady Magnolia manipulated both her and me with ease with a simple letter. I’d hate to know what Sacra could do. 
 
    “I’m glad Wiskeria didn’t offer you any offense. Although I can’t say I would reproach her for holding a grudge either. It is slightly unpleasant to look at someone you thought you trusted.” 
 
    Sacra’s face doesn’t change one whit. She just gives me a small, meaningless smile, the kind any [Maid] would give a disliked employer. 
 
    “I do apologize. But Lady Reinhart thought it would be best that someone you knew deliver her words personally, and I was the best choice. You are, of course, free to eject me from your empire, but Lady Reinhart values courtesy in her friends. Her enemies are free to be as crude as they wish, for as long as they live.” 
 
    Was that a threat? Durene makes an ominous sound, but I pat her hand. 
 
    “I don’t appreciate the warning, Sacra. Why is it that you wanted to see me?” 
 
    Sacra replies without missing a beat. 
 
    “Lady Reinhart has observed your reception of the small group of nobles through me, Emperor Laken. She is quite impressed with your guests…as well as today’s demonstration of your trebuchets.” 
 
    How does she know about the fae and the trebuchets? Sacra was not invited to either gathering. Still, I’m not surprised. 
 
    “I’m glad she’s so invested, particularly considering that she forced all of this on me.” 
 
    “She does apologize for the inconvenience, Your Majesty. But trust is a commodity in short supply, particularly of late. Lady Reinhart bids me to inform you that she is impressed with your empire and would like to offer you peace.” 
 
    I raise one eyebrow. 
 
    “Peace? Don’t I have peace already?” 
 
    This time it’s Sacra who interjects a bit of strife into her tone. 
 
    “Emperor Laken, please be serious. You know that there is no peace—not between you and Lady Reinhart at least. She has surveyed your lands, tested you, and sent me to observe your qualities as a leader. She has been rightfully wary of you.” 
 
    “Why? Why am I so dangerous?” 
 
    It feels like everyone’s warned me of Magnolia Reinhart. She’s a cunning monster, a threat, a ruthless tyrant…Ryoka, Lady Rie, everyone’s afraid of her. But what did I ever do to bother her? Start a small empire? From what I understand, Magnolia Reinhart has a hundred times as much land as I do. But it’s Sacra’s response that puts it into clarity. 
 
    “Because you are an [Emperor].” 
 
    “Ah.” 
 
    Sacra stares at me. I sit back in my throne. My throne, where three months ago I was living in Durene’s cottage. Now I sit in my growing village, with trebuchets being built and nobles following me around, trying to curry favor. I can sort of see her point. 
 
    “Well, I suppose that would be alarming to a [Lady], particularly one of Magnolia Reinhart’s power.” 
 
    “Indeed. But she is prepared to put aside her wariness and offer you peace, Emperor Laken.” 
 
    “Peace. You keep saying that word, but what would that entail?” 
 
    Sacra spreads her hands. 
 
    “An immediate cessation of hostilities. No aggressive or hostile actions towards you or anyone in your domain without formal notification. Recognition of your sovereign rights. Support for your growing empire in the form of connections, trade, political support…” 
 
    That sounds good. Good, if a little vague. But I could see Magnolia Reinhart’s acknowledgement helping me deal with other cities, cementing my influence. I lean back in my throne as Durene shifts from foot to foot. 
 
    “And what would all of this cost me?” 
 
    Sacra smiles, confirming my suspicions. She holds up a finger. 
 
    “One request. For the next four months, you will refuse to sell your trebuchets or any other weapons of war to any other party in Izril. You will not gift them or let the secrets of their manufacture be spread.” 
 
    I blink. 
 
    “She wants that?” 
 
    “Yes, Your Majesty. It is a simple request. Afterwards, you would be free to pursue whatever business interests you please.” 
 
    I frown. Why would four months matter? I eye Sacra, wondering if she’ll answer and don’t bother with that question. Instead I ask the more pressing one. 
 
    “Assuming I did agree, what guarantee would I have that Lady Reinhart would keep her word? A contract? Paper and ink are poor reassurance, I feel.” 
 
    The [Maid] standing in front of me gives me a slight frown, as if I’ve asked a truly stupid question. 
 
    “Lady Reinhart would hardly trust this to a verbal agreement, Emperor Laken. She proposes signing a binding contract, enforced by magic. It is quite common among the nobility when trust or a grave matter is at stake. It would of course be authenticated by a third party—Wistram, for example.” 
 
    “I see.” 
 
    Crap, I should have known that was how things would work. I keep my face straight as I think of all this. No selling trebuchets for four months? It has to be too good to be true. I could still build them, refine them, market them to others…why wait four months? What does she get? I mull over the possibilities until I realize Sacra is taking something out of her pocket. 
 
    “Hey!” 
 
    Durene sees the motion and lurches forwards. Sacra withdraws a small letter and raises her hands. 
 
    “I mean no harm. I have a letter from my mistress, transcribed, of course. It is not dangerous in any way.” 
 
    “I’ll give it to him.” 
 
    Durene snatches the letter from Sacra and sniffs it suspiciously. She clearly doesn’t have any idea of whether or not it’s poisoned and looks helplessly towards me before licking the paper gingerly. I cover my face and try not to laugh as Sacra gives Durene the first genuine look of surprise I think she’s made so far. After a second in which Durene blushes fiercely, she hands me the letter. I lift it and sigh. 
 
    “Your mistress does know I can’t read, doesn’t she?” 
 
    “She does. But some things are best conveyed formally. I have memorized the contents by heart. If you would allow me?” 
 
    Sacra waits until I nod and then begins to speak. I feel Durene peering over my shoulder and hear her trying to read the letter. She’s still on the first sentence by the time Sacra finishes. The letter is short, and Sacra delivers the stunning missive without changing her tone of voice. 
 
      
 
    To His Majesty, Emperor Laken, 
 
    Thank you so very much for entertaining my dear friend Bethal and the other nobles which I so rudely foisted on you the other day. Sacra tells me you handled their reception wonderfully, if slightly unconventionally, and it has put my mind at ease. You have shown tact, deliberation, and restraint, and for that, I deem you to be a rare exception to your class, a delight. 
 
    After some consideration, I have decided that I am quite content to suffer your presence on my continent, Your Majesty. And I foresee the potential benefits of a relationship with your empire. But my goodwill towards your empire only goes hand-in-hand with my demands. Sacra has given you my request, and I trust you will agree to it, as this agreement would be wholly beneficial towards you and your empire. Keep your damn trebuchets out of sight. 
 
    –Magnolia Reinhart 
 
      
 
    The silence after Sacra finishes makes me wonder whether I should clean out my ears theatrically or just sit in silence for a while and wait for someone to laugh. But I do neither. I can sense Gamel and Prost giving each other nervous looks, but Sacra waits, as patient and as still as a statue. Her eyes are on me. At last, I raise my head. 
 
    “And she wants my response?” 
 
    Sacra smiles politely. 
 
    “By the time I depart with the other nobility. By all means, take your time to consider Lady Reinhart’s proposal, Emperor Laken. But be sure of your answer by the time I leave.” 
 
    Her eyes never waver as she curtsies. I keep my face blank and remain as still as possible. This time I’m sure that was a threat. 
 
      
 
    Day 99 
 
      
 
    What the hell does Magnolia Reinhart want? Apparently that question is one for the ages because my impromptu council of diplomacy all agrees that few people ever know what the Deadly Flower of the North truly wants. Magnolia Reinhart can be as straightforward as a poisoned arrow to the chest, or as twisted as a garlic braid. That’s Durene’s analogy, by the way. I had no idea you twisted garlic braids. How do you twist garlic, anyways? Isn’t it a bulb? Or is garlic different in this world? 
 
    Prost, Rie, and Durene don’t ever answer me on that. What they do do is argue for over an hour over why Magnolia would want me not to sell my trebuchets—their speculation ranging from her desire to corner the market herself to a suspicion that she doesn’t want nobles killing each other and besieging cities until she’s ready for it to happen—without any real consensus. They agree her outlined terms are good, generous even. They’re only wary of signing any deal with Magnolia Reinhart. Especially Lady Rie. 
 
    “The problem isn’t whether signing it would be better or worse for your empire, Your Majesty. The problem is whether or not not signing it would be worse and which option Magnolia Reinhart wants you to pick!” 
 
    The [Lady] paces back and forth as I massage my head and try to understand what she just said. 
 
    “It sounds like she was fairly clear about what she wanted, Lady Rie.” 
 
    “Anything that woman says cannot be trusted!” 
 
    Lady Rie grumbles as I sigh and walk around the table in Mister Prost’s home. His house has become something of a planning room for us, and I feel bad for invading so often. Maybe I should make this the official meeting room and give him another house. A bigger one. But there are memories here too. Death, the snow, life… 
 
    And here we are, talking about [Ladies] and deals involving magic treaties and empires. I smile and run my hands over something on the table. A map. I can’t tell what’s on it, but I can sense the markers that Lady Rie has carefully put on there for my convenience. 
 
    “Interesting map. What do the flags represent on some of the cities?” 
 
    “Ah. Those would be the cities allied to you, Emperor Laken.” 
 
    “Allied to me? I don’t know if that’s accurate.” 
 
    “They offer you goods for protection, respond to your requests for reinforcements, and send emissaries to you, Your Majesty. What else would we call them? Allies? Or perhaps vassals is more accurate?” 
 
    I grimace. 
 
    “Good point. Alright then, where’s Riverfarm? Where are we?” 
 
    “You’re touching our flag, Your Majesty.” 
 
    I pause and feel the tallest flag. 
 
    “Oh.” 
 
    The map slowly appears before me. In my mind I can sense my empire, but the map is different. It skips all the geography and lays the cities, towns, and villages out for me in the plainest of terms. Riverfarm is here, bordered by a forest and river and close to a small mountain. 
 
    It’s shielded in one sense, isolated in another. But now it’s growing, connecting to nearby settlements, most of which are ‘mine’. They’re under my protection, within my sphere of influence. But as my fingers move east and north, they run into small, round objects. 
 
    “And the stones? What do these represent?” 
 
    “Those are the cities and towns that are firmly against you, Emperor Laken. They refuse to acknowledge your claim to Riverfarm or trade with us.” 
 
    “Huh.” 
 
    I remember getting some hostile letters, but I hadn’t realized there were a number of cities that actively boycotted me. I run my hands over the cities—most far from Riverfarm on the map—and recall what Sacra said. 
 
    “Maybe they just don’t trust an [Emperor] who appeared out of nowhere.” 
 
    “Perhaps. But they might well be influenced by the other nobles to oppose you. Not just Reinhart—it would be just like her to work through fools like Lord Tourant rather than having to intercede herself.” 
 
    “Wait, Tourant has a hand in this?” 
 
    I frown, confused. Lady Rie sighs. 
 
    “Among others. His touch is particularly tactless; he is an old friend of the [Mayor] of Elkhan—here, Your Majesty.” 
 
    She takes my hand and places it gently on a village. I hear Durene mutter something, and Rie lets go. I feel the hard stone underneath my fingers. 
 
    “Okay, but what does that give him?” 
 
    “Any number of things. Refusing to allow trade caravans through if they’re carrying your goods, refusing to buy or sell…It’s meant to pressure your economy, Your Majesty. Perhaps offer friendly lords a better deal. That goes for military assistance as well. If you didn’t have your Skill and General Wiskeria’s army, it might be cause for alarm.” 
 
    Wiskeria. I nod carefully, searching for her with my mind. Ah, yes, there. 
 
    “Well, if they want to avoid us they can suffer the consequences. For now, I’m more interested in our ability to mobilize our allies. Say trouble arises, Lady Rie. Can we contact all of these settlements via [Message] spell swiftly?” 
 
    Lady Rie pauses for a moment. 
 
    “All of the larger cities, yes, Your Majesty. The smaller towns…perhaps not. It depends on whether they have a [Mage] capable of receiving the spell. Most do, but others must be reached via Runner or messenger.” 
 
    “Good. In that case we’ll regard all these allies as my assets. And if we sign a treaty with Magnolia Reinhart and trade comes down the main roads…” 
 
    I trace my hands east and north, thinking. It would be valuable. And if her name makes some of these uncooperative cities open their gates…I keep thinking as Lady Rie talks with Prost about the pros and cons of interacting with a huge city like Invrisil. 
 
    “You may be able to secure enough trade and deals with nobles as it is, Your Majesty. Lady Reinhart does not control every noble of Izril.” 
 
    Lady Rie sounds hopeful. I nod thoughtfully. 
 
    “True. Something to bear in mind. And of course, that’s what I have to do next, isn’t it?” 
 
    I straighten and turn. Lady Rie sounds relieved. 
 
    “Yes, Your Majesty. We could debate Lady Reinhart’s…offer later. But for now, I believe every adult [Lord] and [Lady] wishes to speak with you—privately. As do a few of the younger ones. Shall we entertain them in the meeting hall?” 
 
    I sigh. This is what I’ve been dreading. 
 
    “I suppose we shall.” 
 
      
 
    —— 
 
      
 
    I meet them one-by-one or sometimes in pairs in my ‘throne’ room. They sit in chairs while I sit on my throne. It’s awkward, looking down on them, and they seem to feel it too. But keeping them off-guard matters, and Lady Rie is there to ensure that she and I get the best deal for Riverfarm. 
 
    Not that I know what that is. I do know how to act, just not what I want. So when Lord Tourant comes in hinting about profitable trade deals, or Lady Fel hints that she might be interested in a trebuchet or two ‘for a friend’ and ‘as a matter of discretion’, I play my game. 
 
    An [Emperor]’s game. It’s quite simple. They hope to get something from me and dangle bait, offering me things both precious and petty. I respond by offering bigger bait for them. 
 
    “Why yes, Lord Tourant, I could see an exclusive trade agreement doing very well between our estates. If it’s an issue of gold, I might be persuaded to buy your entire harvest of—what was it you said you sold? Cotton? Yes, there’s certainly a need, and I’d offer you, say, market price—but that is a large commitment to get into right away, wouldn’t you say? Oh, would you like another cup of wine?” 
 
    “Lady Fel, a gift of a trebuchet or two would hardly be fitting. Why not eight? For a friend—well of course this is all hypothetical, but I trust my people to produce them quickly, and I feel that a gift would be appropriate for—what? Of course all eight! A gift of one or two would be miserly, wouldn’t it?” 
 
    It’s fun listening to people choke on their own saliva and greed. And promising gold for raw iron is entertaining as well. I don’t have gold. At least, not enough to pay for a tenth of what I’m proposing. But what I have now isn’t the point. It’s what I’m offering. It’s the image I’m creating. And as each [Lord] and [Lady] staggers out of my throne room, envisioning riches and having nothing more than the most tenuous of promises, my perceived wealth and power grows. 
 
    And that’s the point. I didn’t need for Lady Rie to explain that. I think she’s a bit intimidated at how easy it is for me, actually. But this is easy, in some respects. Flattery and using people against each other isn’t hard. Not like laying out a village is. 
 
    One of the final [Lords] I have to talk to is Lord Melbore. I clap my arm around his shoulders and sense him tense up, but I’m jovial, welcoming. And I forestall whatever he wants with a simple question. 
 
    “Tell me, Lord Melbore, where do you see your estates in a year’s time? In five years?” 
 
    “Me, Your Majesty? Well, I—I would be quite interested in a deal with your empire. I’m told you’re generous to your friends, and between you and me, the market can be a cruel mistress. If I could persuade you to buy from me exclusively, I could see my estate booming in five years. I could double production as well if I had—” 
 
    I cut the man off as I shake my head. 
 
    “No, no. Grander.” 
 
    “Excuse me, Your Majesty?” 
 
    I sigh. 
 
    “Think grander, Lord Melbore. I’m told your lands produce high-quality goods! Food, lumber, a modest business in fletching—but is that all you want to see out of your lands?” 
 
    “Well, I suppose I could see myself expanding—” 
 
    I cut him off again. 
 
    “Lord Melbore, I am an [Emperor]. When I came to Riverfarm, it was a small village. It still is, for all that it’s tripled in size. I look at your lands and see—well, I don’t see—unused potential. Don’t dream of doubling your profits in ten years. Dream of cornering the market, of becoming a byword, a staple in cities like Invrisil. How much money can you make? What do you have to offer? What could you do with an investment? Tell me, what could you do with an ally? A…patron?” 
 
    Perhaps I lay it on too thick. Perhaps some of them are intelligent enough to see that I’m offering them a cloud with nothing to back it up. But I can hear the gears whirring away in Melbore’s head, and by the time he hurries out of my throne room promising me that he would be far better than Lord Tourant at getting me what I need, I know that my job is done. But I keep my guard up, because vague promises are easy to combat. It’s people who know exactly what they have and what they want that become trouble. 
 
    “Four thousand gold pieces for a trebuchet.” 
 
    “I can’t offer you one just yet, Lady Bethal.” 
 
    “Eight thousand.” 
 
    “It’s not a matter of gold.” 
 
    “Mm. Sixteen—” 
 
    “Lady Magnolia has an interest in them.” 
 
    “Oh! Magnolia wants them? Why didn’t you say so to begin with? I’m hardly going to bother starting a bidding war with her—why don’t I order the ones after hers? I’d like ten—” 
 
    “Lady Bethal, I don’t know when they’ll be ready or what the cost may be—” 
 
    “I could offer you horses too, if you want. How does a hundred head of horse sound? Six hundred? I have so many! It’s quite interesting you know—if you have the right Skills, it’s quite hard to fail at a business venture. Harder if you have a husband like Thomast. He’s very good with numbers.” 
 
    “Lady Bethal, please. I’d be happy to work out a deal, but not at this time.” 
 
    The lady peers at me. 
 
    “Are you sure? I’d hate to think I was missing out on the opportunity ahead of time. Couldn’t I reserve just a teensy trebuchet?” 
 
    “I assure you, when I am at liberty to sell them, yours will be the first name I think of Lady Bethal. I promise you, I am simply not able to accept your money—” 
 
    I glance over at Lady Rie, who’s giving me complex signals to take the money now!, and sigh louder. 
 
    “—at this time. I’m sure I will send you a [Message] spell shortly. Very shortly, if Lady Rie has anything to do with it.” 
 
    “Well…I suppose I have no choice. In that case, I would simply like to extend you my warmest gratitude for your hospitality, Emperor Laken. You see, Thomast and I will be departing within the hour, and while we would love to stay another night in your lovely, restful beds…we simply must go.” 
 
    The sudden change of topic nearly gives me whiplash. 
 
    “You’re going? So soon? I was under the impression you were travelling with the other nobles, Lady Bethal.” 
 
    She laughs lightly. 
 
    “I was! But Thomast convinced me it might not be in my best interests, so we will take our leave before they do. Honestly, he fusses so much about the company we keep…but yes, we will be going.” 
 
    “I see. May I send you an escort to my borders, at least?” 
 
    Another laugh. I just cannot read Lady Bethal’s voice or her posture—but for an instant I sense the thorny aura around her grow stronger. Caution? 
 
    “I fear I must decline. We’ll be moving swiftly, Emperor Laken. And I have two of my Knights of the Petal with me, and Thomast. No [Brigand] has ever troubled me.” 
 
    I consider this. It could be bad if she goes now. I have to ask. 
 
    “Then may I at least know the direction you intend to travel? As a precaution, you understand. I would hate for you to come to any injury on my lands and my patrols could at least ride ahead of you.” 
 
    Bethal considers my request and shrugs slightly. 
 
    “Mm. Very well. We’re headed west, I believe. We’ll be travelling by way of Yaist, perhaps staying the night there. After that…? Who can say?” 
 
    I think about that. West? Well then…I nod and smile politely. 
 
    “In that case, I can only give you my sincerest regrets for the dangers posed to your person while you stayed in my domain, Lady Bethal. And to you, Sir Thomast. I hope that you will remember me with fondness and that we may speak more in the future.” 
 
    Bethal laughs lightly. 
 
    “Oh, you are so polite for an [Emperor]! I am truly honored, Your Majesty. Neither Thomast nor I take any offense. Although…would you consider selling us the tiny trebuchet? As a souvenir?” 
 
    “No.” 
 
      
 
    —— 
 
      
 
    Last but not least is Lady Bevia, and here I have to deviate from my meaningless platitudes because she has something I need. 
 
    “Lady Bevia? Might I trouble you for a small favor?” 
 
    “Of course, Your Majesty.” 
 
    I smile and lean over the edge of my throne towards Lady Bevia as she sips some tea. Lord Rael is not with her; he’s getting in more practice shots with the trebuchet. I understand it’s a competition now, and there’s over two hundred gold pieces riding on whomever can hit the targets placed first. At least the nobles are enjoying themselves. 
 
    “I understand you have a [Mage] among your escort that is capable of sending and receiving [Message] spells, Lady Bevia. Might I trouble you to borrow her for a small task?” 
 
    The old woman pauses and takes another sip from her teacup. 
 
    “That is a rather simple request, Your Majesty. May I ask what this little errand might be?” 
 
    I smile. 
 
    “Of course, Lady Bevia. And I would be delighted to tell you—afterwards, that is. I trust your discretion of course, but I fear I cannot tell you ahead of time what I am planning.” 
 
    “Really?” 
 
    Bevia knows I’m blind, so her eyes narrow just a fraction before she stops herself. She taps her ring finger gently against her cup. 
 
    “How long would I need to place my [Mage] in your care, Emperor Laken?” 
 
    “Two days at most. I would consider myself in your debt, Lady Bevia.” 
 
    “Hmm.” 
 
    She ponders my request for a moment and then nods. 
 
    “So be it. Take my [Mage], by all means. But will I receive a token of trust in the same vein, Emperor Laken?” 
 
    I lean back, relieved. That was essential. I nod at Lady Rie, and she hurries out, frowning. She doesn’t know what the [Mage] is for, but Wiskeria does. I smile at Lady Bevia, ready to pay for my favor. 
 
    “What would you like, Lady Bevia?” 
 
    “Nothing taxing. Perhaps a few facts, Emperor Laken. How did you learn to make those trebuchets, for instance? How do they work, exactly? Could anyone make them?” 
 
    Again, I feel a push at my mind, but this time I’m forewarned by Lady Rie and push back. I smile at the old woman as the charm effect fades from my mind. 
 
    “I can hardly give away the secrets of trebuchets like party favors, Lady Bevia. But I do have some intriguing treats that may be of interest to you.” 
 
    “Oh? What new delights will you tempt with today, Your Majesty?” 
 
    I laugh. 
 
    “Nothing so scandalous. But there are a number of treats from my homeland that I have succeeded in recreating here. Many more I’d like to attempt, but my [Cooks] and [Bakers] can only do so much with my poor understanding. Still, I consider these quite passable. Tell me, have you ever had a Franzbrötchen? Don’t be alarmed. How should I put this—a cinnamon roll?” 
 
    I clap my hands, and I see Lady Bevia’s eyes go wide with interest. Gamel walks forwards, the sweet treat on one of Lady Rie’s ornamental plates. I knew I could find a good use for those fancy things. And of course, there’s nothing quite like sweets for a bit of diplomacy. Especially if you know how to make cookies and no one else does. I smile and lean back in my chair. 
 
    It turns out Lady Bevia has a sweet tooth. 
 
      
 
    —— 
 
      
 
    “You have the mage?” 
 
    “She’s ready. So is Beniar. I’m about to head out myself.” 
 
    Wiskeria nods to me. She’s saddling her horse, and all we’re waiting on are a few other riders loading their horses. Their saddlebags are stuffed, and Wiskeria’s own mount is similarly laden. 
 
    “You got everything you needed? Already?” 
 
    The [Witch] smiles and pats her restless mare on the sides. 
 
    “There’s enough hellebore if you know where to look. Your Majesty’s unique Skills also help greatly in that respect. We can send out pack horses and a small team to gather what’s needed. We should be able to collect all of my ingredients within the day and be ready by sunset.” 
 
    “You don’t need me to find any more?” 
 
    “No, Your Majesty. We’ll be ready tomorrow at any time.” 
 
    I sigh in relief. 
 
    “Gott sei Dank.” 
 
    “What?” 
 
    “Nothing. Sorry, Wiskeria. If I had to scan every single plant within ten miles of here and check if it was the exact one you needed one more time…” 
 
    She smiles at me and adjusts her hat. 
 
    “I apologize. But it was an emergency and your…talents are extraordinarily useful.” 
 
    “Don’t I know it. Well then, I’ll send word the instant something changes. But if not, contact me as soon as you’re ready, and I’ll coordinate the rest with you tomorrow.” 
 
    “Yes, Your Majesty.” 
 
    Wiskeria nods to me and climbs onto her horse. She gently kicks her mount, and the other riders stream out of the village after her. I watch her go, feeling anxious, practically trembling with excitement and nerves, but sure, sure that there’s nothing I can do. I’m too far away, and everything is in motion now. All I can do is wait and watch. 
 
    For the right moment. 
 
      
 
    Day 100 
 
      
 
    I think the nobles are wearing out their welcome. They’re certainly running out of things to do as three straight days of trebuchet testing is enough for the most enthusiastic of them. Well, maybe not Lady Bethal. And I’m certain that if I actually let the young men throw themselves there’d be a lot more interest. But after eating all of my confectionaries that my hard-working [Bakers] struggled to make, the nobles are finally suggesting returning to their estates. 
 
    Lady Bethal’s departure prompted the idea, but no one’s quite ready to pack up just yet. The nobles seem fascinated by the speed at which Riverfarm is developing—I think I saw some of the nobles placing bets on how many houses my people could put up by sunset. And they also seem anxious to get a better deal than everyone else, so they’re hanging about for at least one more day. Which is good, because everything is happening today. 
 
    Entertain nobles at breakfast, endure meetings and private audiences until midday, lunch with Durene in private…everyone can tell something is up. At least, Prost, Durene, Gamel, and Lady Rie can. They know me too well. But they’re all too loyal to ask, except for Lady Rie, who keeps hinting that she might need to know if something’s afoot. She’d noticed Wiskeria and Beniar are both gone with part of the army, but she doesn’t know why. 
 
    I intend to keep it that way. And I do manage to distract myself with a moment of inspiration just past lunch. I was mulling over Magnolia’s proposal, thinking about what I’ll tell Sacra. I can sign her stupid parchment at any time—that just takes a second. But will I? I’m on the verge of tossing a coin and asking Durene which side landed face up. 
 
    And that’s when I had my brilliant idea. It came while I was watching Tessia try to explain to a group of new volunteers for the engineering team how the trebuchets worked. She was trying to explain the idea of gravity to her audience, something I’d had to patiently explain to her. And that was when it hit me. 
 
    Of course! 
 
    It’s all so clear. All my tentative trade agreements and the proposals crystalize around my new idea, my new understanding of what the Unseen Empire should be. I lean over and poke the young woman snoozing next to me. Durene yelps and sits up with a start. She and I were sitting under a tree in the shade, and she was resting after hauling trees around all morning. 
 
    “Durene! I figured it out!” 
 
    “Wha? What? What’s happening, Laken?” 
 
    “Oh, I’m sorry. I didn’t mean to wake you.” 
 
    “No, it’s fine. I’m awake, see? What did you figure out? Tell me?” 
 
    “It was an idea I had. Remember how we’re trying to figure out what we can offer all these nobles? Aside from the trebuchets Magnolia Reinhart doesn’t want us to sell, that is?” 
 
    “Yeah. You and Prost and Rie talked about it all day yesterday.” 
 
    “I know. You didn’t have to listen, you know. I kept telling you that you could sleep.” 
 
    “I wanted to be with you. What did you figure out?” 
 
    “Well…I think I’ve got it.” 
 
    “Okay. Tell me.” 
 
    “Just a second! I want to see if you get it.” 
 
    I grin teasingly and hear Durene groan. 
 
    “Just tell me, Laken! I can’t guess—I’m not smart like you!” 
 
    “You’re very smart, Durene. You just don’t like to admit it. Come on. Humor me.” 
 
    “Fine. What do I have to do?” 
 
    “Just think. What does Riverfarm have that we can sell, Durene? I’m not talking about basic trade goods like pigs, normal crops, and so on. That earns most villages and towns enough to survive. What I’m talking about is how Riverfarm, how this entire empire can make a profit. What do we have? Any ideas?” 
 
    Durene scrunches up her face, sighing and picking at the crumbs in the basket, muttering to herself. 
 
    “I don’t know. Crops? You were talking with Wiskeria about poisonous plants and all kinds of alchemical stuff you could sell just the other day. We could grow fields of that. Not that I want to pick poisonous plants by hand. You know she thinks nettles will sell really well? Nettles!” 
 
    I cover a smile. A [Witch]’s sense of value is definitely different than a farm girl’s. 
 
    “That’s true. We’re trying to cultivate some crops that [Alchemists] will buy up, but we have to feed ourselves first, Durene. Mister Prost will expand the fields as fast as he can, but that’s a long-term investment. What else do we have?” 
 
    She scratches at her head. 
 
    “Um…land?” 
 
    I laugh. Durene fidgets, embarrassed. 
 
    “I told you I don’t know!” 
 
    “No, no! I’m laughing because you’re right, Durene! That’s true! The surrounding area isn’t nearly as developed as some places further north. But Izril is vast, Durene. And unused land is cheap, so long as you can protect it.” 
 
    “So it wasn’t right.” 
 
    “But it was a good idea. Come on, you can do it. What else do we have?” 
 
    “A…military? You can protect roads and charge people money because it’s so safe!” 
 
    I nod seriously. Durene is going through all the ideas I had. She’s not slow at all, and I’m not as smart as people think I am, not by half. But I do have an advantage… 
 
    “That’s right. Assuming we could protect all our land, we would see more trade and people headed towards us. But that relies on us having a truly powerful army, and ours is growing—” 
 
    I break off and grimace. I have the ability to levy soldiers, but the core of my army, my people, is a few dozen [Riders] and a group of infantry who have seen only a handful of battles. My adventurers make up the best part of that force, and they’re few in number. And yet—I turn my thoughts northwards. 
 
    I can levy a force. I can call on towns and cities and have them send me a few [Riders] each, a handful of [Archers], maybe some [Warriors], and that’s without there being a crisis. I can form an army—but I will need a bigger one. But perhaps for now… 
 
    “Laken?” 
 
    “Huh? Oh, sorry, Durene.” 
 
    I realize I’ve stopped talking and clear my throat. 
 
    “You’re really close. But what’s the last thing we have, Durene? The last big thing?” 
 
    “Trebuchets?” 
 
    “No…but you’re really close. It’s related to them.” 
 
    “Um—um—is it—oh! Our [Engineers]! You can get Tessia and the others to build bridges and mills and all kinds of things!” 
 
    Durene’s face lights up, and I give her a small hug. 
 
    “Almost right!” 
 
    “What? I got it wrong?” 
 
    “Not wrong…but I don’t just mean the [Engineers], Durene. I mean what they do. Engineering.” 
 
    There are some crackers at the bottom of the lunch basket. Durene slowly reaches down and takes one. She crunches it down. 
 
    “Okay. You—I mean, we have [Engineers]. But our big secret is engineering.” 
 
    “That’s right.” 
 
    I wait, triumphant and hear a munching sound as Durene cautiously eats another cracker. She thinks for a while longer. 
 
    “…Isn’t that the same thing?” 
 
    “What? No!” 
 
    “It sort of sounds like it. What’s the difference?” 
 
    Crestfallen, I try to explain. 
 
    “Durene, do you ever wonder why people in this world suddenly get good at something? Like how someone who can barely cook can suddenly make all the basic recipes?” 
 
    The half-Troll girl thinks about this as she searches for another cracker. 
 
    “Mmm. Nope.” 
 
    “Really? It’s not weird how they can suddenly know how to cook or fight?” 
 
    “No! They get a Skill, what’s weird about that?” 
 
    I shake my head. I guess it does feel natural to someone in this world. 
 
    “That’s not normal. What if you tried to learn something without a Skill, Durene? Why is it fair that someone has to learn all the steps in a recipe to make bread while someone else can just get a Skill and…make it?” 
 
    “It’s fair because they have the Skill. Sometimes people don’t get it so I guess they have to learn, but a Skill makes things easy, Laken!” 
 
    “Yes, but maybe it makes things too easy.” 
 
    “I don’t get what you’re saying at all.” 
 
    I run my hands through my hair, dislodging a leaf. 
 
    “Look at it this way. When I was telling people how to make trebuchets, I knew how they were made, but not all the details. We were experimenting all the time to figure out how to get them to fire without breaking, how to make sure the sling was the right length—” 
 
    “Oh yeah! Remember when it threw that stone straight up? That was so scary!” 
 
    I nod. 
 
    “Right. We had to experiment, to test our results. But do you recall what happened the next day? Tessia became an [Engineer] and got a Skill. And then she knew the sling needed to be adjusted and the length shortened slightly. But she couldn’t explain why. She had an image of how the trebuchet was firing in her head, Durene!” 
 
    “Oh, like you do!” 
 
    “Exactly. And that’s the problem.” 
 
    “Huh?” 
 
    Durene’s forehead wrinkles. I throw up my hands. 
 
    “It was too easy! All of our hard work, all of our calculations—it didn’t matter! Tessia got a Skill, and she could finish the trebuchet!” 
 
    “Which is good!” 
 
    “No! It’s terrible! It means—it means we don’t learn anything! So what if Tessia can make a trebuchet? If only she can do it, what’s the point?” 
 
    Durene stares at me like I’m crazy. I lower my hands and try to tell her the big secret I hit on, the secret that ties in to something Ryoka told me once. This world doesn’t change. Technologies stay the same, civilizations rise but then fall, and what they create doesn’t last. The world doesn’t change as a whole. Why? Because of the system that governs this world. The system of classes that’s holding people back. 
 
    Instinct over knowledge. That’s what runs this world, what allows people to cook, build, create, and repair the things around them. Grace without skill. People act using their Skills and never learn how things work. They have a [Basic Cooking] Skill that lets them cook pasta—when they could learn to do the same by memorizing a recipe! 
 
    That’s the problem. And all of the grand things in this world, the buildings, armor, even things like candles, are a result of Skills, of individuals with levels. And when those individuals die, that knowledge is lost. 
 
    Some things are based off of actual science, like arch bridges or windmills. But too often, the [Builder] or [Engineer] constructing the bridge doesn’t bother with actual mathematics. They just feel where the keystone in a bridge should be placed or rely on their Skills to tell whether something they’re building will or won’t work. And that means that, too often, people won’t try new things. 
 
    Why should they? Their Skills can do everything they need, or someone else’s Skills can. Why write down the schematics for a trebuchet and calculate firing distances and weight and the carrying capacity of wood when an [Engineer] can figure it all out by themselves? 
 
    That’s the flaw the people of this world share. They can redesign or perfect, but not innovate. Without a fundamental education, new ideas can spread at a snail’s pace or worse, be lost. This is what Ryoka was talking about. This is why technology hasn’t evolved over thousands of years. 
 
    I try to explain all of this to Durene, but she struggles to understand it. Of course. She comes from a world where all this is natural. But I come from a world where learning is passed down, where people can’t get Skills, so they either teach each other how to do things or don’t do it at all. And that’s what my big idea is. 
 
    “Teach them math, Durene. Teach them how to count, how to read and write. Make blueprints, teach people how to create new things without Skills or classes. Make it so anyone can learn to build a trebuchet and gain a class. If I can do that, then I won’t have one or two talented [Engineers]. I’ll have a hundred. A thousand.” 
 
    Durene’s eyes go wide as she imagines it. Riverfarm exporting talent, hiring out our people to build bridges, construct and build across Izril. 
 
    “Wow. But wait—if everyone knows how to do things, what’s the point of getting the class to begin with?” 
 
    I laugh. 
 
    “There’s always a need for Skills, Durene! It makes things easier—that’s great! But we can’t rely on them. And if I can make gaining a rare class like [Engineer] a certainty, then I’ll have a monopoly on talent. That’s how Riverfarm will succeed. Not with one [Cataphract], but with a hundred. I need to figure out how to make people gain the classes I want. And to do that…” 
 
    It’s a little line in the middle of conversation as I stroll into the village with Durene by my side. An aside to the [Lords] and [Ladies] who come to me asking how these ‘cookies’ are made, horribly mangling the German names for sweets. I drop it into the conversation when there’s a lull. 
 
    “If you have too many hands, consider sending them here. I believe Lord Tourant was complaining about overcrowding? Well, we have no shortage of tasks to be done, and I would consider it a personal favor.” 
 
    The [Lords] and [Ladies] blink in surprise, but at once they’re willing to offer me some young folk, send a few families, half a village that doesn’t really contribute to their estate, to make the journey down the very safe roads. I thank them, smiling, and they brighten up, as if giving me free workers and people would take a load off of their shoulders. 
 
    “Of course I could spare a few people, Your Majesty. Of course they’re free citizens, but between you and me, they’d jump at the prospect of greener pastures. You might have to take them in hand, but I’m sure there are one or two hard workers among the dregs…” 
 
    “I would consider it a favor myself, Your Majesty! Too many families in one of my villages. As if they can’t limit themselves to two children at most! And they complain about a lack of jobs—well, they can find work in a city if they’re so hungry for coin!” 
 
    “You are too kind, Lord Tourant. By all means, let them know there’s work to be had here, Lady Fel.” 
 
    I smile and shake hands, and when they draw back to descend on another tray of hot cookies, I shake my head. It’s too easy, sometimes. How did that saying go? 
 
    “‘Give me your tired, your poor, your huddled masses…’” 
 
    “What’s that, sire?” 
 
    I turn. Gamel is standing behind me, offering me a hot cookie. I nearly laugh, but then I take it and break it in half. 
 
    “Oh, nothing, Gamel. Just something I heard once. A lesson, really. A nation needs people to thrive. And talent, raw talent, is worth cultivating. Here. Take this.” 
 
    I offer him half the cookie. Gamel backs away. 
 
    “I couldn’t, Your Majesty!” 
 
    “I insist. Just don’t let the nobles catch you eating it. They might try to take it from you. Where’s Durene? Does she have one?” 
 
    I turn, taking another cookie from the plate as Gamel surreptitiously devours the sweet treat. Durene is hovering around the crowd of grabbing nobles, clearly wanting one. I smile, and she turns and beams with delight. She’s never had a treat like this before; sugar is expensive, and this is the first time I’ve recreated a food from home. I smile and laugh and make light conversation with the nobility and dance them along on a string. And all the while I wait. 
 
    Wiskeria is ready. Beniar is in position. The plan is set. 
 
    And it’s nearly time to surprise everyone.

  

 
   
    5.22 G 
 
      
 
    He sat in the dark house, waiting. His breathing was slow, deliberate. His heart beat a touch faster than necessary, but that was all. Everything he had put in motion was coming together, and his role was almost exclusively that of a watcher. He had only one task to play. 
 
    Still, he was angry. Laken spoke into the silence. 
 
    “She lied to me.” 
 
    “Sire?” 
 
    Someone stirred. A young man, Nesor, sat across from him. The young [Mage] was sweaty, pale-faced. He had wanted to stand, but he’d been so nervous that Laken had made him sit. Nesor could not be allowed to faint. That would ruin everything. Laken turned his head, but not to address the young man. His sightless gaze stretched far into the distance, tracking something Nesor couldn’t understand from where he sat. 
 
    “She lied to me. I understand why, but…no. There’s nothing I can do about it. The plan won’t change.” 
 
    Laken’s words were bitter, cold. There was no room for doubt or hesitation, not now. Part of him was afraid, but the rest remembered hate. So he sat as Nesor shivered. The young [Mage] kept glancing at Laken and then away. Why? He was only younger than Laken by a few years. He should have more backbone. But he would serve. 
 
    They were moving. Laken saw it all unfold in his head. Like a movie, or what he’d always imagined one to be. He sighed. 
 
    “You fools.” 
 
    “Sire?” 
 
    “Wait.” 
 
    Nesor sat back uneasily. Laken sat, his chin resting on his hand. He waited, sensing it all coming together. Cold. He felt quite cold. Only it wasn’t his skin, it was in his heart. He waited, for bloodshed, for the right moment. Funny. He had never felt this way before, in his world. 
 
    He had thought he knew anger, knew what it was like to despise someone. But this was different. For the first time, Laken knew what it was like to hate. He knew what it was like to have enemies. His teeth ground together. He uttered one word restlessly. 
 
    “Wait.” 
 
      
 
    —— 
 
      
 
    The tribe had stopped for a break in the trees after a long day of marching when Poisonbite decided to speak to Rags. It wasn’t a spontaneous decision; she’d been contemplating it all day, really. And now, with evening drawing on, there would be little time before it was dark. Rags was a solitary eater and preferred to have her food alone; if there were any time before she slept to talk to her, it would be now. 
 
    The fading sunlight played off of metal as Poisonbite walked out of her all-female unit of Goblin warriors. She made her way across the busy camp, grunting as some Goblins waved at her or made suggestive motions for her to eat with them. Some wanted her company, others were more interested in her. A Redfang warrior looked hopeful until Poisonbite passed right by him without so much as a second glance. His companions hooted and laughed at him. 
 
    Redfang. To Poisonbite, they were a separate entity, even within Rags’ tribe. They didn’t precisely bother her, but she was always conscious of the difference between their elite group and her warriors. Poisonbite’s raiders had been good within Tremborag’s mountain, but the Redfangs were the best around without a doubt. That irked her, because she regarded Garen’s former tribe as a male fighting force, while hers was made of female Goblins and Hobs. 
 
    True, the Redfang elites took in any Goblin regardless of gender if they could fight. But their Chieftain, Garen, had placed his trust in male Goblins more than female ones, and his thinking had influenced his tribe. Less than a quarter of all Redfang warriors were female, and none of them were leaders. That annoyed Poisonbite, not least because Redscar hadn’t changed anything after he’d replaced Garen. 
 
    He was a fantastic warrior, she had to admit. Better than her. And he listened to her and respected her opinion when she gave it, which was good. But she wished fiercely that her raiders would one day be the equal of the Redfangs. 
 
    Someday. Poisonbite ignored the other Goblins, male and female, vying for her attention. Friendship aside, sex was not on her mind. Have too much of it and you’d stop being a warrior and instead be a mother. Everyone knew that. And Poisonbite couldn’t stand the idea of not fighting. There was too much to do! Especially now. 
 
    It was growing dark, and the Goblins of the Flooded Waters tribe were gathered around campfires. They could see well in the dark, but even they hated pitch-blackness. Poisonbite smelled cooking and quickened her pace. 
 
    She had something on her arm. Both arms, actually. It was a new addition to her armor. She looked down at the bracers. They were made of bark, of all things. Bark, padded old cloth, and bits of leather. She kept feeling at it, patting the bracer, touching the rough bark and the crude straps the [Hammerer] had made for her. 
 
    It was a strange thing. Poisonbite had received it a few hours after she’d woken up. It was one of the first pieces of scrap armor to be made in the tribe, and it had been made for her. It was the how it had been made that had mystified her. 
 
    [Hammerers] were crude Goblin-versions of [Blacksmiths], who could repair dents and resize some armor, but they couldn’t make new armor this quickly or this well. And yet, all of the Goblin armorers in the tribe had been seized by creative genius upon waking and begun turning out crude armor made from scraps of metal, thick pieces of bark, leather, twine, and anything else they’d found. A good deal of the tribe was receiving new scrap armor to complement their existing armor. 
 
    The reason for this sudden boon wasn’t hard to figure out. It was Rags. It had to be. Word had quickly spread that she’d earned another Skill that affected her entire tribe: [Scavenger Armor]. 
 
    It was no secret. Poisonbite understood keeping some Skills secret, especially in Tremborag’s tribe, where infighting was how Goblins lived. But in a regular Goblin tribe? A Chieftain’s Skills were vitally important, so every Goblin usually kept track of what their Chieftain’s level and best Skills were. 
 
    This was a good Skill. No one was denying that. But it was Rags’ reaction that prompted Poisonbite to approach her fire. Rags was sitting and staring moodily at the flames. Her eyes were shadowed. She’d been quiet and grumpy all day, on a day when her mood should have been happy. No one had asked her why. So Poisonbite took a risk and sidled over to the fire. 
 
    “Chieftain?” 
 
    Rags looked up. She sized up Poisonbite’s wary stance, her new bracers, and her expression in one glance and understood what the other Goblin wanted. She nodded grudgingly, and Poisonbite took a seat. 
 
    “Armor. Good?” 
 
    Rags eyed Poisonbite’s new bracers. The Goblin [Warrior] chewed her lip and shrugged. She replied as any good war leader would, giving Rags her unbiased opinion. 
 
    “Is good. Armor is not like metal but…” 
 
    She tapped her chest, shifting her outer layer of clothes to reveal a flash of steel. Rags nodded. Poisonbite indicated one of her prized possessions, the chainmail she wore at all times, proof of her rank. It had saved her life eight times already and had only three holes, one under the armpit, a small tear along the lower back, and a series of torn links near her neck where it had saved her from a farmer’s woodcutting axe. 
 
    What she meant was that her new bracers were good, but hardly as strong as real worked metal. They wouldn’t stop a powerful blow, and they’d break quickly. It was cheap armor, but better than nothing, which was good. For a Goblin, free armor was an amazing gift. It would save lives in the long run and make the tribe that much stronger. 
 
    And yet, Rags’ expression remained dour. The smaller Goblin shuffled her feet, irritably swatting at a bug that was biting her arm. Poisonbite heard her mutter a Human curse and decided to ask. 
 
    “What?” 
 
    She pointed at Rags’ eyes. Goblins had no whites of their eyes like Humans, and their crimson eyes were naturally red, but it was still obvious that Rags had slept poorly. The Chieftain muttered to herself, not wanting to answer, but then she gave in. 
 
    “Nightmare.” 
 
    Poisonbite shrugged. Oh. That was it? She was almost a bit disappointed. She considered the fire for a moment and asked out of curiosity. 
 
    “What?” 
 
    This time there was a longer pause. 
 
    “Dead Humans.” 
 
    Rags stared into the fire. Poisonbite paused in surprise. Then she laughed. 
 
    “Dead Humans?” 
 
    She laughed and slapped her legs, but Rags’ response was a silent glare. Poisonbite quieted down, realizing she was serious. The older Goblin’s forehead wrinkled. 
 
    “Why?” 
 
    Nightmares she could understand, but all of her terrors had living things in them. Humans with burning torches, monsters snuffling around her as she hid—but dead Humans? If it were the undead, she would understand, but Goblins were specific. Dead Humans. Why would that of all things make Rags unhappy? 
 
    Then something hit Poisonbite like a bolt of Noears’ lightning. She sat up and eyed the young Goblin. Was Rags interested in…? She looked around and found the Human in a moment. Even with thousands of Goblins around him, she could pick out Sir Kerrig by the way Goblins moved around him. Some cautiously, others curious. He didn’t belong, and the tribe eddied around him. Poisonbite pointed. 
 
    “Him? Want?” 
 
    “No!” 
 
    Rags’ immediate denial made Poisonbite sigh in relief. That would have complicated things greatly. Rags chewed her lip, glaring at Poisonbite, who shrank a bit, realizing she might be prying too far. But Rags only muttered to herself again and then spoke. 
 
    “Killed many Humans.” 
 
    Poisonbite scratched a bug bite on the back of her left ear. 
 
    “So? Killing Frostfeeder Tribe.” 
 
    The Humans had been running down the Goblins, slaughtering them. Over half the tribe had died, and the remainder were now part of Rags’ tribe. They’d babbled about Humans hunting them mercilessly over the last week, finding all their hiding spots. They’d been exhausted, worn down—the appearance of the Flooded Waters tribe had been nothing short of a miracle for them. Poisonbite considered that any Humans hunting Goblins should die painfully, perhaps from a thrust from one of her poisoned daggers, but Rags thought differently. 
 
    “Humans will think dangerous.” 
 
    “So? Run or kill. Or hide.” 
 
    Poisonbite’s dismissive tone made Rags look up. She growled, and Poisonbite swallowed hard. 
 
    “We are not Humans. We can be better.” 
 
    “How?” 
 
    The question went unanswered. Rags just stared moodily into the fire. After a while, Poisonbite got up and edged away from the fire. She was done. Food was coming, and she had no desire to provoke her moody Chieftain any further. Rags was strange. Smart, but strange. She walked back, intending to get food with her warriors, but then she saw a ripple pass through the tribe. 
 
    Goblins sprang to their feet. Some grabbed weapons, and others rushed to put on armor. No one had blown a horn, but they’d spotted other Goblins doing the same. And those Goblins had spotted other Goblins, and so Poisonbite knew something was wrong. Her pulse became electric, though she didn’t know why until a few seconds later. 
 
    “Chieftain!” 
 
    She turned and called the instant she saw a Redfang warrior riding his Carn Wolf through the camp. Rags looked up—she hadn’t noticed the reaction of her tribe—and immediately sprang to her feet. She ran towards the Redfang warrior as more Goblin officers ran over, having already sensed the change in the atmosphere. 
 
    “What?” 
 
    “Chieftain. Humans riding north. On road. Four.” 
 
    The Redfang scout spoke in quick Goblin, gesturing south. Poisonbite frowned. He’d spotted Humans heading up the road? Who cared? Rags’ official policy wasn’t to waylay travelers unless they were carrying something really important, and the way the Redfang warrior had dashed into camp had suggested an attack! She opened her mouth to curse at the warrior, but Rags held up a hand. 
 
    “Why matter?” 
 
    She glared at the Redfang warrior, but he didn’t shrink as his Carn Wolf huffed and sniffed the ground. Poisonbite stayed well clear of the massive wolf; she didn’t trust the gigantic Carn Wolves. Rags just pushed the giant muzzle out of her face as the wolf sniffed her. The Redfang warrior pulled his wolf back a pace as he struggled for words. 
 
    There was no Goblin word for what he wanted. So he spoke a Human one instead, one laden with as much feeling as he could convey. He pointed. 
 
    “Her.” 
 
    The Goblins around Rags went still. Rags stared up at the Redfang warrior, frowning. Poisonbite froze. There was only a limited number of ‘hers’ it could be. And the first that sprang to mind was— 
 
    She stood on a distant hilltop, fanning herself lightly as the armored pink [Knights] advanced. They cut down the charging Goblins, not slowed by the jabbing pikes or blades that bounced uselessly off their armor. 
 
    Poisonbite saw a Hob go down, a sword buried in her chest, and slashed at the [Knight] in front of her. Her daggers didn’t scratch his armor, and she saw the [Lady] turn and point as more of her warriors strode down the hill, killing, as Goblins screamed and died— 
 
    “Lady Bethal Walchaís.” 
 
    Someone muttered. Poisonbite turned and saw Pyrite. He’d been speaking with the Human, Sir Kerrig. One of the pink knights. He looked at Rags. She had frozen. All the Goblins were tense. Rags looked back at the Redfang warrior. 
 
    “Four? Her? Sure?” 
 
    He nodded three times impatiently. There was no way he would have forgotten. How could any Goblin forget so soon? He pointed again. 
 
    “Four. Two…[Knights], Chieftain. One her. Other…him.” 
 
    The one with the rapier, the one who’d dueled Greydath of Blades. The tension around Rags skyrocketed even higher. Poisonbite reached for her daggers and felt sweat running down her claws. Four? They could beat four, couldn’t they? But was it a good idea? What if there were more? But if it were four— 
 
    “More Humans? Any?” 
 
    Rags demanded, but the scout just shook his head. No other Humans coming down the road. They were alone. Rags gnawed her lip. She flicked her eyes to Pyrite, to Redscar, who was glaring, and then to the Human sitting on his wagon. Sir Kerrig was looking their way; although, he had no idea what was happening. Poisonbite saw Rags study the [Knight]’s stupid, confused face, and then saw Rags nod. The Chieftain turned and spoke sharply. 
 
    “Five—eight pikes. Noears, Poisonbite raiders, eighty Hobs. Six…six crossbows. And all Redfang warriors. Riders surround. Hurry!” 
 
    Poisonbite felt her heart leap. They were going to attack! She grinned fiercely and ran as Rags’ words instantly created chaos in the camp. Organized chaos. Units of Goblins raced into formation as the Redfang Warriors took off into the trees, silent, racing to encircle the road. Rags whistled, and her personal Carn Wolf bounded over, abandoning its meal. Rags climbed up, and Pyrite appeared with his enchanted battleaxe. Poisonbite raced back, her best [Warriors] and five of her Hobs in tow. Rags pointed, and the Goblins streamed after her as Goblins with the long wooden pikes and Hobs streamed towards her. Rags raised her voice as she rode through them all. 
 
    “No attack! Not until I say.” 
 
    No attack? Poisonbite stared at Rags’ back then pumped her arms and legs, racing after the small Goblin. What did she intend to do? Lady Bethal was here! It was a chance for vengeance! But— 
 
    ‘We can be better.’ That was what Rags had said. What did she mean? Did she have a plan? Poisonbite ran, confused, following her Chieftain. What was Rags going to do? Just as importantly, what were the Humans going to do? If they attacked—Poisonbite’s grip tightened on her daggers. 
 
    There were only four this time. Let them attack. She could always use new armor. 
 
      
 
    —— 
 
      
 
    “Something’s happening.” 
 
    “Sire? Should I—” 
 
    “Wait. On my command, Nesor. Not a moment before. Wait—wait—” 
 
      
 
    —— 
 
      
 
    “Movement in the trees!” 
 
    Lady Bethal Walchaís was dozing slightly, riding through the forest and waiting until Sir Thomast decided they should make camp, when the voice of one of her Rose Knights split the silence. Her head jerked up, and she saw the [Knight] ahead of her, Sir Nil Moxae, unsheathe his blade. His companion, Dame Truvia Cartiil, turned, raising her spear as her mount started. Bethal looked around. 
 
    “Movement? From what?” 
 
    “I will ride ahead. Dame Truvia, with me?” 
 
    “Let’s ride!” 
 
    The two [Knights] galloped forwards, abandoning their mistress for a moment. Lady Bethal wasn’t afraid though—the man riding next to her was all the protection she needed. Usually. Thomast’s rapier was already drawn, and she could see he was preparing to leap from his saddle if need be. He fought better on foot. 
 
    “Do you think it’s an ambush? Were we followed?” 
 
    “Impossible to say.” 
 
    Her husband turned his mount warily, keeping his eyes on the trees. Bethal couldn’t see anything in the growing darkness; the enchanted lanterns she and her company carried could only reach so far into the trees. She heard a howl suddenly and jumped; her mare flicked its ears skittishly, but it was too well-trained to rear or bolt. 
 
    “Wolves?” 
 
    “Perhaps.” 
 
    Sir Thomast looked left and right. He frowned and turned. 
 
    “Keep your aura up.” 
 
    “Of course.” 
 
    Lady Bethal had activated her Skill the moment Sir Nil had spoken. The air around her felt barbed, and while her mare was safe, anyone touching her against her will would cut themselves on something as sharp as steel. Still, Lady Bethal drew closer to Thomast, looking around uneasily. 
 
    “Goblins!” 
 
    A cry came from ahead of the two, startling Bethal. She saw both of her Rose Knights riding back, furiously spurring their mounts faster. Dame Truvia pointed into the trees as another howl echoed—this time from their rear. 
 
    “Goblins, milady! A score of them in the woods, all riding Carn Wolves!” 
 
    “Carn Wolves? But those are—” 
 
    “The same Goblins we faced a week ago! They must have driven south! We had no word of them—” 
 
    “There are more approaching on foot! We’re surrounded. Sir Thomast, your orders?” 
 
    Both [Knights] looked to Thomast rather than Bethal. The [Chevalier] looked around. 
 
    “They’re already to our rear?” 
 
    “A score of them, sir. The ones on foot are coming from ahead and to the right.” 
 
    “We ride back. Bethal, follow me!” 
 
    Sir Thomast turned his mount, and Bethal did likewise. She kicked her mare in the flanks, and the horse shot forwards. Sir Nil and Dame Truvia raced ahead, but they got no further than a hundred yards when they cried out. 
 
    “Pull back!” 
 
    Lady Bethal jerked her reins, and her horse screamed and nearly reared. Sir Thomast stopped his mount, and Sir Nil shouted. 
 
    “There are two dozen mounted Goblins ahead of us! More circling!” 
 
    “We’re surrounded.” 
 
    Lady Bethal looked around. The trees were full of movement now. Sir Thomast glanced at her. Sir Nil turned, his sword and shield raised. 
 
    “We can cut through. If Sir Thomast can ward Lady Bethal—” 
 
    “Lady Walchaís’ mount isn’t armored. She’ll be dehorsed before we cut through!” 
 
    Sir Nil bit back an oath, looking back at Bethal. It was true; neither she nor Sir Thomast were riding a warhorse, and neither mount had any barding. He looked around desperately. 
 
    “Lady Bethal, let us draw them off. We’ll ride left and attack them from the side. Perhaps then—” 
 
    Lady Bethal cut him off calmly. 
 
    “Don’t be foolish, Sir Nil. They’ve already marked all of us. Goblins won’t abandon one target for another. We break through together or not at all.” 
 
    She looked around. Sir Thomast was studying the moving forest around them. She turned to him. 
 
    “We were so busy trying to throw off anyone that might pursue us that we forgot to worry about them. The Goblins, I mean. It’s such a silly error, isn’t it, Thomast?” 
 
    He didn’t immediately reply. Lady Bethal turned around in her saddle. Her horse was nervous now; it could sense the approaching Goblins. Bethal tried to sound jovial, though her heart was racing. Goblins— 
 
    “I wonder, was that why Emperor Laken was so concerned about which way we were going? Did he know, I wonder? We shouldn’t have lied to him. But I thought—” 
 
    “Bethal.” 
 
    Thomast’s voice made her grow quiet. He looked around, and she realized the howling had stopped. Lady Truvia shifted. 
 
    “Sir Thomast, if we’re to break out—” 
 
    “We were already encircled. We defend my wife. Prepare to dismount and fight among the trees if need be.” 
 
    “Yes sir.” 
 
    “The Goblins will pursue us unless we make it clear it isn’t worth the effort. I will aim for their Chieftain; you shield her from all attacks.” 
 
    “Thomast—” 
 
    He turned, his rapier shining in the darkness. Thomast’s eyes were filled with worry. He reached out and gripped her arm. It was so unlike him that Bethal nearly gasped. A sign of the true danger. He looked at her. 
 
    “Stay with me.” 
 
    “Always.” 
 
    There was no time for anything more. Bethal saw the first Goblin riding a Carn Wolf bound out of the trees. Sir Nil turned to face him, uttering a challenge. More mounted Goblins appeared out of the darkness, more and more. From the front, from behind—all sides. Goblins carrying terribly long pikes, more aiming crossbows directly at the four Humans. Hobs, dozens upon dozens of Hobs, striding along. 
 
    And then Bethal saw her. A small Goblin, barely larger than a child, riding a large wolf and carrying a black crossbow. She aimed it directly at Bethal’s heart as Sir Thomast and the two [Knights] surrounded Bethal on all sides. Bethal felt her breath catch. Was this how she died at last? Goblins killed her family. Her father, her mother, her sisters—had they finally caught up to her? 
 
    She was afraid— 
 
      
 
    —— 
 
      
 
    “Now!” 
 
    “Sire?” 
 
    “Cast the spell, Nesor! Tell her to do it now.” 
 
      
 
    —— 
 
      
 
    Rags was afraid. She felt her heart pounding. Her sweaty grip on the black crossbow was bad; she adjusted her grip so the recoil wouldn’t send the crossbow spinning from her hands. She aimed at the woman in front of her and felt it in the air. 
 
    Danger. It screamed at her. The man with the rapier was staring at her. The two [Knights] flanked their lady. The Goblins holding crossbows aimed at the four. Hobs stood in the darkness as Carn Wolves growled. There were over two hundred Goblins surrounding the four, but Rags still felt alone. 
 
    It was her. Lady Bethal. The one who’d led her army of knights against her tribe. Rags could still remember the battle. Her finger tightened on the trigger. 
 
    Kill her. The rush of blood in her veins made every moment feel like years. She could feel Redscar on her left, his sword drawn. Pyrite stood on her right, the battleaxe burning. 
 
    “So. Sir Kerrig and Welca perished. I hoped they managed to escape. Alas, I underestimated your kind.” 
 
    Lady Bethal spoke first. Her lips were pale and she shook, but her finger alone was steady as it pointed at the sword Redscar held. She shifted her finger, and Pyrite grunted. Lady Bethal turned her head, keeping her chin high. 
 
    “It was truly a shame. I thought the Goblin Lord was the true threat. I thought a tribe could be left alone, no matter how cunning their Chieftain. Ah, but this is fitting.” 
 
    She looked at Rags, right at her. Rags felt a shock, and her finger twitched. The man standing next to her raised his rapier. He could strike her from this far, cut the air. The Goblins around Rags tensed. If they fired, the [Lady] died. The [Knights] would not. Neither would the [Chevalier]. Rags exhaled slowly. She raised a hand, and the Goblins relaxed a fraction. 
 
    Lady Bethal had gone still. Now she looked at Rags. 
 
    “Well? What are you waiting for? An invitation? You have it!” 
 
    Her voice trembled a bit as she snapped. She was afraid. She was afraid of them. Rags saw it in her. The young Goblin fought as her head told her to fire. Vengeance. But her memory showed her the Humans she’d butchered yesterday. And her heart showed her a face. 
 
    Erin stared at Rags, her face pale, her hands gripping the reins of her petrified mare. There was nothing similar about Bethal and Erin. Not in face or body. But that look. That look in her eyes. Rags felt her finger squeeze the trigger. Then relax. Slowly, painfully, she lowered the crossbow. 
 
    “No fight.” 
 
    She said it once, and then louder. 
 
    “No fight!” 
 
    The Goblins around her started. They looked at her and then at each other, but slowly the crossbows lowered and pointed at the ground. The Humans stared. Lady Bethal stared as Rags urged her wolf forwards a pace. Rags met the [Lady]’s eyes. 
 
    “You killed Goblins.” 
 
    Bethal blinked at her. This wasn’t what she’d expected. Rags repeated herself again, urgently. 
 
    “You killed Goblins. You. But we—not kill you. You are…prisoner. Like other two.” 
 
    “What?” 
 
    A scoffing, angry sound came from the male [Knight], but Bethal held up a hand. She stared at Rags. 
 
    “Other two? Do you mean Sir Kerrig and Lady Welca? Are they alive?” 
 
    “Yes. They prisoner. You. Prisoner.” 
 
    Rags didn’t know why she was saying it. But the image of shooting Lady Bethal through the chest, the thought of pulling the trigger—was hard. She hadn’t attacked this time. She’d been riding. She’d killed Goblins, but Rags had killed Humans. Somehow, it made a difference. Rags pointed. 
 
    “Drop weapons.” 
 
    “Never.” 
 
    The [Knights] behind Lady Bethal bristled. Rags scowled. 
 
    “Drop. Or shoot.” 
 
    “We will cut down every Goblin here should Lady Walchaís fall!” 
 
    One of the [Knights] promised darkly, raising her spear. The Goblins tensed. Lady Bethal frowned. 
 
    “Lower your spear, Truvia.” 
 
    “Lady Bethal! Surrendering would be a death sentence—” 
 
    “I know. Let us go, little Goblin Chieftain. We will not surrender. Let us go.” 
 
    Bethal urged her mount forwards a step. The man beside her reached out, and she held up a hand. 
 
    “Thomast.” 
 
    He subsided. Rags stared as Bethal approached. Her gaze bored into Rags’ head. There was a pressure about her. A prickling sensation, as if the air around her were the spines of an animal. But more—she felt vast. 
 
    “If my people are alive, I will ransom them. And I will ransom myself and my company.” 
 
    “Ransom?” 
 
    The word was known but unknown to Rags. Bethal nodded. 
 
    “Pay. It need not come to death, Goblin Chieftain. I will give you a fair price for our safe passage and my people’s return, my honor on it. Will you accept that?” 
 
    She pushed, and Rags felt the urge to agree. But she bit her tongue, gritted her teeth. 
 
    “No. Surrender.” 
 
    She raised the crossbow and aimed at Bethal. The [Lady] didn’t flinch, though the two [Knights] and her husband tensed. She stared at Rags curiously. 
 
    “So small. So fierce! Are you really a Chieftain?” 
 
    The question made the Goblins around Rags shudder with anger. What an insult! Bethal looked around, bemused. 
 
    “Are you truly the same kind of Goblins as the ones I know?” 
 
    The question went unanswered. Now everyone was staring at Lady Bethal. She looked back at Rags. 
 
    “I saw the Goblin King. I met one of his Lords. You are different. Prisoners? Do Goblins do such things? Velan the Kind knew no such mercy.” 
 
    Velan the Kind. Rags shuddered. She had to take her finger away from the trigger again or risk pulling it. She looked at Bethal. The woman’s face wasn’t hostile. She searched Rags’ gaze. 
 
    “Peace, little Goblin. Why do you want us as prisoners?” 
 
    “Punish. Hostage!” 
 
    Rags growled. Bethal nodded. 
 
    “Safety. I understand. But know that my people will not rest until I am returned. I killed your people. I will pay the cost of their lives. In magic and gold.” 
 
    “Not enough!” 
 
    Her voice was too high-pitched. The Goblins shifted. Bethal didn’t blink. 
 
    “It is all I can offer. Please, Chieftain of Goblins. If my [Knights] are truly alive, show me. Offer me goodwill and I will return it.” 
 
    “They live.” 
 
    “Show me. Let me see them. And I will offer you peace. A boon. Protection from other Humans. Safe passage. Whatever you wish.” 
 
    Her words were soft, tempting. Desperate. Rags saw that in her as well. Bethal spoke quietly as Rags fought. 
 
    “There is nothing to be gained from killing me. The cost would be too high. But if there is a chance—are they truly alive?” 
 
    The crossbow was heavy. Rags lowered it slightly. 
 
    “Yes.” 
 
    “Are they close? Unharmed?” 
 
    “Man is. Female ran. She—” 
 
    Rags heard a horn blare in the silence. She jerked. The Goblins around her raised their weapons. The mare danced, and Lady Bethal turned as the [Knights] and her husband moved forwards. She looked north, back the way Rags and the Goblins had come. 
 
    “What was that?” 
 
    Rags didn’t know. She heard the horn blow again frantically. Three short blasts. A distress call! She looked at Bethal, suddenly afraid. 
 
    “What you do?” 
 
    “Nothing.” 
 
    The woman looked taken aback. Rags lifted the crossbow and saw the man’s grip on the rapier shift. Pyrite lifted his axe. Bethal held up a hand. 
 
    “I swear it! On my house and name!” 
 
    Rags held her gaze. She turned. Redscar was looking back. The horn blew again, and another one blew desperately. Redscar snarled. 
 
    “Chieftain. Trouble.” 
 
    They had to go. Rags hesitated. She looked back at Lady Bethal. The woman was watching her. Rags pointed. 
 
    “Redfangs! Move!” 
 
    The wolf riders dashed into the forest, howling. The Goblins on foot shifted. Rags leaned out of her saddle and snapped an order. 
 
    “All go back! Fifteen Hob and half crossbows stay!” 
 
    The warriors rushed backwards, leaving only a handful of Hobs and a lot of Goblins with crossbows. They kept their weapons trained on Lady Bethal. Rags turned—Pyrite grunted and pointed. She nodded. He ran. She turned to one of the Hobs in charge and lowered her voice. 
 
    “Aim at her. If attacked, run.” 
 
    The Hob nodded, glancing at the frozen Humans. Rags sat back upright and snapped at her personal escort. 
 
    “Ride!” 
 
    She kicked her wolf, and it leapt into the forest, following the Goblins running around her. Rags turned her head back and saw Lady Bethal staring at her. For a moment their gazes locked, and then Rags was racing ahead, running. The camp was only a short distance away. What had happened? What— 
 
    She burst through the trees and saw shadows flickering through the trees. No light. Just shadows. Flickers of light caught her attention—burning embers from scattered campfires, fallen torches—but no light. She heard Goblins screaming, heard the pounding of hoofbeats— 
 
    Hooves? Goblins rode wolves! She turned and saw a Goblin scream as a shadow passed by. A dark shape slashed, and Rags saw a sword flash. The Human rode past her, trampling a Goblin. Not one Human. Many Humans! They rode, shouting and cutting down Goblins around her, too fast to track in the near darkness. She heard them screaming. 
 
    “Laken! Laken and the Unseen Empire!” 
 
    “Riverfarm!” 
 
    “Follow the Captain! This way!” 
 
    She saw a rider in full steel armor whirl and turn. He cut a Hob across the face as the Goblin ran at him, and the riders following him speared the Hob. The armored rider pointed, and the Humans on horseback charged forwards again, running over Goblins and Hobs alike. 
 
    But that was wrong! Rags gaped. Where were her warriors? They should be in formation, fighting! There couldn’t be more than a few hundred riders here at most! Where was— 
 
    “[Light]!” 
 
    Rags called a ball of searing white light into being and threw it up. The shimmering orb flew up through the trees and cast the shadows into relief. Rags looked around and saw what she’d failed to see before. There was something in the trees, drifting past her. 
 
    Fog? Mists? No. Smoke. It was dark black and green and drifted at head-height through the trees. It was thick, and Rags saw it was cutting off over half the camp. The riders streamed away from it, cutting down the Goblins in the clear space. But in the smoke? Where were the others? 
 
    Rags saw a group of Goblins stagger out of the smoke. She urged her mount forwards, shouting at them. They were armed! Warriors! She raced towards them and saw them staggering. Falling? Rags stared as, one by one, the band of Goblins collapsed. Half fell, coughing, grasping at their throats. The others weakly tried to raise their weapons, covering their eyes. 
 
    Their eyes? Rags saw something leaking from a Goblin’s eyes. He screamed, a rasping, choking cry. He looked to her—and an arrow sprouted from his chest. Rags jerked. She heard a whistling sound, and beneath her, her Carn Wolf howled. An arrow had pierced his side! He jerked, and Rags heard more arrows thud into the ground. She looked in the direction of the archers, but saw nothing. 
 
    They were under attack! Archers, poisonous smoke—and the cavalry. Rags couldn’t see the Redscar warriors, but she could hear howls, spread out in the darkness. How were the Humans seeing? She searched for her warriors, her organized units and saw nothing. 
 
    “Rally!” 
 
    Rags screamed the word. She raised her hand and shot another ball of light into the air. Her Carn Wolf howled, and she saw more Goblins moving towards her. Some were in the poisonous fog. They stumbled out, blind, coughing. And Rags saw the mounted Humans turn. 
 
    “Rally! Form line!” 
 
    She shouted at them, reaching for her sword. The Goblins ran towards her, many falling, and Rags saw something flicker overhead. 
 
    Arrows. One flashed by her chest. She jerked and felt something strike her mount in the head. It fell, and Rags cried out as her Carn Wolf crashed to the ground. She rolled away and saw the light above her head go out. Someone had ended her spell. 
 
    Thunk. Thunkthunkthunkthunkthunk— 
 
    Goblin screams. Rags struggled up, looking around wildly. She didn’t see the Goblins. She heard more arrows landing and ran desperately. Something was ahead. Rags saw the air darken and jerked backwards. The poison! It was drifting across her camp. Had the Humans put it there? Where was Pyrite? Where was— 
 
    “Chieftain!” 
 
    A voice amid the screaming. Rags turned and saw a Hob running towards her. He had a spear, and his eyes were wide. He couldn’t find anyone in the darkness. She gasped to see him. 
 
    “Come! Must get light!” 
 
    She ran towards him. The Goblin opened his mouth and then turned. He snarled; Rags saw a shape amid the trees. She heard a shout and saw a black rider flash past her. He cut, and the Hob in front of her fell, gasping, clutching at the axe stuck in his chest. 
 
    “No.” 
 
    Rags ran towards him. The Hob grabbed at the axe as the Human on the horse cursed and rode on. He grabbed the axe as Rags stopped. She fumbled at her belt. Healing potion. She had to have— 
 
    “Chieftain?” 
 
    The Hob’s lungs were filling with blood. He pulled the axe free before she could stop him. She heard a wet, tearing sound, and then silence. She lifted the potion and saw the limp body on the ground. 
 
    “Wait.” 
 
    She reached for him, but there was nothing there anymore. Rags slowly corked the healing potion and stood back up. She looked around. She could hear more shouting, see more riders moving through the darkness. Arrows were landing. The poison was moving. 
 
    “Rally! Rally here!” 
 
    Rags screamed the words, searching for Goblins in the darkness. But there was no one around her. It was as if the Humans had brought madness with them. Rags saw Goblins fleeing into the poisonous smoke, running from riding Humans, shooting back wildly at the archers they couldn’t see. It was chaos. She was alone. 
 
    Alone. Rags shouted but no one could hear. The poison mist was drifting through the camp, covering staggering Goblins trying to run. Arrows flew around her, cutting down the Goblins emerging from the poison. And in between the poisonous fog were the riders, galloping, scything down her people. Turning, wheeling. 
 
    Humans. They were killing her tribe. Where had they come from? They weren’t Bethal’s people. Rags felt—shocked. Something beyond shock then reached her core. Her head rang. She stumbled, looking for her people. 
 
    A poison cloud at her back, the riders ahead. Only the dead around her. Rags raised her head and saw them at last. A flicker of light. A group of Humans far away, aiming their bows. And a cauldron—many bubbling pots and Humans fanning the smoke, blowing it their way. They loosed another volley, and Rags heard the Goblins scream. Then the black riders raced past her, cutting down a group of Goblins that tried to form a pike formation with a third of their number. 
 
    Oh. 
 
    They’d ambushed them. Just like they’d done. Somehow, the Humans had known they were there. Rags nodded. That made sense. She looked around. It was the same. They’d come for her tribe, come for her. She hadn’t expected it. But that was what was happening. They had come and were killing everyone. 
 
    Rags felt—pain. Pain, and hurt. But nothing else. She looked inside her heart for anger. She looked for rage, reached for it and found nothing. Because, in her soul, in her inner self, nothing in Rags was surprised. She looked around at the blood. At the silent bodies. 
 
    Look at them. All of them. The small ones curled up to the adults. By poison, by blade, by arrow. It was all the same. 
 
    This was how things were. Again and again, for years and centuries. Forever. This was what they did. Rags slowly reached for the crossbow she’d tied to her back. Slowly, awkwardly, she drew it and looked around. 
 
    The riders streamed past, shouting. Rags raised the crossbow and aimed. She pulled the trigger and felt it kick against her arm. One of the dark shadows fell and a horse reared. Rags mechanically felt at the quiver at her side. The horses rode past her, turning, cutting. 
 
    Place the bolt. Cock the crossbow. Rags lifted it and turned. Again she pulled the trigger. Another shape fell. 
 
    They were turning. One pointed his sword, and Rags knew there was no time. She raised her hand and fire flew. It struck a horse, and Rags saw the rider flailing as the animal screamed. 
 
    This was how it happened. Every time. She saw the Humans charging, heard the cry. She held her ground. Her finger shifted; another rider fell, burning. 
 
    A Human in armor was leading them. He rode towards her, his face obscured by a dark steel helmet. Rags pointed at him, and the flaming arrow struck his chest. Too weak; he rode through it. He had a sword in his hand. Rags reached for hers. 
 
    Sword. Buckler—she fumbled and dropped it. The rider lowered in his saddle. She thought she could see his face through the helmet. She heard a word as he leaned down. She swung and heard the rushing air, felt her blade bite into the horse. And then she heard his voice as he cut her chest. 
 
    “So small.” 
 
    It was a whisper, lost among the screaming. For a moment, a frozen moment, Rags looked up and saw his eyes. And then the blade cut into her chest. Rags twisted with the impact, her grip loosening on her sword. The horse screamed as her blade was ripped from her hand. She blinked and looked at the blood streaming from her chest. The rider wrenched his sword, and the world blurred. Rags stumbled, and she saw him kick his stallion. He raced past her. She heard Goblins scream around her as she sank to her knees. 
 
    “Oh.” 
 
    Rags clutched at her chest. Blood dripped between her claws. She wavered and felt her knees give. She lay down, staring at the sky. 
 
    Her chest was wet. She felt tired. Cold. There was nothing in her heart. No fury. Not enough hate to make her reach for the potion at her belt. She should never have expected anything more. 
 
    The Humans rode past her, whooping, shouting war cries, cutting down the Goblins that fled. Ignoring her. Another body on the ground. Rags wanted to tell them to stop. She hadn’t started it. She hadn’t killed the lady. She’d tried— 
 
    But they’d killed the Human army. The ones chasing Goblins. And these Humans knew. Or did they care? They were cutting down children and Goblins with no weapons, laughing, screaming. The poison cloud drifted over Rags’ head, and she felt her lungs burning. 
 
    This was what they did. Rags closed her eyes and coughed once. She thought— 
 
      
 
    —— 
 
      
 
    “Chieftain!” 
 
    Pyrite turned and shouted for Rags. He couldn’t see anything in the darkness. The darkness was nearly perfect in the forest. All of the campfires were scattered. The torches had been knocked over, and the Humans were riding through the forest, cutting Goblins down! 
 
    How could they see? How could they know where each Goblin was? Could they see in the dark? The Hob saw a flash, and an arrow landed close to his foot. He shouted. 
 
    “Shields!” 
 
    The Goblins around him instantly raised their shields. He heard thudding impacts and then a scream. A Goblin fell in front of him. He looked around wildly. 
 
    “Where?” 
 
    There was no vision! No order! Black and green smoke was obscuring half the forest. Pyrite had sent a scout into it, and the Goblin had begun choking halfway in. Poison of some kind. The riders were dominating the other half—they were bearing down on any group of Goblins. There were only a few hundred of them, but they’d scattered the Goblins’ formations. Pyrite had arrived with a group of pikes, crossbows, and Hobs to find nothing at all. 
 
    “Where are Redfang? Where is Rags? Where are warriors?” 
 
    He shouted desperately. The Goblins around him looked around wildly. Nothing. There was howling from Carn Wolves, but it sounded like it was coming from inside the black smoke. On the other side? Pyrite looked around. Arrows, riders—what was the priority? 
 
    He heard a howl from his left and saw a Redfang warrior on a Carn Wolf charging. Alone. He had a bloody blade and was headed towards a cluster of shadows— 
 
    No wait. Those were Humans! Pyrite’s vision picked out a dark group with bows and a few flickering fires. A group of Humans, archers! They shot the charging Redfang warrior and his mount dead as Pyrite watched. They had set up in front of three black cauldrons belching smoke. 
 
    Cauldrons. Pyrite’s eyes widened. He pointed at the burning vats and shouted. 
 
    “Poison! Follow!” 
 
    The Goblins around him charged after Pyrite as he ran through the forest. The Humans with bows noticed him running and called an alarm. 
 
    “Hob charging! Loose!” 
 
    Pyrite heard the bows sing and raised his arm, covering his face. He felt something strike him in the chest and roared as the burning pain filled his shoulder, but the arrow had lodged in his fat; another struck him in the belly, another in the arm. Missed his head. Pyrite lowered his hand and saw the Humans in front of him. To the side were the pots. Pyrite lifted his battleaxe. He swung, and the Human [Archer] fumbling with her shortsword disappeared. Pyrite felt the impact as his battleaxe sheared through her and roared. 
 
    “Back! Back!” 
 
    The Humans screamed as Goblins charged past Pyrite. The Goblin line rammed into them with pikes, impaling the Humans as Pyrite swung again. The [Archers] fled, shouting in panic. 
 
    “Fall back to the horses! Retreat!” 
 
    “Follow!” 
 
    Pyrite bellowed at the Goblins. He saw a Hob kick over a pot and swung at the other two, knocking the cauldrons to the ground and spilling whatever was inside. Smoke shot up as the flames were doused; Pyrite coughed and felt his eyes and throat begin to burn. He staggered away and coughed before shouting an order. 
 
    “Bad smoke!” 
 
    The Goblins heard him and avoided the poisonous fumes. They chased the Humans, cutting down half as they scrambled onto their horses tethered nearby. The Humans fled, and Pyrite called them back. 
 
    “More archers! More pots! Find!” 
 
    There had to be. He roared at the Hob who’d kicked over the pots, and he and six other Hobs led another group of Goblins back through the forest. Pyrite ran ahead, snapping the shafts of the arrows, bellowing. 
 
    “Light! Light!” 
 
    They needed to see! A Goblin grabbed a piece of wood and tried to stoke the fire the cauldrons had been burning on. He lifted a torch, and Pyrite, remembering his axe, swung it into a tree, bellowing. 
 
    The tree caught alight as the enchanted axe set it aflame. Goblins rushed forwards with branches and sticks, and Pyrite pointed. The riders were still circling the camp. 
 
    “Charge!” 
 
    The Humans had spotted the Goblin warriors and charged towards them. Pyrite roared and raised his axe. The first Human had a spear. It was leveled at Pyrite’s chest. The Hob charged forwards and then dodged right at the last moment. Into the path of the horse! The startled animal reared, but Pyrite didn’t give it a chance to strike him with its hooves. He swung and felt an impact. The rider and horse fell, and Pyrite kicked. The Human took the blow in the chest and fell, gurgling. More riders came at him. Pyrite swung his axe, roaring. 
 
    “Pikes! Wall!” 
 
    The Goblins around him remembered their training and set their pikes. The horses ran into the pikes or tried to turn, and the riders crashed into the Goblin formation. Hobs and Goblins armed with axes and swords ran between the pikes and fell on the immobilized riders. Pyrite roared and advanced, his axe cutting down Humans and horses alike. 
 
    “Break away! Retreat!” 
 
    A panicked voice signaled a second retreat. Pyrite shouted for the Goblins to not pursue. This wasn’t important! They had to find others! 
 
    “Light!” 
 
    He roared again, louder. The Goblins snatched up branches. Pyrite saw another group of Humans loosing arrows and ordered another charge. This time, the Humans ran before he could close the distance. 
 
    “They’re reforming! Get away!” 
 
    “General Wiskeria’s ordered the retreat! Move to the rally point!” 
 
    “Take down that Hob!” 
 
    Someone shouted from the left. Pyrite spun and saw an armored Human bearing down on him with a group of mounted Humans. He swung, and the Human cursed, pulling his mount away to avoid Pyrite’s strike. He rode past Pyrite, hacking down a Goblin, and Pyrite cut down a Human trying to strike him. 
 
    “Captain Beniar! We have—” 
 
    A man screamed as Goblins swarmed his saddle. Beniar, the armored Human, turned, but before he could charge again, a snarl made his horse rear. A Carn Wolf leapt out of the darkness, riderless, and Pyrite saw more Redfang warriors stream out of the night. Half were coughing, and their mounts were in similar pain, but they bore down on the riders. 
 
    “Pull out! Back to Wiskeria!” 
 
    Beniar shouted the order, and his horses wheeled. They raced through the forest as the Redfang warriors gave chase. Pyrite saw a shower of arrows flying, and two riders fell with their wolves. He shouted. 
 
    “Stop! Ambush!” 
 
    The Redfang warriors pulled away as more arrows began cutting them down. The Human [Riders] rode on, shouting, and Pyrite saw the largest group of [Archers] yet. They were shooting down the Goblins that were trying to pursue. Pyrite took a deep breath and bellowed. 
 
    “Stop!” 
 
    Every Goblin in earshot turned. They broke off their pursuit and dashed towards him. The Redfang warriors rode over, and Pyrite shouted up at one of the leaders. 
 
    “Humans with bows! Do not go!” 
 
    “Redscar says attack!” 
 
    “No! Find Goblins! Find Chieftain! Find Noears and others!” 
 
    The Redfang warrior hesitated, and then nodded. He took his riders back, circling the camp, as Pyrite saw the Humans continuing to retreat. He looked around at the Goblins under his command. 
 
    “Hobs! Find Chieftain! Find others!” 
 
    The Hobs around him nodded and broke up, forming groups out of the smaller Goblins. It wasn’t Rags’ tactics, but traditional Goblin ones. It was all Pyrite could think of; the Humans were running, and he had no idea how many Goblins were alive. They needed Rags! Where was she? 
 
    Figures emerged from the darkness as Pyrite’s blood cooled a bit and he began to feel the pain from the cuts in his arms and three arrows. He saw lightning crackling, and Noears emerged from the darkness. The Goblin was uninjured, but he was followed by Poisonbite, whose eyes were swollen nearly shut. She was wheezing, barely able to breathe. 
 
    “Pyrite! Where Chieftain?” 
 
    Noears looked around, his hands giving off the smell of burnt air. Pyrite yanked an arrow from his chest with a growl and poured a bit of healing potion on the wound. He shoved the rest at Poisonbite, who fumbled for it. 
 
    “Don’t know. Search. Need lights!” 
 
    “Can light!” 
 
    Noears immediately threw a ball of light into the air, illuminating the dark forest. Pyrite nearly hit him—if he could have done that, why didn’t he do it earlier? But the [Mage] clearly hadn’t been thinking of that. And the light attracted more attention. 
 
    “Pyrite!” 
 
    Redscar rode out of the darkness, his enchanted frost blade covered in blood. He was unharmed, and his Carn Wolf had bloody fangs. He was positively alight with fury. He pointed at Pyrite. 
 
    “Where are Humans?” 
 
    “Running. That way.” 
 
    Pyrite pointed. Redscar snarled. 
 
    “Hunt them down! Redfangs!” 
 
    He made to ride, but Pyrite caught the wolf and yanked it back. 
 
    “No. Find Chieftain!” 
 
    The Carn Wolf snarled and tried to bite Pyrite. The Hob punched it. Redscar howled in fury and spat at Pyrite. 
 
    “Humans!” 
 
    “Find Chieftain!” 
 
    Pyrite bellowed at him. Redscar hesitated. Then he turned and raised his war horn and blew two long blasts and two short blasts. After a moment, a howl answered him and he turned. 
 
    “Smell her! Follow!” 
 
    Pyrite ran after him. He ran past Goblin bodies, over one that groaned, past a downed horse, through a burned campfire—so many bodies. He ran through a clearing patch of smoke, eyes burning despite having kept them closed through most of them, and saw Rags. 
 
      
 
    —— 
 
      
 
    She was lying on the ground, her head at an angle. Goblins stood around her as Quietstab knelt by her side. He had an empty potion bottle by one side. The ground was covered in blood. Pyrite’s ears rang. He ran forwards, nearly throwing Quietstab aside. He reached for Rags. 
 
    “Potion?” 
 
    “One. Need more!” 
 
    The bottle Quietstab had taken was from Rags’ belt. Pyrite reached for his bottle and realized it was empty. So was Quietstab’s. He turned and roared. 
 
    “Potion! Now!” 
 
    Redscar leapt from his wolf’s back and grabbed a bottle. He tossed it to Pyrite, and the Hob tore the stopper out. He reached for Rags and carefully lifted her. She was cold. 
 
    “Where hurt?” 
 
    “Chest. Healed, but—” 
 
    Rags wasn’t responding. Pyrite forced her mouth open and poured the healing potion down her throat. Anxiously, he felt her chest, put his hand over her mouth. Was she…? 
 
    He felt the slightest of heartbeats, the faintest of breaths and a cough. She was alive! Barely. Pyrite sat back. 
 
    “Alive?” 
 
    Redscar looked worried. All of the Goblins were clustering around, their eyes wide. Pyrite hesitated. Rags was still unconscious. She was breathing. That was what mattered. He stood up and forced the Goblins back. 
 
    “Give room! Quietstab, guard!” 
 
    The Hob nodded. Pyrite looked around. Redscar glanced at Rags and then turned his head. 
 
    “Humans attacked.” 
 
    “Ambush. Poison and darkness and arrows.” 
 
    Pyrite agreed. Redscar snarled. He slashed with his sword, spraying half-frozen droplets of blood. 
 
    “We hunt! Redfangs go. Hobs too!” 
 
    “No. Chieftain is wounded.” 
 
    “Humans are running!” 
 
    “Second ambush!” 
 
    Pyrite shook his head. He’d seen it. The Humans were pulling back, but they’d been baiting the Goblins into following so they could tear them apart with bows. Redscar snarled. 
 
    “Not enough Humans. We go.” 
 
    “No.” 
 
    Pyrite grabbed Redscar’s arm. The other Goblin was smaller, far smaller than Pyrite. Redscar froze and looked up at Pyrite. 
 
    “Let go.” 
 
    Redscar’s sword raised and his eyes narrowed dangerously, but Pyrite refused to let go. His grip tightened. Redscar’s arm groaned, and the Goblin stared into Pyrite’s eyes. Pyrite rumbled. 
 
    “Your duty is to tribe. Obey.” 
 
    “Chieftain cannot give orders.” 
 
    “Chieftain is Chieftain! And I am second! Obey!” 
 
    Pyrite felt Redscar’s bones under his hand. The Goblin growled, and Pyrite growled right back. The two stood together, and then Redscar abruptly nodded. Instantly, Pyrite let go, and Redscar snatched his hand away. He sheathed his sword angrily. 
 
    “What now?” 
 
    There was fury burning in his eyes, but he was obeying. For now. Pyrite looked down at Rags. She seemed so small, so weak lying there. She had to be alright. She would wake up. He looked around at the wounded Goblins, the destroyed camp and felt a weight on his shoulders. 
 
    “Now? Find wounded. Count living. And make ready. Humans will come back. Lots of them.” 
 
    The Goblins looked at him. Redscar growled. They all knew it was true. This was only the start. The Humans had found them. And they would be back. 
 
      
 
    —— 
 
      
 
    “G-general Wiskeria says they’re pulling back. For tonight. The Goblins aren’t pursuing any longer. She says there are too many to attack. Unless you think otherwise. Do you want…want me to send her another [Message], Emperor?” 
 
    “No, Nesor. Tell her to pull back and treat her wounded. The plan is a success. Tell her congratulations and to prepare for another message within the hour. Understand?” 
 
    I sense Nesor’s pale face nod towards me. The [Mage] closes his eyes, and his lips begin to move, forming the words he’s sending via [Message] spell. He’s a poor caster, so it takes him laborious minutes to send my words to Wiskeria’s [Mage]. And even longer to hear her reply. 
 
    “She says that she understands and is holding. Emperor Laken?” 
 
    He looks at me, sweat rolling down his head. I can sense his fatigue, smell his body odor. He’s kept me in constant touch with Wiskeria this last hour, and the effort has taxed him. I nod and rise. 
 
    “That’s enough. Good work, Nesor. Take a break; I’ll handle things from here.” 
 
    “Thank you, Your Majesty.” 
 
    He breathes a sigh of relief and slumps in his chair. I look around the dark house. This is Wiskeria’s home, unfurnished in large part. It’s quiet. Dark. I don’t need illumination, so I haven’t bothered to light a candle despite the late hour. It must be close to pitch-black for Nesor, but I navigate my way to the door with ease. 
 
    “Get some rest. Here.” 
 
    “Here? But isn’t this—” 
 
    “I may need to speak to Wiskeria again. Sleep here, Nesor. Eat if you need to—but be ready for the morning. I need to speak to the others.” 
 
    I pause, thinking. Nesor’s worn out. 
 
    “Verdammt! I need to send those [Message] spells. Nesor, send a brief [Message] to Wiskeria and see if Lady Bevia’s [Mage] can do it. If not—” 
 
    “I can do it, Your Majesty. I think…if I have a mana potion.” 
 
    Nesor fumbles weakly at his belt. I nod. 
 
    “Good. In that case, I’ll rely on you.” 
 
    I pause at the door. 
 
    “Excellent work, Nesor. Lady Rie will be proud, I’m sure of it.” 
 
    I sense a smile light up Nesor’s face. 
 
    “T-thank you, Your Majesty.” 
 
    He slumps back in his chair and drinks half his mana potion. After I leave. I watch him with my [Emperor] senses for a few minutes as I stride through the village, but he seems fine. I had wondered if he’d be up to the challenge, but he came through. And it worked! My heart is beating too fast, and I feel blood thundering through my veins, though I haven’t done anything. All I could do was watch. 
 
    But I felt like I was there. I saw Beniar and my Darksky Riders sweeping through the Goblin camp. I saw Wiskeria’s brew do its work, blinding and suffocating the Goblins while her [Archers] shot Goblins from afar. Damn that Hob and those mounted Goblins. If they hadn’t attacked, we might have— 
 
    No, focus. This is enough. I have to make the next part count. I stride towards a familiar person in Riverfarm, wrenching my attention away from the Goblins. I can still sense them on my lands, regrouping, salvaging their ruined camp. They’re still there, many of them. Thousands. But less now. A good number less. 
 
    “Prost?” 
 
    The man turns, and I sense he’s holding a torch. 
 
    “Emperor Laken? Is everything…?” 
 
    “Fine. The plan’s worked, Mister Prost. Have you called the others?” 
 
    “Yes, Your Majesty. They’re all there. Some are complaining, but only to each other.” 
 
    “They’ll shut up as soon as I tell them. Come.” 
 
    I nod, and Prost pushes open the double doors to my meeting hall. The audience chamber is cramped with all the [Lords] and [Ladies] present, but they turn as one and give me room to stride towards my throne. I sense Durene in the crowd and Lady Rie. Both hurry towards me. 
 
    “Laken, what’s going on?” 
 
    “Your Majesty? Mister Prost summoned us all here—disturbing several nobles from their beds! May I ask what—” 
 
    “Silence, Lady Rie.” 
 
    I turn my head, and she falls still. I reach out and grab Durene’s hand. 
 
    “I’ll explain everything in a moment, Durene. Just wait. Gamel?” 
 
    The young man stands by my throne, standing at attention. 
 
    “Yes, sire?” 
 
    “Announce me.” 
 
    “At once.” 
 
    I hear Gamel take a deep breath and then shout, surprising the nobles of Izril. 
 
    “[Lords] and [Ladies] of Izril! His Majesty, ruler of the Unseen Empire, Protector of Riverfarm and Durene’s Cottage! Emperor Laken Godart!” 
 
    I take my seat on the throne and hear a susurration throughout the room. The nobles wince, their ears ringing, and stare at me as I sit on my throne. I sense some of them hesitate. I know what they’re thinking. Why are they here? Are they supposed to kneel? Why have I called them? I put their fears and speculations to rest as I raise my voice. 
 
    It’s soft after Gamel’s shouting, but I make sure it carries throughout the room. Calm. Loud voice but not too loud. Controlled. I turn my closed eyes from face to face, noting their reactions. They can’t meet my eyes, closed or not. 
 
    “Ladies and gentlemen, I bid you welcome. I am sorry for waking you at this late hour, but I have news of grave importance. As you may know, I have sworn to defend the roads and lands around Riverfarm. Yesterday, it came to my attention that another force had entered my domain.” 
 
    I hear a murmur and sense the nobles grow apprehensive in front of me. I raise my voice, continuing. 
 
    “It is my regret that I must inform you all now that an army of Goblins has entered my domain. A portion of the Goblin Lord’s army is currently camped approximately forty-two miles north of here. They number about eight thousand strong.” 
 
    “What?” 
 
    I hear gasps, and then a cry of horror from the nobles. A [Lady] swoons, and her husband catches her. Shocked voices, a loud exclamation, and then Sir Tourant’s voice. 
 
    “Emperor Laken! Your Majesty! Are you certain of this?” 
 
    I turn my head towards him. 
 
    “Without a shadow of a doubt, Lord Tourant. The Goblin Lord has sent nearly eight thousand Goblins by my count. Two days ago, they entered the furthest reaches of my protected lands, laying waste to a local army from the city of Filk in a pitched battle. They came further south after that, marching directly towards my domain. Towards Riverfarm.” 
 
    I hear a groan from my audience, and then a sharp voice. 
 
    “I take it that you are not informing us merely so that we might evacuate in time, Emperor Laken? Or else you would have informed us yesterday.” 
 
    I nod towards the woman standing in the back. 
 
    “Correct, Lady Bevia. I have not been idle upon learning of this threat. I immediately consulted with my [General], Lady Wiskeria, and formed a plan to combat the Goblin Lord’s army.” 
 
    “Why were we not informed of this?” 
 
    I turn, seeking out Lord Melbore in the crowd. 
 
    “To prevent a panic, Lord Melbore. If I were to raise the alarm too early, the Goblins would have been alerted that their presence had been discovered. And thus my army would have failed to ambush the Goblins. As it did not an hour ago.” 
 
    That gets them. The nobles are in an uproar. Again, Lady Bevia’s voice cracks through the chaos like a whip. 
 
    “Emperor Laken, please do not spare us the details. What has happened?” 
 
    I incline my head a fraction as the voices calm, waiting for my response. 
 
    “In a word, Lady Bevia? Success. I sent a mobile force of [Riders] and [Archers] to attack the Goblins in their camp. Around six hundred soldiers all told, many levied from nearby cities and towns. They proceeded to strike the Goblins in the heart of the night, killing at least a thousand of their warriors before retreating.” 
 
    Again, uproar. Again, I wait for the voices to subside. Lord Tourant is the one to question me this time. 
 
    “A force of six hundred slew a thousand Goblins? How? How many casualties were there?” 
 
    “Less than a hundred.” 
 
    “A hundred? How? Were they all asleep?” 
 
    A smile. 
 
    “Hardly, Lord Tourant. My force triumphed by virtue of superior tactics. My [General] and [Captain], Lady Wiskeria and Sir Beniar, were able to divide the Goblins under the plan I devised with them.” 
 
    This time I don’t elaborate, and the intrigued murmur goes on for a second. I can see Lady Rie glancing at me. Perhaps she noticed some of my preparations. 
 
    The plan was a simple one. Use poisonous gas to cripple the Goblins and [Darksky Riders] to strike at night. With more [Archers] to lend them support, they could easily take down the Goblin army. 
 
    The key was really in Wiskeria’s brew. She knew how to make a poisonous smoke—a byproduct of another concoction, really—which would suffocate and burn the eyes and make breathing almost impossible. It would cripple any Goblin who inhaled the smoke. All she needed were enough ingredients and hands to brew the mixtures and fan the smoke into the camp. Hellebore leaves, charcoal, a white, parasitic root that grows around old trees…she had me looking for ingredients for hours, but I found enough for the plan to work. 
 
    After that, it was just a matter of coordinating. With Nesor and one of Lady Bevia’s [Mages], I could tell Wiskeria exactly where the Goblins were and when to strike. Lady Bethal’s presence only helped the situation by drawing off a good portion of the Goblins. The rest went like clockwork. 
 
    Mostly. The Goblins fought back, but I don’t focus on that. The nobles of Izril are clamoring to know what I’ll do next. 
 
    “Ladies and gentlemen, please. I am aware that the Goblin Lord’s army is still a great danger. They have been wounded, but their host is still far vaster than my army can defeat. Alone, that is. I intend to levy every city in the region and cooperate with every Human settlement. As it is, the Goblins are still far north of Riverfarm, and I assure you, they will be stopped.” 
 
    Dismayed, the nobles begin arguing among themselves. 
 
    “A thousand dead? But that would leave seven thousand remaining! Can any city stop that?” 
 
    “If we can head down the eastern road—we might outdistance them—” 
 
    “You want to travel with Goblins about? Madness!” 
 
    “Please!” 
 
    I raise a hand. 
 
    “I have no intention of keeping you here, but I fear that Riverfarm may be the only safe place. If you wish to take your chances, I will attempt to escort you, but my army will soon march to reinforce General Wiskeria.” 
 
    “How do you intend to combat such a large force, Emperor Laken?” 
 
    “With cooperation, Lady Bevia. The Human cities nearest to the Goblin Lord’s army have standing garrisons of their own; I intend to coordinate with them to push back the Goblins.” 
 
    With my levied army I would be outnumbered. But as Lady Rie pointed out, there are a number of cities who don’t like me to the north. Cities that can either bar up their gates and hide from the Goblin Lord or join me and fight. Either way, the Goblin Lord’s forces will be chipped away. 
 
    Ruthless. I lean forwards on my throne. 
 
    “As we speak, [Messages] are being sent to every city in the region to communicate what I have told you, ladies and gentlemen. We have defeated the Goblins once before, and we shall do so again. And now, I am afraid I must coordinate with the other settlements who no doubt have questions of their own.” 
 
    I rise from my throne and hear a babble of voices as the distressed nobles press forwards. I raise my hand, and they pause. 
 
    “Lady Rie will handle any questions you might have. I would welcome any assistance you might be able to bring to bear on this matter, but I must consult with my [General]. I bid you all good night.” 
 
    Before they can object, I stride through them towards the door. I sense Lady Rie being mobbed behind me, and Gamel and Prost screen my exit. In a moment, I’m outside and in the chill night air, alone. For a second. Then I hear the doors open, hear a babble of shocked voices, and a voice. 
 
    “Laken?” 
 
    “Durene.” 
 
    I embrace her, feeling her rough skin. Durene hugs me, but I can tell she’s shocked. 
 
    “Was all that true, Laken? You didn’t tell me!” 
 
    “I’m sorry Durene. I wanted to, truly. But I couldn’t let anyone know what was happening or they might run off. And you’re a terrible actor. Not even Mister Prost knew—until tonight. Only Wiskeria, Beniar, and the soldiers knew.” 
 
    “I understand that. But the Goblins! Are there really thousands of them?” 
 
    I pause and cast my mind north. They’re already marching. Wiskeria told me the effects of the gas would last for days. Hopefully she can press the advantage. I nod grimly. 
 
    “There are. But we did a lot of damage, Durene. Wiskeria and Beniar will harry them, and I’m sending the army north tomorrow at dawn.” 
 
    “I’m going with them, of course. Right?” 
 
    I hesitate. I want to say no. Because I’m not going. Wiskeria and Beniar both insisted, and I had to agree. It makes no sense, not if I can use a [Mage] to tell them exactly what they need to know. I’m a liability in battle for all I can influence the Goblins. But Durene—I squeeze her hands. 
 
    “You don’t have to.” 
 
    “I do! If there are Goblins and everyone’s fighting, I have to fight. I’m a [Paladin], Laken.” 
 
    “I know. I know.” 
 
    I take a few deep breaths. I knew that Durene would say that. Which is why I sent Wiskeria and Beniar first. Now the Goblin Lord’s army is wounded. And by the time Durene gets there… 
 
    “The main army will march towards the Goblins and meet up with Wiskeria. She’ll wear them down as much as she can until then. I’ll have every city send as many soldiers as I can. Hundreds—I can levy at least a hundred warriors from the smallest towns alone. You’ll outnumber the Goblins—barely, I think. Wiskeria will make sure only to pick battles we can win easily. So don’t get hurt, okay?” 
 
    “I won’t!” 
 
    Durene sounds fierce as she hugs me. I hug her back, hearing the commotion in the meeting hall get louder. I hear a muffled laugh from her. 
 
    “They’re angry. Did you have to tell them like this?” 
 
    “Oh yes. Because now they’re stuck here. And all the cities have to deal with the Goblins. Not just us. We’re not going to be alone in this fight, Durene. We’ll win, I promise.” 
 
    I hug her tightly, taking warmth from her body heat. I whisper to her as I feel Wiskeria and Beniar setting up camp, sense Humans tending to the wounded, the nobles surrounding Rie in the meeting hall, shouting— 
 
    And the Goblins to the north. Marching, moving fast, many still coughing, blinded by the fog. They leave behind their dead, not bothering to bury them. Dead Goblins. I count them. Small ones, big ones, it makes no difference. They’ll all die. I won’t let them touch Riverfarm. 
 
    Not again. Not ever again. I’ll slaughter them all with traps and poison, whatever I have to use. I’ll crush them. 
 
    I swear it. 

  

 
   
    5.23 G 
 
      
 
    Lady Bethal stared at the Goblins as the night tore itself to pieces. Screams and drumming horse beats broke the silence in the distance. War horns blew, shattering the calm, making her heart pound every time one blared. But she didn’t move. She held her position on her horse, soothing it. Her poor mare was terrified and exhausted in equal parts, and she might have bolted if Bethal weren’t holding her in place. Lady Bethal stroked her side reassuringly and looked up. 
 
    At crimson eyes. The Goblins watched her every move, the tips of their crossbow bolts aimed unerringly at her. There had to be at least a hundred and twenty, formed into groups of thirty, all of them standing or kneeling in ranks ten Goblins deep. They surrounded her from three sides so that if they fired they wouldn’t hit each other. 
 
    Two [Knights] in pink armor held their position in front of her, shielding Bethal with their bodies. Sir Nil and Dame Truvia held their weapons at the ready, their faces set. They didn’t move. 
 
    Next to Bethal, Thomast kept his rapier lowered, but she could feel him shifting, readying for action. Ahead of him, a group of Hobs held their ground, watching the Humans, their eyes flicking. They didn’t look around as another horn blew, startling the horses again. Bethal saw the Goblins shift. But they refused to move. And the Humans didn’t attack. 
 
    It was a stalemate. Thomast could kill some of the Goblins with crossbows before they could fire. He could probably knock down a bolt or two with his rapier himself. Sir Nil and Dame Truvia would shield Bethal with their bodies, and her [Aura of Thorns] Skill was powerful—but not enough to stop a crossbow bolt at close range. 
 
    Lady Bethal had a Ring of Sufferance on one finger, but even if she survived the first volley, even if Thomast and her [Knights] took out every Goblin assigned to watch them, they wouldn’t be able to escape without the Goblins first raising an alarm. And they would be hunted. 
 
    Against the hundreds of Carn Wolves and riders, their odds of escape would be perilously slim on foot. And it would be on foot; the horses wouldn’t survive ten miles with the Goblins trying to hamstring them every chance they got. 
 
    So they stayed put as the majority of the Goblins raced away and distant horns began echoing through the woods. Minutes passed, and no one spoke. Bethal felt her heart pounding. She couldn’t make it calm. She had faced death before. But this—this was at the heart of her fears. 
 
    Goblins. Their eyes made her shudder, so she looked at Thomast to calm herself. He was here. He would protect her. And if he could not—she would not run. That was all there was to it. 
 
    But it didn’t come to that. Bethal was listening to her mare relieve herself on the ground and the Goblins were wrinkling their noses when another Goblin burst out of the trees. Instantly, both Humans and Goblins tensed. But the Goblin just shouted something, and the other Goblins turned. They stared. Then, as one, they abandoned their formation and ran. 
 
    “What on earth?” 
 
    Lady Bethal watched, surprised, as the Goblins holding crossbows turned and ran. Only thirty of them held their ground, aiming at the Humans. But now they were backing away, clearly intending just to scare the Humans. Two Hobs stayed with them, holding their ground, raising their axes threateningly. 
 
    They were running. What was happening? Lady Bethal turned her head, expecting a trap. But the Goblins were already vanishing into the forest. By her side, she sensed Thomast move. She didn’t have to hear him to know what he was thinking. 
 
    Now would be the time to strike. Her [Chevalier] shifted his grip, and Lady Bethal bit her lip. 
 
    “No.” 
 
    Her soft voice made the Goblins start. One of them accidentally pulled his trigger and fired straight at Bethal’s chest. 
 
    The bolt shot towards her. Bethal blinked. She didn’t have time to think of dodging—it was streaking towards her and then Sir Nil was there. The bolt shattered on his shield, and the Goblins froze. 
 
    “Wastes!” 
 
    Dame Truvia lowered her spear, shouting in outrage. But Bethal’s voice stopped her and the Goblins shifting their aim. 
 
    “Stop! Don’t attack.” 
 
    She pointed, and Truvia held her ground. The Goblins backed up a step, uncertainly aiming at her. Bethal turned to Thomast. 
 
    “They’ve left.” 
 
    That was apparent, but someone had to say it. Thomast never would. He nodded, watching the two Hobs. They stared at him with grim resignation, knowing they couldn’t beat him. Still, they held their ground, barking orders and making the smaller Goblins aim back at Bethal. 
 
    “Something’s attacked the Goblins. Not all those war horns sounded like Goblin signals. If there was a time to make an escape—” 
 
    “No. I want to see Sir Kerrig. If he is alive…” 
 
    Sir Nils started. 
 
    “You want to ride into that? Lady Bethal—” 
 
    “If there was a time to find him, it would be now, wouldn’t it? Say, you Goblins!” 
 
    The Goblins jerked as Bethal waved at them. They stared at her. Bethal raised her voice. 
 
    “I agree with your Chieftain’s demands. We will be your prisoners! Take us back to your camp!” 
 
    The Goblins stared. They looked at each other and then at the two Hobs leading them. They were a pair, male and female. The Hobs glanced at each other, and the female one grunted. She shouted in the common tongue, making Bethal blink in surprise. More than just their Chieftain could speak? 
 
    “Drop weapons!” 
 
    “No.” 
 
    Thomast calmly replied, edging his horse forwards. The Hobs raised their weapons. The male growled. 
 
    “Prisoners! Drop weapons!” 
 
    “No. We’ll keep our weapons.” 
 
    Sir Nil rode forwards, and the Goblins instantly backed up again. There were thirty of them and two Hobs. One of the [Knights] could rout them alone, and Thomast could do it with one arm. Bethal’s ‘surrender’ was meaningless, and all the Goblins knew it. All they could do was shoot her and then be slaughtered. The female Hob eyed Bethal and then pointed. 
 
    “Sheathe weapons.” 
 
    The three armed Humans hesitated. They looked at Bethal, and she nodded. The Hob waited until the rapier and sword were at Sir Nil and Thomast’s sides and Truvia had lowered her spear. She hesitated and then nodded. The Goblins lowered their crossbows. 
 
    “Draw sword and we all kill you.” 
 
    “Very well.” 
 
    Bethal inclined her head graciously, trying not to let her nerves show. Believe they’re reasonable. She had no reason to expect it of Goblins! But the Chieftain had spoken rather than slaughter her at once. She’d negotiated—and Sir Kerrig might be alive. 
 
    “Follow.” 
 
    The Hob grunted and led the Goblins into the forest without a backward glance. Bethal was sure that they were ready to turn, shoot, and then run if Thomast so much as sneezed. She nodded to her escort, and they hesitantly followed her into the tree line. 
 
    “We should go instead, milady. Let Lord Thomast and I go ahead while Sir Nil remains on the road with you.” 
 
    “No, Dame Truvia. We go together. I hardly think this is a ruse. The Goblins had us right where they wanted us. Something’s attacked them.” 
 
    “And will whatever attacked them attack us?” 
 
    “If it does, we will deal accordingly. But I want to find Sir Kerrig. I thought he was dead, truly.” 
 
    “It would be like him to survive. And Lady Welca lives too? If she’s escaped, why haven’t we had word? Unless it was recent—” 
 
    “Quiet.” 
 
    Thomast’s voice stilled the urgent discussion between Bethal and her [Knights]. He rode ahead as the forest became sparser, and Bethal saw ghostly mage-light illuminating the forest. She inhaled sharply as she rode into the Goblins’ camp. Or what was left. 
 
    “Oh my.” 
 
    Broken tents, scattered fire. Smoke in the air and a foul, acrid stench that reminded Bethal of an [Alchemist]’s shop. Blood, too, heavy in the air. Faint cries—howling from the Carn Wolves. Shuffling feet, but too little sound. The forest floor was dark, trampled. And the bodies lay everywhere. Hundreds. Possibly a thousand. 
 
    The camp of the Flooded Waters tribe was destroyed. Goblin bodies lay everywhere, being searched for life by the living. It had been a slaughter. Lady Bethal looked at the still forms of Goblins, some covered in blood, others apparently unharmed but dead all the same. 
 
    The Goblins who’d been watching Bethal’s group stood in their camp, frozen by the sight. Bethal saw the pair of Hobs stare around and then raise their voices, shouting something in their guttural tongue. The other Goblins looked around and then ran, their discipline breaking, running into the chaos, shouting. Bethal looked around, confused. 
 
    “Wait. What about us?” 
 
    The Goblins had forgotten all about the four Humans on their horses. They combed through the wreckage, many of them picking up shapes, shaking them, and then letting them drop. Bethal blinked, her eyes stinging, and heard Dame Truvia utter a warning. 
 
    “There’s poison in the air! Lady Bethal, back!” 
 
    She was raising a ring that glowed with black light. Bethal could see nothing, but she instantly rode back as Truvia covered her mouth with a handkerchief and checked her ring. 
 
    “It seems—weak. My ring isn’t detecting more than a low-level miasma in the air. But what happened here?” 
 
    “An attack. It must have been. Poison, arrows, and the ground is churned. I see hoof prints.” 
 
    Sir Nil had dismounted to check the ground. He coughed and looked around. Bethal felt her eyes stinging—perhaps the poison? She fanned at her face and froze. 
 
    “Is that…a child?” 
 
    A small Goblin was wandering past the warriors, shouting in a high-pitched voice. She had to be a child. There was no other word for her. The small Chieftain that Bethal had met had been small, even for a Goblin. But this Goblin was no bigger than a toddler. She had none of the knowing look that had been in the Chieftain’s eyes. 
 
    Bethal stared. She had never seen a Goblin child before. She expected the—the thing to look evil or to have fangs or some feature, but the child just seemed lost. It kept shouting something. A word. And it was crying as it searched the bodies. 
 
    Lady Bethal Walchaís drew back, and her horse retreated a step. The Goblin child ignored her completely and utterly. It ran over to a downed Goblin and tried to turn the body over. It gave up and bent down to look at the face and then turned away. It looked around, searching, shouting the same word, and Bethal saw liquid dripping from its bright, crimson eyes. The [Lady] froze as the Goblin child stared past her, like a deer caught by a [Hunter]. 
 
    “Tears?” 
 
    She had never seen a Goblin cry. She hadn’t known they could. Bethal watched the child turn. In that moment, she learned two things. Goblins wept tears just like any other species. The same color, the same look. And secondly, she learned that a Goblin could weep. Bethal stayed put, her heart pounding. Impossible. Impossible. But the truth defied her to her face. Goblins could weep. She had never seen the like. 
 
    When the Goblin King rode upon First Landing with his hordes there were no tears. Only screams of rage as his armies hurled themselves upon the walls and pushed through the gaps in the broken masonry. There were no children, only warriors. Bethal could remember the blood, the eyes of the Goblins as she hid among the dead— 
 
    “Sir Kerrig!” 
 
    A voice broke Bethal’s reverie. The Goblin voices calling out silenced at Dame Truvia’s call. They turned, and Lady Bethal saw a Human face among the sea of Goblins. Sir Kerrig was bending over a silent form, doing something. He turned, and his face went pale. He broke into a run, and Bethal urged her horse forwards a step— 
 
    “Stop! Stop!” 
 
    Goblins flooded the ground, waving crossbows, aiming at both her and Sir Kerrig. Dame Truvia froze, raising her spear, and Thomast appeared by Bethal’s side. But the Goblins weren’t attacking. They shouted at Bethal, pointing. 
 
    “Stop! No horse!” 
 
    They were pointing at something on the ground. Bethal looked down and realized Goblin bodies were strewn in front of her. She had nearly ridden through them. She hadn’t noticed. She backed up on her horse as the Goblins shouted at her, waving their arms. 
 
    “I’m stopping. I’ve stopped.” 
 
    They formed a wall, forcing the Humans back. There was nothing Bethal could do but back up and let Sir Kerrig come to her. The Goblins had remembered their unwanted prisoners and, after an argument, a group of Goblins took up a position, aiming bows and crossbows at the Humans again. But the rest immediately flooded back into the camp. Confused, the four Humans met Sir Kerrig, and Lady Bethal dismounted to clasp his hands. 
 
    “Sir Kerrig! We’d assumed you were dead! How are you alive? Dead gods man, are you injured? Let’s get you to safety as quickly as we can!” 
 
    Sir Nil clasped Sir Kerrig’s arm, urging him to mount his stallion. Sir Kerrig shook his head. He looked bewildered, and there was blood on his hands. Not his own. 
 
    “Lady Bethal! Sir Thomast! How did you come to be here? Did you have a part in the—it’s dangerous to be here! If the Redfang Goblins catch sight of you, they’ll attack! They’re out for blood.” 
 
    “Redfang? What are you talking about? Sir Kerrig, where is Lady Welca? Are you unharmed? What is going on?” 
 
    “Let him speak, Sir Nil!” 
 
    Lady Bethal spoke sharply, and Sir Nil bowed his head instantly. Sir Kerrig coughed, and Bethal noticed a rasp in his voice. She immediately motioned, and Dame Truvia offered him a high-grade healing potion. Sir Kerrig took a sip, and his voice cleared of the rasp. 
 
    “Thank you. There was poison in the air. Some kind of mist or alchemist’s brew. I have no idea. As for what happened—I helped Lady Welca to escape not a day ago. I thought she would have reached some kind of civilization by now, but we had passed through the wilderness for the last few days. Perhaps she’s still riding—I had remained with the Goblins until the camp was attacked! Their Chieftain, Rags, rode forth with a good portion of the warriors. Shortly afterwards, a group of [Riders] struck the camp, hundreds of them. They doused the campfires and torches and another force began sending a poison gas through the camp and shooting every Goblin that moved!” 
 
    Lady Bethal listened to Sir Kerrig’s description of the attackers and his sojourn as the Goblin’s captives, watching the camp as she did. The Goblins were in chaos, but as time passed, someone began restoring order. Patrols of Goblins began combing through the wounded and dead methodically, calling out when they found a living Goblin. They also gathered up the trampled supplies, ushering other Goblins back into the center of the camp. 
 
    “They’re on the march. The army that attacked them retreated, but I’ve no notion of where they’re based or what their numbers are.” 
 
    Sir Kerrig finished and coughed again. His eyes were watering, and he poured a tiny amount of the healing potion into his hand to splash at them. Dame Truvia looked at him with concern. 
 
    “The poison smoke you described. You were caught in it?” 
 
    “Briefly. I immediately escaped when I noticed, but it was powerful enough to kill anyone trapped inside long enough. Most of the Goblins escaped, but they’re unable to breathe or see at the moment.” 
 
    “These attackers. Did you see their insignia?” 
 
    The [Knight] shook his head in reply to Sir Thomast’s question. 
 
    “No, and I have no idea where they came from. I thought perhaps Heldeim, a city to the east of here, but that would be unlikely. They have a small garrison. More to the point, they’re inexperienced, lacking a high-leveled officer of any kind. Hardly able to execute this kind of attack.” 
 
    He hesitated, wiping liquid out of his eyes. 
 
    “I did hear them shouting some kind of war cry. It was ‘Emperor Laken and the Unseen Empire’. But I’ve no notion…” 
 
    He broke off as Bethal gasped and the others shifted. He looked questioningly at Bethal. 
 
    “You know them?” 
 
    “We just visited them. It’s a small village and the surrounding area. There’s an [Emperor] there. Thomast, you don’t think…?” 
 
    Bethal looked at her husband. He nodded. 
 
    “Emperor Laken introduced us to his [General]. You remember her? She was a [Witch]. They know how to use poisons.” 
 
    “A night-time ambush using poison? Hardly befitting of an [Emperor]!” 
 
    Dame Truvia frowned. Sir Nil glanced around. 
 
    “Ideal for a larger force, however. Sir Kerrig described only a few hundred [Riders] and mounted [Archers] and warriors. They’ve slain several times their number, at least.” 
 
    “It was the absence of their Chieftain that presented the opportunity. Had she been here—” 
 
    Sir Kerrig was speaking urgently, pointing to the Goblins. Now they had formed into units again. Bethal saw they were coming towards her and shifted uneasily. 
 
    “Sir Kerrig—” 
 
    Hobs and mounted Goblins riding Carn Wolves approached them. They formed a semi-circle between the Humans and the camp, staring at Sir Kerrig and then Lady Bethal’s escort. They had weapons, but they stared at the Humans blankly. Sir Kerrig looked wary and Thomast and the two [Knights] moved in front of Bethal again, but she didn’t see hostility in the Goblin’s eyes. 
 
    “Why aren’t they angry?” 
 
    The Goblins were staring at them. Just staring with a blank, empty gaze. They were aware of the Humans’ threat, but it was like they were just going through the motions. Behind them, the Goblins searched their dead, the same empty look in their eyes. 
 
    “I think they’re mourning.” 
 
    Sir Kerrig’s reply made all of the Humans glance at him sharply. Lady Bethal opened her mouth to say that was impossible, but she stopped as she saw the Goblin child again. It—she—wasn’t the only Goblin child, but somehow Bethal recognized her. The Goblins checking for the living had passed her section of the camp, but the Goblin child had found who she was looking for. She sat next to a bloody body with two arrows sticking out of its chest. Sat and wept, her eyes overflowing. 
 
    The Goblins around the child ignored her, going about their tasks. Not once did they glance at Lady Bethal and her shining [Knights], at Sir Thomast. They had to remember. They had to know how dangerous the Humans were. But they were not the ones who’d committed this slaughter. They were not important. So they worked mechanically, eyes empty, moving like puppets. Ignoring the Humans. 
 
    And slowly, it dawned on Lady Bethal that her small company didn’t matter to the tribe of Goblins right now. Not at all. They were a footnote unless they chose to attack. It was as if the Goblins were truly grieving. But they didn’t show it. They didn’t cry. They moved, packing up their camp, preparing to march. 
 
    They left the dead where they were. More Goblins moved into groups, loading up wagons, calling their fellows away. At last, it seemed as though someone noticed Bethal’s group and decided it had to be addressed. She saw a wave of Hobs and Goblins with crossbows returning and a fat Goblin leading them. Not Rags. 
 
    “Humans.” 
 
    He said one word, his voice raw, rasping. Bethal saw that the Goblins behind him were already marching. On the fat Hob’s left stood a [Mage] with electricity crackling around his fingertips. To his right rode a Goblin with a scar across his face on a Carn Wolf. He glared at Sir Thomast in hatred. 
 
    “Where is your Chieftain?” 
 
    “Hurt.” 
 
    “I see.” 
 
    Lady Bethal waited. The fat Hob just looked at her. She expected him to reiterate his Chieftain’s demands and was preparing to negotiate. She’d promised them wealth, hadn’t she? If it came to it, could she get Sir Kerrig— 
 
    “Go away.” 
 
    Bethal paused. The Hob pointed. He was holding a battleaxe that shone with a fiery enchantment. Sir Kerrig’s battleaxe! And was the scarred Goblin holding Welca’s sword? Bethal looked at him uncertainly. 
 
    “Excuse me?” 
 
    “Leave. No prisoners. Take Human with you.” 
 
    The Hob pointed at Sir Kerrig. Then he turned and began to walk away. 
 
    “Wait!” 
 
    Grudgingly, the Hob turned back. Lady Bethal looked at him, confused. 
 
    “You’re letting Sir Kerrig return to us? Without a ransom?” 
 
    “Yes. That is what I said.” 
 
    The Hob glared at her. Bethal waited, but there was nothing more. The Hob looked around and issued an order. Some of the Goblins broke away and streamed towards the marching tribe. 
 
    “You won’t attack us?” 
 
    “No point. Humans too hard to kill.” 
 
    “And you’re not worried about what we might do?” 
 
    The Hob glanced at Dame Truvia. 
 
    “Try it.” 
 
    “Truvia! Enough. We had nothing to do with this attack.” 
 
    Bethal informed the Hob. She had no idea why she said it. They were Goblins. But the Hob nodded. 
 
    “We know. You killed Goblins before. Not now. So go.” 
 
    More silence. Bethal sensed Thomast shift. He looked at her and nodded his head. They should go. She knew he was right. But she wanted to—Bethal’s eyes flicked back to the Goblin child. Now she was looking at Bethal. Staring. For some reason, Bethal felt guilty. Guilty? 
 
    “This was a—harsh tactic. Poison. Not honorable. But surely your tribe expected this. Surely you knew you were being hunted.” 
 
    Why was she trying to excuse this? Bethal saw the Goblins’ eyes flash as one. The Hob raised his head and met her eyes. There was no fury there. But a trace of anger flickered past the empty expression. 
 
    “We did not attack these Humans.” 
 
    “But you attacked Humans before. Sir Kerrig told me. You routed an army not a day ago. This conflict—” 
 
    The Hob cut her off. 
 
    “We destroyed a Human army. Hunting Goblins. We kill Humans who attack.” 
 
    “But—” 
 
    “There is a difference. We are not the Goblin Lord army. We are not raiding Goblins. We are not the same. There is a difference.” 
 
    There was. Only, Bethal had not ever made the distinction before. This was a tribe, and they were not the same as the Goblin Lord’s army. So they told her. She felt ashamed. 
 
    “We will leave, then. I apologize for my error.” 
 
    The Hob nodded. He looked at her, waiting. He knew she had more to say. So he waited. Bethal looked around the camp. Goblins were streaming away. The child was still sitting there. 
 
    “Won’t you bury your dead?” 
 
    “No. No burial. Leave.” 
 
    “I see.” 
 
    Alien. Incomprehensible. How could they not care for their dead? The crimson eyes watched her. Bethal pointed. The Hob turned as she pointed at the crying Goblin child. She hadn’t budged, though Goblins were urging her to get up and leave. 
 
    “Why is only she crying?” 
 
    The Hob looked at the child and shook his head. 
 
    “Tears are a waste of water.” 
 
    He turned and walked away. The Goblins behind him hesitated, and then streamed after him. They marched, many of them still wounded, some coughing, eyes streaming. Bethal saw the Hob stomp over to the Goblin child and say something. An order. The child shook her head, eyes and nose streaming. The Hob repeated the order. 
 
    “I will stay. Someone has to witness this.” 
 
    “What?” 
 
    Bethal didn’t hear Sir Kerrig’s argument with the others. She watched as the Hob bent and pointed. He touched the body, shook his head. Pointed. The child shook her head. She clung to the body as the Hob reached for her. 
 
    “Here.” 
 
    Shielding their bodies so the Goblins couldn’t see, Dame Truvia pressed her enchanted dagger into Sir Kerrig’s hands. He slipped it into his clothes and nodded. Bethal saw the Hob pulling, saw the child hold on with all its strength. Clinging, clinging—the Goblin child held the body as the Hob pulled her up and then separated the two. Then she did wail, once. She beat the Hob as he carried her away. 
 
    He let her hit him and walked without looking back. He shed not one tear, but he bled as the Goblin child bit his hand. Bled, but didn’t stop. Bethal watched them go until they disappeared between the trees. She glanced down at Sir Kerrig, who was preparing to run after the Goblins. 
 
    “I did not know they could weep.” 
 
    “Neither did I, milady.” 
 
    “Follow them, Sir Kerrig. If you wish it. I will return to my estates. I—” 
 
    Lady Bethal never finished the sentence. She eventually turned and rode away as Sir Kerrig jogged after the Goblins. They were marching already, moving swiftly through the forest. Injured. Many wounded. But they still numbered thousands. 
 
    If they had wished it, they could have killed Lady Bethal and her escort despite the cost. They could have overwhelmed the [Knights], brought down Thomast by sheer numbers, and slaughtered Bethal. They could have. But they hadn’t. They had every right to fury. And perhaps it was there. But their despair, their grief was stronger. It was all-consuming. So the Goblins left the [Lady] behind and walked. 
 
    They did not cry. They marched, blood dripping in the place of tears. Tears were a waste of water. The Goblins marched away as the night turned to day. They left their dead behind. They left family. They left friends. They left their loved ones, their hearts, and their blood. And they did not weep. Except on the inside. 
 
      
 
    —— 
 
      
 
    After a while the blood stopped. The child stopped biting him. Her teeth had left cuts in his hand, and she’d torn the flesh as if she were tearing flesh from raw meat. Pyrite ignored the pain. He carried her as she wept, striding past the lines of Goblins. The child was young. So young she hadn’t learned that crying was a waste of water, a dangerous sound. He would have told her to stop, but there was no point. The enemy had come and gone. So Pyrite walked. 
 
    “Sorry.” 
 
    She clung to his shoulder. He bled. The blood ran down his hand, stinging. It dripped into the soil. It was such a meaningless thing. Pyrite remembered the body he’d torn her from. 
 
    “Sorry.” 
 
    He marched to a wagon with Goblin children and tried to make her let go. She clung to him then, not wanting to. But he made her. He was as strong as she was weak, for all she tried to lace her fingers together, grip him tightly. He put her with the older Goblin watching the children. 
 
    “Sorry.” 
 
    Nothing else to say. Nothing else to do. Pyrite looked down at the child and then ahead. The trees were thinning. He strode past her as the muffled crying grew fainter behind him. Pyrite reached another wagon and looked into it. 
 
    “Chieftain.” 
 
    Rags lay in the center of the wagon, covered with a blanket, her face pale. She was unconscious. They hadn’t been able to wake her, and she’d lost so much blood. Too much for even a healing potion to properly heal. Pyrite walked next to the cart until he remembered he should be doing something. 
 
    “You. How many sentries? Where warriors?” 
 
    The Hob he pointed at looked blankly at Pyrite. He walked over and poked another Goblin, who barely responded. Pyrite shook his head. He had to think. Rags was unconscious. That meant Pyrite had to take charge. He turned to another Goblin. 
 
    “Sentries ride ahead. Get Redscar. Put pikes here and here. Move!” 
 
    He had to push the Goblins, sending them racing ahead and behind to move the tribe into position. Just in time. Not ten minutes later, Pyrite heard a howl and saw a flash of movement. He saw a group of Humans burst out of the trees. They rode towards a group of Goblins who looked up and stared at them. 
 
    Just stared. Pyrite saw the Humans. He knew what they were going to do. But he failed to react. He saw a rider in armor cut down a Goblin and then he woke up. Pyrite saw the Goblins raising their weapons weakly. The Humans trampled them. No. Pyrite inhaled. He shouted at the Goblins who were just staring. 
 
    “Humans! Move! Attack!” 
 
    Goblins turned and stared at him. Pyrite bellowed. The numbing emptiness in his chest filled. His blood began to surge. Humans. Their leader wheeled, his sword red. They raced down the line, away from Pyrite. He pointed at them. 
 
    “Humans!” 
 
    He roared the word, and the Goblins looked up. Their exhausted heads rose. Their eyes opened wide. Wider. Pyrite pointed, and Goblins ran. He heard one scream, an angry, bitter cry. The others took it up. The warriors streamed towards the fleeing Humans. Pyrite wanted to run, but he held his ground. Wait. He shouted at other Goblins who were abandoning their positions. 
 
    “Stay! Wait for order!” 
 
    They held. Reluctantly, they held. Pyrite heard another howl to the south, and this time, he was ready. He roared, and Redfang warriors streamed towards the attacked site, and within minutes he heard a Goblin horn call. All clear. The Humans were gone. They’d attacked and fled. 
 
    So this was how it would be. Pyrite closed his eyes. They were already striking again. It made sense. He was exhausted. He was wounded, and his tribe was barely able to function. He saw Redscar riding towards him. The Redfang leader was furious. He pointed in the direction of the fleeing Humans. 
 
    “Attack! We ride!” 
 
    “No! Guard tribe!” 
 
    Pyrite snapped at him. He was too tired to convey all of what he understood—that the Humans were baiting them, trying to get the Goblins to chase them, to lure them into a trap. Redscar growled, but he assented after a moment of hesitation. Pyrite looked around. 
 
    “Where Noears? Poisonbite?” 
 
    The answers came too slowly for his tastes. But they did come. Poisonbite was hurt and among the wounded. Noears was at the back. Pyrite grunted. 
 
    “Noears go back. Redfangs spread out! Crossbows ready. Not spread out. Keep moving!” 
 
    Redscar growled and nodded. He took the front, and Pyrite reorganized the rearguard. The Goblins marched for two hours as the sun lightened. Pyrite had no idea where they were going. They needed to find somewhere to rest, somewhere defensible. But sending scouts out now would be a bad idea. 
 
    The Humans hit them as they were leaving the forest. They rode into the tree line, at least a hundred of them, and began loosing arrows as soon as the sentries called the alarm. Pyrite growled as he saw they were attacking a spot with heavy pikes and wolves—and few archers! He saw Redfang warriors racing after them and the Humans retreating. Several mounted Goblins disappeared into the trees, and Pyrite called the rest of them back. 
 
    “No follow. Get crossbows!” 
 
    Goblins with crossbows scrambled to the front. Pyrite heard wolves howling in pain and then silence in the trees. The Redfang riders didn’t return. But the Humans did. They rode out of the trees and loosed another volley, shouting triumphantly. 
 
    Were there more of them this time? Pyrite kept a wary eye on his flanks and rear as the units of Goblins wielding crossbows returned fire. That surprised the Humans—they’d clearly expected more Goblins to chase. Instead, several horses went down and some riders fell, screaming. At this distance, both sides were too far away for accuracy; the clumped-up Goblins suffered more than the Humans. But the Humans did fall. 
 
    After the second volley, the archers among the trees vanished. The Goblins waited, and Pyrite sent a group of Redfang Warriors to investigate. They found tracks, but the Humans had fled. Pyrite ordered them not to follow to Redscar’s disgust and posted twice as many sentries, twice as far out. 
 
      
 
    —— 
 
      
 
    They had to rest. Pyrite knew it, but he was dithering over leaving the tree line. Beyond the forest was a hilly landscape, open but terribly exposed if the Humans launched another night attack. He followed the forest until the next wave of attacks. This time, it wasn’t a full-fledged assault. Pyrite heard a howl as the Goblins tried to sleep and jerked awake. Redscar raced towards him, shouting. 
 
    “Sentries gone!” 
 
    Half of the sentries Pyrite had sent out to the west had been ambushed, their locations found and the Goblins feathered with arrows before they could raise the alarm. Only the last group had raised any alarm. 
 
    “Heard horn call. Too late. Fleeing Humans. Ordered not to pursue.” 
 
    Redscar growled as Pyrite tried to wake up and think. Redscar pointed. 
 
    “Humans leave tracks! Can follow!” 
 
    “Is trap.” 
 
    Pyrite repeated himself stubbornly. He knew it was true. Redscar knew it was true. But the Goblin had a different idea about it. 
 
    “Let us spring!” 
 
    He wanted to take two hundred wolf riders and hunt the Humans. Pyrite shook his head. 
 
    “No.” 
 
    Redscar growled. Pyrite glared at him. After a second, Pyrite nodded. 
 
    “Put sentries back. Closer. Split riders. Ready to reinforce any moment.” 
 
    He held Redscar’s gaze until the other Goblin nodded. Pyrite was second in charge. With Rags unconscious, he led. But neither Goblins spoke what both knew. The Humans would be back, sentries or not. 
 
      
 
    —— 
 
      
 
    They had to leave the forest. Pyrite marched the tribe into the hilly plains, watching the sun setting and searching for a spot, any spot where they could put their backs against a wall. He found nothing. He marched the tribe on until nightfall, watching the hills grow closer in the distance. Maybe if they dug ditches? Or camped on the hills? 
 
    They never made it that far. Pyrite noticed only when he had to ask why the tribe was lagging behind twice. He strode back and saw the Goblins at the back were gasping for air. 
 
    “Can’t breathe, Pyrite.” 
 
    Quietstab pointed to a Goblin who was trying to inhale. His lungs were making a terrible rasping sound. Pyrite stared at the Goblin in dismay. 
 
    “Bad?” 
 
    “Can’t fight. Can’t run. Can’t see. Some. Got rest. Or potion.” 
 
    They didn’t have enough potions. And there were hundreds, no, thousands of Goblins who’d inhaled the poisonous gas. Maybe a third of the tribe! Pyrite turned to Poisonbite, who was making the same horrible sound. 
 
    “How long heal?” 
 
    She gasped for air. Her eyes were weeping, and she was keeping them closed. She had to try twice before she gestured weakly with her claws. Two claws. Four. She shook them weakly. 
 
    Two days or four days. And then—a pause. The fingers clenched slightly. Or two weeks. Pyrite looked at Quietstab. He checked the landscape. Open ground. They should have stayed in the forest. Rags would have stayed. Pyrite had no choice now, though. He pointed. 
 
    “Make camp! Get Redscar and others!” 
 
    The council of war was brief. Pyrite gathered Redscar, Noears, Quietstab, and any of the Hobs who knew how to fight. He divided them up and posted them around the camp. The trouble was that with so many wounded Goblins, it was impossible to encircle the entire camp and not be spread too thin. Pyrite tried to figure out if they could construct defenses. Ditches? He looked at the exhausted Goblins who hadn’t slept since the day before yesterday and shook his head. 
 
    Pyrite ordered the Goblin warriors able to fight to sleep in shifts until the attack came. He kept torches lit and burnt as much fuel as he dared. Because the Humans would surely come again. When they did, it was in darkness. 
 
    “Horses!” 
 
    This time, the scream came near Pyrite’s position. He pushed himself up, grabbed his battleaxe, and ran. He saw horses flashing in the chaos and more shooting arrows behind. He roared, cut down a Human on horseback, saw another dragged off his horse, and watched the rest run. They were good at running! If the Redfangs could follow— 
 
    No. Too risky! Pyrite cursed as he watched the Humans leave. 
 
    This time, the attack was bloody on both sides. The Humans pulled back after a single charge, leaving behind two dozen dead or wounded. But they’d cut down far too many Goblins. They’d attacked where there were no pikes or crossbows ready. How? Pyrite had no idea. The sentries had been hit first, but they had been alive right until the attack, and the surviving warriors swore they hadn’t so much as seen a Human. Did they have a high-level [Scout]? Some kind of invisibility spell? A scrying spell? 
 
    They weren’t even that high-level. Pyrite whirled as he heard a howl. He saw Redfang riders streaming past him and saw a Goblin shouting and pointing after the Humans fleeing into the darkness. 
 
    “Redfangs! Follow!” 
 
    “Stop.” 
 
    Redscar roared as he tried to ride past Pyrite. The Hob charged at him, forcing the Carn Wolf to halt its dash. Pyrite tore Redscar from the saddle and felt two things happen at once. A painful, familiar cold sting in his right arm and a pair of jaws clamping over his hand. Redscar shoved his sword into Pyrite’s arm as his Carn Wolf bit. Pyrite made a fist and forced the wolf’s jaws open. 
 
    “Release!” 
 
    Redscar snapped, and his Carn Wolf let go. The Goblin kept his blade pressed into Pyrite’s arm, though. Pyrite roared at him in frustration. Redscar roared back. Around them, the Flooded Waters tribe froze, watching the two Goblins in fear. Only then did Pyrite realize what was happening. He was fighting with Redscar! What was the point? He let go of the smaller Goblin slowly and felt the freezing blade’s tip withdraw from his arm. 
 
    The two Goblins stared at each other, breathing hard. At last, Pyrite jerked his head. 
 
    “Sixty riders. A hundred warriors. No you.” 
 
    “Yes.” 
 
    Redscar sheathed his blade and called. Instantly, sixty of his Redfang warriors charged into the darkness. Pyrite turned. 
 
    “Pikes and crossbows! Twenty Hobs!” 
 
    Goblin warriors raced forwards at his command. Pyrite pointed, and they followed the Redfang warriors. The mounted Goblins were already racing across the plains. They rode after the Humans, howling with rage. Sixty mounted elites and a hundred Goblins on foot, enough to tear apart a force twice their size and harry the riders before retreating in turn. 
 
    Pyrite felt the blood running down his arm and rubbed at the wound. Redscar eyed the frozen skin and blood, but Pyrite didn’t reach for a potion. He pointed back to the camp. 
 
    “Reform defenses. Humans might attack. Other side.” 
 
    Redscar nodded. He whistled, and his Redfang warriors followed him back into camp. Pyrite trudged back to his sleeping spot, but he was awake now. He waited as the Goblins who’d been sleeping tried to get some rest. But no one could. They were all listening as hard as they could. They’d been hit by what, a hundred and forty riders? They’d sent more than that after them. 
 
    Surely they’d catch their enemy. If they were outnumbered, they’d retreat. Redscar would race to their aid the instant they heard anything. Pyrite would let him. If they could bloody the Humans, force them to defend…the instant they heard anything, Pyrite would move. He’d defend from the other side because of course that was when the Humans would attack. He waited, listening. Waited, waited… 
 
    Three minutes passed, then ten. Then half an hour. The Goblins of the Flooded Waters tribe waited. They listened for howling, stragglers—anything. They heard nothing. Pyrite thought he heard a distant war horn—once. Then nothing. After that, Redscar did not try to follow the Humans, though the camp was attacked once more that night. Always with perfect accuracy, always in the weakest point, the flawed sections of the camp’s defenses that Pyrite himself hadn’t spotted. 
 
      
 
    —— 
 
      
 
    We’re winning each encounter. They’re moving each day, but they haven’t sent any more patrols. Heading towards a city—Lancrel. Orders to keep pursuing? 
 
    I tap my fingers together. I don’t have to hear Wiskeria’s reports to know what’s happening. My mind is with her mobile attack force almost all the time. With the Goblins too. I can tell how many have fallen. Hundreds from the raiding. But not enough. There are still thousands, for all they’re still poisoned. 
 
    “Your Majesty?” 
 
    Nesor’s face isn’t that pale today. He’s gotten used to sending and receiving [Message] spells, and he’s faster and has stopped stuttering as much. I turn to Lady Rie. 
 
    “Lancrel. Where is it on the map?” 
 
    “Here, Your Majesty.” 
 
    She finds me the place on the map instantly. I touch the spot and try to line it up in my head. Yes, the Goblins are headed that way. Aimlessly, it looks like. 
 
    “That’s not one of our cities, is it, Rie?” 
 
    “No, Your Majesty. Lancrel has refused all messengers and did not reply to your levy. We have apprised them of the Goblin threat, but they declined to send aid. Their walls and gates are thick; I believe they think they’re well-defended.” 
 
    “Especially with Wiskeria harrying the Goblins.” 
 
    I appraise Lancrel in my mind. A small city. It might hold as many as ten thousand people at most. I don’t bother to count. 
 
    “Ten thousand is a small number? They could outnumber Riverfarm three times over.” 
 
    “Emperor?” 
 
    “Nothing. Lancrel outnumbers the Goblins, and their walls are…probably six meters? How much is that in feet? Twenty? I doubt the Goblins will head towards it. Nesor, tell Wiskeria to keep raiding.” 
 
    “Yes, sire.” 
 
    I sense Rie standing by my side. I focus my attention on another group moving towards them. 
 
    “Nesor. Tell Wiskeria her first group of reinforcements is headed her away. Two kilom—I mean, one mile and a bit south of her. Tell her to find them. They have…some horse, but mainly [Archers] and [Warriors].” 
 
    “Yes, sire!” 
 
    “They’ll be in position by evening.” 
 
    I hear Rie fumble with some figures. She’s changing the map in front of me to reflect what I’m describing. I nod. 
 
    “Wiskeria can keep harrying them, but the infantry can’t launch rapid attacks. She can set up a trap and commit all of her mounted soldiers to attacking. No full assaults. The main army will finish them.” 
 
    I can sense Durene marching with the bulk of the levied soldiers. [Soldiers] marching in ranks, levied from multiple cities. More cavalry, archers, thousands of them. I add the numbers up again. They’ll outnumber the Goblin army. Barely. Barely, but it’s enough if it’s Goblins. We did it last time. But Durene’s marching, and I’m stuck here. I grit my teeth. 
 
    “Harry them, Nesor. Tell Wiskeria to harry them. They’ve shifted almost all their crossbows to their west side. Almost undefended towards east, about a hundred paces north of where Beniar hit them two hours ago. I count two groups of pikes spaced out ten meters…scheiße. I mean, thirty feet apart. Tell Beniar that if he approaches northeast, he can slip past them. There are five sentries. If he sends a group of ten, he could take them out and loose some arrows—” 
 
      
 
    —— 
 
      
 
    Sleep. Attack. Wake. Attack. The next day was filled with marching and sporadic, deadly raids by the Humans. Always in bad spots. Never in any of the traps. Hidden Goblins lying down with crossbows, Goblins pretending to be napping, Noears hiding in a tent, none of it worked. The Humans knew exactly what Pyrite was doing. Somehow. They’d actually aimed at Noears when he’d been in hiding. They could tell he was a [Mage], where he’d hidden— 
 
    How? Noears had suggested magic, but that was too convenient. Redscar was of the opinion some kind of fantastic [Hunter] or [Scout] was spying on them from some incredible distance. It wasn’t anyone nearby. In desperation, Pyrite had sent out the Redfang warriors en masse, hunting for a Human spy. They’d found nothing. No Human [Scouts] for ten miles in any direction. They were sure. So it was something else. 
 
    Pyrite didn’t know what, exactly. But he’d come to one definitive conclusion. 
 
    “They know where we are. Always.” 
 
    “How?” 
 
    Quietstab looked around as if the Humans could see them. Pyrite shrugged. 
 
    “Don’t know. But can see. Can’t follow.” 
 
    “Trap?” 
 
    “Trap.” 
 
    If the enemy knew exactly where you were and what you were doing at all times, sending out a force to attack them meant they would be surrounded and killed. The only safety was in overwhelming numbers. The Humans were still outnumbered by the Goblins. That was what Pyrite took comfort in. For all of five hours. Then he heard the frantic horns blowing and heard a scream. 
 
    “Humans coming!” 
 
    Another raid! Pyrite grabbed his battleaxe. He ran towards the shouting and froze. He could see the riders loosing arrows and charging again, but just as quickly he was intercepted by Redscar himself. The Goblin was sweating. He pointed southwest. 
 
    “Human army approaching!” 
 
    “Humans here!” 
 
    Pyrite pointed towards the fighting ahead. Redscar shook his head. 
 
    “Big army. Big army.” 
 
    An army? Pyrite looked up at Redscar, his heart beating even faster. 
 
    “How many?” 
 
    “Thousands. Days away. Sent [Scouts]. One survived.” 
 
    For a second, the Hob’s ears rang. He looked up. Redscar was grim as he shifted his grip on his sword. Pyrite looked around in desperation. Southwest? Redscar had sent— 
 
    No, no time for arguing. Pyrite knew now. He had to move! Keep ahead of the army! Half the tribe still couldn’t breathe. Rags was still unconscious, being carried, her face deathly pale. They had to move. 
 
    But the Humans on horses—Pyrite heard more screaming and looked up. There. He saw two of the Humans. One, the Human all in armor who led the raiding. The other he’d spotted. A Human woman with a pointed hat. A spellcaster throwing fire. They were tearing up the Goblins in front of him. No one else could reinforce them! If they did, the Humans would just attack the unguarded spots. Pyrite roared. He pointed at Redscar. 
 
    “Guard rear! Quietstab, follow!” 
 
    He charged towards the gap in his lines. Goblins surged to follow him, gasping, wounded. They were so tired. They just needed a chance to rest. Two more days. They were breathing better. But the poison— 
 
    She was the one behind it. Pointed hat. [Witch]. Pyrite was sure of it. He roared as he charged past Goblins, cutting down a Human on horseback. Blood splashed his chest, and Pyrite howled. If it were this, they could win! If it were a fight, the tribe had Hobs, had warriors, had strategy! But they were hurt! They weren’t able to use their strength! Their Chieftain was asleep. 
 
    But she would wake up. Pyrite felt a Human slice his back, but it was a shallow cut. He spun and saw Quietstab hamstring the horse. Rider and horse went down, and Pyrite heard the Humans shouting. 
 
    “Retreat! Let the archers cut them down!” 
 
    Flee. The Human in armor was too far away. Pyrite saw the [Archers] on horses loosing another volley. They had to be chased off. Goblins with crossbows were coming. They just had to buy time. 
 
    Strong. This tribe was strong. Pyrite looked around and saw Goblins fighting, coughing, some blind, others exhausted. They just had to rest. Everything would be alright when Rags woke up. If it were a fight, a proper fight— 
 
    He had to hold on. Pyrite charged at the Humans loosing arrows, preventing the Goblins from organizing their ranks. Give them a target. Pyrite shouted as he ran. The arrows flew past them. One struck his shoulder as Pyrite covered his face. All he had to do was hold on. Another struck his stomach, and another. Something struck his shoulder and burned. Pyrite screamed and kept running. 
 
    Believe. All he had to do was—five arrows struck Pyrite’s chest, and he slowed. His blood spattered the ground. 
 
    Like tears. 
 
      
 
    —— 
 
      
 
    When the waters rose, the Flooded Waters tribe ate well. It was dangerous, of course, but Rags remembered the rain with fondness. Goblins loved fish. They could hunt fish easily so long as they watched out for predators. All you had to do was find a big school of fish and surround it. 
 
    It didn’t matter if they were fast or small. When there were so many, you could attack them from every side, find the stragglers, the slow ones. And then you took them. If you were quick enough, you could have an armful of fish and your belly would be full. If they couldn’t fight back, it was so easy. All you had to do was surround them with some other members of the tribe and then you could eat and eat. Rags had never known what it was like to be a fish. 
 
    And then she opened her eyes and the fish were Goblins. 
 
    The world swam in front of Rags’ vision. She looked up and saw a blank piece of canvas stretched over her head. A tent? No—she felt rough wood under her back and sat up. She realized she wasn’t in a tent. She was in a wagon. 
 
    Someone was crying. It was a high-pitched sound. An unfamiliar sound. Rags hadn’t heard crying in…it wasn’t a Goblin thing to do. But someone was crying, and it was a Goblin who wept. Rags was sure of it. 
 
    She sat up and felt at the canvas covering the wagon and her. Only, halfway up, Rags was seized by a horrible coughing fit. She coughed, and pain coursed through her body. Her lungs were on fire! And her eyes burned. She scratched weakly at the canvas and heard a gasp. Someone wrestled with the covering and then there was light. 
 
    Rags sat up slowly, her eyes watering, coughing, and saw a hand offer something to her. Blindly, she reached out and drank. It wasn’t a healing potion, but the tepid, stale water did the same job. She stopped coughing and looked into the eyes of a small Goblin. A child. 
 
    To be fair, Rags was a small Goblin. This one was a proper child, not an adult even by Goblin standards. She stared at Rags, and she noticed the child had redder eyes than usual. She’d been crying. 
 
    “Stop that.” 
 
    Rags growled at the child and coughed. The small Goblin scampered back as Rags got up. Her body ached. Her chest felt terribly, terribly weak where she’d been cut. But she was alive. And she felt it. Her tribe needed her. So Rags rose. She stood up in the wagon and gasped. Coughed. But then stood tall. 
 
    Like nibbling fish. Like Goblins slowly tearing apart a school of fish. Like slow death, like a thousand stinging ants. Like blood dripping from a wound. 
 
    She felt her tribe’s anguish, even if she didn’t know why. Rags took a step, stumbled. A pair of hands steadied her. She looked at the small Goblin. Had she been crying because Rags was unconscious? No—it was more. Death. Rags could remember that. 
 
    “Let go.” 
 
    She felt the hands retreat and took another step. And another. Rags made her way over to the wagon’s edge and looked around. She could hear…silence. A lack of noise where noise should be. The tribe had stopped. There should be working Goblins, chattering, movement. And she shouldn’t have been covered in a wagon. This was bad. Rags made to leap off the wagon’s back and paused. She looked back at the child and saw two huge eyes staring back at her. Someone had to tell her. 
 
    “Crying is waste of water.” 
 
    The Goblin child stared at Rags and shrank slightly. The Chieftain of the Flooded Waters tribe held her gaze and then smiled briefly. 
 
    “Unless it wakes Chieftain. Then it good.” 
 
    She leapt from the wagon, landed hard on the ground, and got up. Staggering and then feeling her leg muscles work at last, Rags walked. The small Goblin child leapt off the cart after her. First it was one Goblin. 
 
    There was a Hob standing guard next to the wagon. He was healthy, but tired. His arm was bandaged, and though he had no wheezing cough, his breathing was still labored. He was dozing on watch, which is why he’d missed Rags waking. She walked up to him and kicked him. He jerked upright, swung at her with his quarterstaff, and stopped. 
 
    “Chieftain?” 
 
    She glared at him. 
 
    “Where is Pyrite?” 
 
    He looked around wildly and pointed uncertainly. Rags strode past him. 
 
    “Follow.” 
 
    The Hob saw the Goblin child follow Rags. He slapped himself, grinned as he realized he wasn’t dreaming, and followed, rubbing sleep out of his eyes. And then there were two. 
 
    Rags walked through her camp. It was her camp, but it was not her camp. It was all wrong. The fires were too close together. No—there weren’t many fires lit. The Goblins were lying too close! What if they were sick? What if there was an attack? What if they needed to pee? Too many were coughing, and it looked like many hadn’t eaten. Food was low. Water was low. And the wounded— 
 
    Too many wounded. Rags stumbled forwards, remembering what had happened. The attack! Poison. The coughing. Pieces came together. She saw Goblins look up, glance at her, away, and then do a double-take. They got up. Rags waved at them, croaking. 
 
    “Pyrite!” 
 
    They pointed. Rags quickened her pace. She didn’t tell the wounded to follow her, but they did anyways. They got up, and the other Goblins saw the motion. They looked at each other and poked each other. They didn’t see Rags, short as she was, but they knew. And then there were handfuls. 
 
    The center of the camp was too full. But the perimeter was too sparse. Rags saw Goblins dug into hasty fortifications in the earth. They were in the plains! When had they gotten here? The Goblins on duty were too divided. Rags frowned. Why were they spread out? It was as if the camp were expecting an attack from any direction at any moment. But that wasn’t how you defended. You put your best soldiers where the enemy would attack, not weaken yourself by spreading yourself out. What had happened? 
 
    “Pyrite!” 
 
    She snapped the word, and the Goblin soldiers looked up. They gaped and rose. Some pointed. Rags shouted at the ones who tried to abandon their positions. 
 
    “Stay!” 
 
    They did. But the shouting, the familiar voice made heads turn. The Goblins in earshot looked around. They stood up, craning to see. And they spoke. 
 
    “Chieftain.” 
 
    “Chieftain?” 
 
    It was an uncertain word, a tremulous question. Hope and its cousin, fear, wavering for fear of the truth. But the word was repeated. It spread as more Goblins rose, defying exhaustion to see. And then they were many. 
 
    “Chieftain is awake.” 
 
    “Chieftain Rags.” 
 
    “Chieftain.” 
 
    They rose and followed. And then Rags was followed by hundreds. And the tribe took notice. Word began to spread from Goblin to Goblin. Rags was awake. And she was headed for Pyrite. Every hand began to point the way before she asked. The broken network of Goblin communication restored itself for one purpose. And as Rags walked, her tribe formed itself around her. Around their Chieftain. 
 
    When they reached the sitting Goblin, they were thousands. Rags stopped as the Goblins showed her to the Hob sitting on the ground. He was drinking from a half-empty bottle as Goblins fussed about him. Blood covered the ground around him. His battleaxe was covered with gore. And they had plucked too many splintered arrows and arrowheads from his flesh to count. Pyrite looked up and smiled around the blood. 
 
    “Good sleep?” 
 
    Rags stopped in front of him and looked down. Pyrite drank from the healing potion and sighed. She stared. He was bleeding. She couldn’t tell from where. He was covered in blood. He’d taken sword wounds, tearing mace blows, arrows to his chest, his sides, his back, cuts from daggers, burns from fire. And he’d stood among it all. The fat on his body was torn. His blood ran with it. Slowly. 
 
    He’d taken so many wounds that the healing potion was failing to recover all of them. Rags saw a gash on his stomach oozing fat slowly knit together and then—stop. She looked around, head spinning. 
 
    “Healing potion.” 
 
    “Out.” 
 
    Pyrite tossed the empty bottle to the ground. Again, he tried to stand. This time he did. Rags looked at him. Pyrite swayed, frowned, and regained his balance. He bled. But he stood. And when he glanced at Rags, it was expectantly. He wanted orders. He said not a word about his wounds. Rags looked into his eyes. 
 
    “Show me.” 
 
    And the Hob smiled for the first time in days. He nodded and turned, his ravaged body as light as a feather. He said the words he’d waited so long to say. 
 
    “Yes, Chieftain.” 
 
      
 
    —— 
 
      
 
    By night they rode. By day they came. With arrow and sword. With fire and spell. Warriors of the Unseen Empire. From every direction, with traps and quick, lightning-fast attacks. And though they were fought off each time, they exacted a price. Hundreds of dead. Hundreds. Rags saw the missing faces. Day after day the Humans had come. And for three days, Pyrite had fought them off. 
 
    Three days. Three days he’d kept them marching while a third of the tribe was unable to do more than move, struggling for breath. 
 
    “Enemy not that smart. Weak leader. But Humans on horse can see at night. And they know where we are. Always.” 
 
    Pyrite stood with a crude map of the landscape drawn for Rags. She watched his chest rise and fall. He still bled, but his wounds were bandaged. They’d given him food—dry oats meant for fodder. There had been no time to forage, so the tribe was hungry. 
 
    “How find?” 
 
    “Don’t know, Chieftain.” 
 
    Noears grinned at her. His head was bandaged and he looked exhausted, but he couldn’t stop grinning. At her. He gestured around. 
 
    “No spell. Can’t sense.” 
 
    “Tracker? Scout?” 
 
    “No.” 
 
    Redscar folded his arms. The Goblin warrior hadn’t shown his elation on seeing her, but he’d arrived as fast as the others. Rags had heard of his disastrous attempts to pursue the Humans. She understood. But—she turned back to Pyrite. 
 
    “How? Know?” 
 
    “No, Chieftain.” 
 
    Pyrite shrugged. He pointed back at the crude map, drawing her attention. 
 
    “City nearby. Big. Got walls. Lots of Humans.” 
 
    They’d come to a city, fleeing the Humans’ advancing army. Pyrite pointed to the Human army, grimacing. Rags grimaced too. Thousands of Humans, approaching slowly on foot. Not the mounted raiders, but far more of them. They’d be able to finish off Rags’ weakened tribe. So Pyrite had taken the tribe away—right into a Human city. 
 
    “Not moving. Not yet.” 
 
    Poisonbite wheezed as she squatted next to the others. Her lungs were better, but she still had trouble breathing. Rags shifted her attention to her. Poisonbite was wounded, even if it wasn’t a visible wound. Over a third of her tribe was wounded. Vulnerable. The Humans had been chewing apart the warriors as they struggled to defend their helpless tribe from every direction. 
 
    “Mistake to leave forest. No cover.” 
 
    That came from Quietstab. There was no recrimination as he glanced at Pyrite. Both Hobs nodded, as did the other Goblins. It was a statement of fact. Rags chewed her lip, agreeing. If they’d stayed in the forest, they could have built another fortress. Maybe. Or would the Humans have used poison again on a stationary target? 
 
    It didn’t matter. She focused on the map. 
 
    “Humans on horses. From city?” 
 
    “No.” 
 
    That voice came from no Goblin. They all looked at Sir Kerrig. He was squatting with them. Rags stared at the [Knight]. He looked up at her and nodded respectfully. 
 
    “The raiding Humans are part of the Unseen Empire. Under the command of one Laken Godart. An [Emperor].” 
 
    Sir Kerrig waited for the Goblins’ response. They just stared at him. He coughed, slightly surprised, and went on. 
 
    “Goblins attacked his empire once before. The Great Chieftain’s forces, or so I believe. He may suspect you’re part of that force. Or a raiding army sent by the Goblin Lord.” 
 
    “Not.” 
 
    Rags said that firmly, and all the Goblins nodded. Sir Kerrig hesitated. 
 
    “I don’t believe the difference would occur to Emperor Laken. Nevertheless, I can tell you that the city—it is called Lancrel, incidentally—is not part of his domain.” 
 
    Rags absorbed this information and promptly discarded the details about the name. She stared at Sir Kerrig. Then she turned to Pyrite. 
 
    “Why he here?” 
 
    “Human [Lady] come. She go. He stay.” 
 
    Pyrite shrugged, seeming to enjoy the motion despite how it opened up the wound in his shoulder. Rags glanced at Sir Kerrig. He met her gaze levelly. 
 
    “I wished to observe your tribe, Chieftain Rags.” 
 
    “Observe this?” 
 
    She gestured angrily around at the injured Goblins. Sir Kerrig paused. He looked at some of the injured Goblins. Rags had heard that he’d helped tend to the injured. She didn’t care. At last, the [Knight] responded. 
 
    “What would you have me say? I witnessed you destroy a Human army. Just or not, Laken Godart’s attacks are in retaliation for Goblin raids on his lands. He is protecting his people with preemptive strikes. He regards this as a war.” 
 
    “Against Tremborag. Against Goblin Lord. Not us.” 
 
    “He cannot tell the difference, Chieftain Rags.” 
 
    “So tell him. Why not stop? Go shout at Humans!” 
 
    Incensed, Rags glared at Sir Kerrig. He’d come back here? To do what? Watch? As if it were his choice? Sir Kerrig spoke defensively. 
 
    “I am an observer. I cannot speak for your intentions. If I requested peace and your tribe attacked innocents, the blood would be on my hands!” 
 
    Rags just stared at the [Knight]. He looked apologetic. 
 
    “Chieftain, if you can give me an assurance that your tribe would truly stop fighting, I could attempt—” 
 
    She leaned forwards and spat. Sir Kerrig jerked and wiped at his face. Rags turned away. 
 
    “Coward.” 
 
    She ignored the [Knight] and looked back at Pyrite. He was glancing at Sir Kerrig, half-smiling. So wounded. She saw what he was doing. Could she have done better? Perhaps—she would never know. But now that she was awake, Rags understood. An enemy that knew where you were. An [Emperor] with an army pursuing them on horse, and a larger one following behind. A city full of Humans. A stupid, silly Human [Knight]. The pieces fell together, and she sighed. 
 
    “Humans.” 
 
    Her tribe looked at her. Not just her officers, not just the red-faced Sir Kerrig, but all of them. Goblins stood around her meeting spot, waiting. Watching her. Watching their Chieftain. She had led them into this land. She had attacked the first Human army. She had fallen and left them for three days. So they waited, judging her, waiting for her to bring them hope. 
 
    Rags closed her eyes. So many dead. The poison. The black riders in the night. All of it. Why? Because—because some [Emperor] thought they were the wrong Goblins? Her heart hurt. Her chest burned. But this was fitting. This was right. This was— 
 
    “This is the way Goblins die.” 
 
    Her tribe looked at her. Rags stared up at the blue skies. In Liscor, it would be raining. She spoke, still smelling the poison in the air, still seeing the arrows falling. How dare he. 
 
    “Running, fighting, protecting, friend and friend. Humans hunt us, monsters to the end. Not people, not anything worth anything. Again, they come, for Goblin children, for Goblin Kings. Forever, forever. All the same in the end.” 
 
    She rose. Her officers stood with her. Rags looked around. An [Emperor]? Protecting his people? Replying in kind? How silly. Rags looked at the map. The Humans could be anywhere. They could attack from any direction, at her weak spots. What did you do about that? She jabbed her finger at her answer, and the Goblins stared at her. 
 
    “The city.” 
 
      
 
    —— 
 
      
 
    General Wiskeria of the Unseen Empire was brewing tea in a pot when the [Mage] responsible for receiving [Message] spells, Allais Vermot, ran towards her. 
 
    “They’re moving straight for Lancrel!” 
 
    “What?” 
 
    Wiskeria nearly dropped the ball of dried herbs she was dipping into the kettle. She stood up as Beniar raced over. The former Silver-rank adventurer and now [Captain] and [Cataphract] listened to Allais’ report. 
 
    “They’re headed straight to Lancrel as fast as they can.” 
 
    “Do they think we’re based out of the city? Or are they trying to take it?” 
 
    Wiskeria shook the wet tea bag as she took the kettle off the fire. Beniar’s eyes shone. 
 
    “They must be insane! If they try for a siege, we’ll hammer them against Lancrel’s walls! Wis, this is our chance!” 
 
    The [Witch] frowned, and not least because Beniar had called her ‘Wis’. 
 
    “Hold on. The main army is still a day or two away at best. We don’t have more than eight hundred soldiers here. The Goblins still number over six thousand!” 
 
    “So? Lancrel can hold its walls, and we’ll hit the Goblins while they’re stationary. If they commit—we don’t need the rest of the reinforcements! We can smash them against the walls right here and now!” 
 
    It was tempting, Wiskeria had to admit. Lancrel had refused to field its army in response to the Goblin threat. By attacking the city, the Goblins were adding another enemy. She nodded after thinking it over. There was really only one thing they could do. 
 
    “Move out! Beniar, keep your cavalry back. I want them to start attacking the city before we strike. We’ll pin them there!” 
 
    Beniar grinned, and Wiskeria sighed as she ran for the horses. She hoped it would all go according to plan. In the worst case, the Goblins would dig into the nearby landscape as they constructed siege towers or rams. They could prove difficult to uproot if they remained still, rather than kept moving. Of course, by then the army would get there… 
 
    It was all a matter of time. Within the hour, she and the entire camp of mobile horses were racing towards Lancrel. By the time they reached the city, the Goblins were already closing in on the walls. 
 
      
 
    —— 
 
      
 
    “Goblin army approaching!” 
 
    Lancrel had seen the Flooded Waters tribe coming from miles away. And they were warned. By the time the Goblins approached the walls from the east, the majority of the garrison was deployed and waiting. They laughed as they saw the Goblins approaching, though the size of the army was slightly concerning. However, as the Watch Captain reassured his men, there was nothing to worry about. 
 
    “There’s twenty feet of wall between us and those damn green freaks! Twenty feet! Keep the ladders off—if they have any—and we’ll slaughter twenty for every one that even makes it on the walls!” 
 
    His men laughed, reassured. They watched the Goblins stream towards them. They had wolves, some of them! Huge, loping monsters, three times as big as normal. That too was concerning. But again, the walls were there. It wasn’t as if the Goblins had brought siege towers. 
 
    “Hold your ground, men! We’ll push this Goblin Lord back without this so-called [Emperor]’s help!” 
 
    The Watch Captain was still laughing as the first rank of Goblins entered bow-shot range. Instantly, some of the [Archers] on the walls fired, their shots going astray. The running Goblins paused, and their mounted wolf riders pointed. The Watch Captain nodded. 
 
    “See that? They’re going to pull back, send their ladders first. Hold your shots, you idiots! Focus on the Goblins with ladders—” 
 
    He bit back his words because the ranks of Goblins broke into a run. Straight towards the walls. The Watch Captain looked around wildly. 
 
    “Ladders! Aim for the Goblins holding ladders!” 
 
    Confused, the Humans looked around. Where were the Goblins with ladders? They weren’t carrying any? 
 
    “Watch Captain! Those Hobs have a ram?” 
 
    “A what?” 
 
    The Watch Captain spotted a few Hobs with a smaller version of a ram. He pointed. 
 
    “Aha! Not even ladders! On my mark, bring those Hobs down! Loo—” 
 
    Those around him felt a kick and heard the roar after the impact had tossed them off their feet. The unlucky Humans who’d been knocked off the walls fell screaming. The ones around the Watch Captain who’d landed on the battlements looked around. They didn’t see their Watch Captain, only a smoldering corpse. They looked back down, and lightning flashed upwards again, straight from the fingers of a cackling Goblin with no ears. 
 
    “Goblin [Mage]!” 
 
    “Bring it down!” 
 
    Panicked shouts came from the walls. The [Archers] began shooting wildly, aiming at the Goblin who’d thrown lightning. He ducked behind a Goblin with a huge wooden shield. And then the Goblins behind him raised something. The Humans blinked. Were those crossbows? 
 
    They saw the bolts fly up. The first volley took many of the [Guardsmen] and [Soldiers] off-guard. They fell back, screaming, as the bolts shattered flesh and bone. The Goblins reloaded as the defenders of Lancrel took cover. The Goblins were dangerous! But they still had the high ground and reinforcements. They could hold on the walls so long as the Goblins didn’t— 
 
    “Throw!” 
 
    A voice shouted the word. The Humans looked around. Throw? Who had shouted that? One of them looked over the walls, ducking as an arrow grazed his helmet. He saw something strange below. A pair of Hobs, cupping hands. And a small Goblin with a glowing blue blade, running at them. The Goblin leapt, and his foot landed in the Hob’s cupped hands. They heaved, and he flew up, twenty feet into the air. The Human [Soldier] gaped as a hand grabbed onto the ledge in front of him. 
 
    “Dead g—” 
 
    He raised his sword, and Redscar’s enchanted blade went through his helmet. The Goblin reached up and used the dead Human’s body to haul himself onto the battlements. He grinned as, across the wall, more Redfang warriors were launched up by the Hobs. 
 
    The defenders of Lancrel gaped at Redscar as he looked around, his enchanted sword raised. It was bloody. A Human jabbed at Redscar with a spear. He sidestepped the thrust contemptuously and swung. His sword sheared through the thick haft of the spear. The Human backed up as Redfang turned. The second swing beheaded him. 
 
    “Kill the Goblin!” 
 
    Lancrel’s soldiers rushed at Redscar, but too many were armed with bows! The Goblin ducked between the bigger Humans, stabbing in the confined press of bodies. He heard screams and ducked again as a sword flashed towards his head. He turned, cut down a Human, and kicked another one as the Human overbalanced from a swing. 
 
    The screaming Human toppled over the battlements. Redscar turned, grinning, his face alight with fury as more Goblins flew up to grab the walls. He spun, laughing, and the Humans backed away from the shorter Goblin with the enchanted sword. At last! This was a real battle! 
 
      
 
    —— 
 
      
 
    “Goblins on walls!” 
 
    “Good!” 
 
    Rags saw more Goblins flying upwards, propelled by the Hobs assigned to throwing duty. It was a completely stupid idea. Only regular Goblins were light enough for a trick like this, and only Hobs were strong enough. But Pyrite had inspired her with his games of throwing Goblins into the lake. More to the point, it had worked because Lancrel’s defenders were being suppressed by the rain of arrows, bolts, and stones her army was throwing up at them. And Noear’s lightning. Rags pointed and sent a fiery arrow straight into the face of a Human woman with a bow. The defenders of the wall were well and truly occupied. So she turned and bellowed. 
 
    “Hobs!” 
 
    A group of Hobs answered her call. They thrust their way forwards, holding the smaller rams they’d made on the march. They charged towards the doors as Goblins made way. Hobs. She heard Humans on the walls shouting in alarm. They’d probably never seen more than one or two Hobs. But she had hundreds in her tribe. And the ones who began pounding on the gates were fresh. 
 
    This was the Flooded Waters tribe’s fighting force. The wounded and sick Goblins clustered against the walls while the Human defenders were distracted by the climbing Goblins. They had probably two thousand warriors they could send. Rags knew the Human city probably held as many as ten thousand Humans. But how many would man the walls? How many could fight? A Human with a few levels in [Warrior] was not the same as a Redfang Warrior. Or a Hob. 
 
    And she’d sent her best. Rags watched as the Hobs she’d sent to the gates roared and struck the gates again with their hand-held ram as the rest rammed the door with their shoulders. The impact made the wood crack and splinter. They drew back and struck again as one. Again! Again! Ag— 
 
    The gates broke with a thunderous crash inwards, and the Hobs roared and heaved. The Humans trying to hold it shut went flying, and the Hobs charged in with hundreds of Goblins at their back. Redfang warriors, groups of Goblins with pikes—they smashed into the stunned defenders. The twenty-foot-long pikes pierced through the defenders’ shields and armor before the Hobs came in swinging. At their head was Pyrite. He roared as he cleaved through a Human’s shield and pointed. Goblins swarmed after him. 
 
    Impossible! Rags could practically hear the Humans shrieking the word. She grinned viciously. This was her tribe! This was their might! Then she turned her attention to the Goblins outside the walls. 
 
    Most of them were coughing, exhausted, barely able to move after their mad dash to the walls. Many, thousands, weren’t even warriors. Women and children huddled right next to the imposing stone walls, right in range of bowshot and where a vat of boiling oil or water could hit them. But the defenders were fighting Rags’ warriors! Lancrel was at their mercy. 
 
    Which meant that the Humans closing on their rear now had a clean shot at all of Rags’ weakest warriors and noncombatants. Rags looked over her shoulder. 
 
    There they were. Right on time. She saw Human riders streaming across the plain. Six hundred…eight hundred? A good force to harry. Not to charge an entire tribe. But Lancrel was being overrun. Rags could hear and see the Goblins pressing forwards. She’d committed nearly every Hob and all of her Redfang warriors to the push! Of course it was falling fast. But therein lay the weakness. 
 
    Rags tried to imagine what the enemy commander was thinking. Well. The foolish tribe may have gained the city, but now they’re trapped. They’ve sent their warriors ahead, all of them. You could ride them down from behind and slaughter them. They’d barely be able to put up a fight. They can’t breathe. They can’t see. Rags felt the burning in her chest and knew that was true. She watched as the Humans made a quick decision. 
 
    They charged. She saw the riders with spears, swords, and axes taking the lead while the ones with bows followed. They’d hit her from behind and pin her tribe against the walls! Packed as tightly as they were, it would be a slaughter. The Hobs wouldn’t be able to return until half of the tribe was dead! All the Humans had to do was strike before Rags could get her tribe inside the walls. She could see the Humans accelerate. Rags nodded to herself. 
 
    There was no good way to beat an enemy who knew what you were doing at all times. Not out in the open. Traps wouldn’t work. But what about something you knew was going to happen? She narrowed her eyes. The enemy commander was good at spying. But strategy? 
 
    The first line of riders was two hundred paces away from the walls when Rags gave the order. 
 
    “Crossbows.” 
 
    Every Goblin, child and elderly, sick and wounded, turned. They raised the crossbows they’d been given. The Humans on horseback wavered as they saw the wall of Goblins turn into ranks of waiting archers. Rags pointed. 
 
    “Now!” 
 
    The wounded Goblins aimed and fired. The first volley of bolts took scores of riders from their saddles, toppling screaming horses. Stones from slings and the weaker stone crossbows landed among the Humans, denting helmets, shattering bone. A few of Rags’ wounded Hobs shot with their bows, taking down Humans with precise shots. 
 
    “Reload.” 
 
    Rags reached down and pulled at her crossbow, laboriously cocking it. She slapped another bolt into the slot and aimed. Where was the armored Human? Didn’t matter. She focused on a Human with a spear charging at them. Rags sighed, coughed. 
 
    “Fire.” 
 
    The second wave of bolts cut down more riders. The Humans tried to keep charging, but the falling horses and Humans tripped up the ones behind. They pulled back as whoever was in charge realized they wouldn’t get the walls. There were thousands of Goblins, and Rags had hundreds of crossbows firing at once. The force of eight hundred wasn’t enough! The riders circled as Rags continued to order the Goblins to reload and fire, marking targets. 
 
    Suddenly, the walls behind them weren’t a trap, but a shield. The Humans on horseback couldn’t circle the lines of Goblin crossbows, and Wiskeria’s archers found themselves outnumbered by the volleys of bolts that rained onto their position. They retreated, breaking, falling, racing back. 
 
    What now? They had to keep Lancrel from falling! Another gate! They could enter from another gate! The defenders raced to the southern gates to reinforce Lancrel only to find they were too late. The gates were open, and Humans were racing out. 
 
    “Into the city. Crossbows on walls. Get pikes in gate.” 
 
    Rags pointed as her tribe streamed further and further into the city. Humans ran from them by the thousands, wailing, fleeing the Hobs’ advance. Rags rode through the city as her Redfang riders spread out, seeking out the Humans who’d continued to fight. 
 
    Whomever this [Emperor] was, he didn’t understand war like she did. Count on a city to defend itself? Against a weaker, smaller tribe, perhaps. But Human cities weren’t like Drake cities. They had no enchantments on their walls. Their populace didn’t fight to the death. And their walls were too short. 
 
    And worse, yes, worst, the Humans of Lancrel had failed to understand how fast the Goblins could take down a gate made of wood. They could have fought the Redfang warriors off on the walls in time. They could have held. But wooden gates? Rags shook her head as she saw Humans streaming out the other exits of the city. The Humans on horseback wouldn’t gain entry from any of the other ways in, if they’d been stupid enough to try. Lancrel’s citizens were pressed against the gates, screaming, shoving to get out. The Goblins were inclined to let them. They were tired. 
 
      
 
    —— 
 
      
 
    “Incredible.” 
 
    Quietstab shook his head and stared from his position atop the battlements. He turned to Pyrite, awestruck. 
 
    “Took city. Without siege!” 
 
    Pyrite grunted. He was feeling a lot better. His belly was full—they’d ransacked Lancrel’s stores and found lots of food. And healing potions. He stood on the walls, watching the Humans slowly marching away from their city. Lancrel’s refugees had immediately turned to the Humans on horseback, and the Humans had no choice but to try and guard them—and watch the city. More had arrived on foot. A good two thousand, but they were keeping well back, wary of a Goblin attack. 
 
    They had no idea that there was little chance of that. The exhausted Goblins had almost all collapsed after eating their fill. The only ones on the walls were just there to look threatening; the Redfangs were the only group still active enough to keep searching the city for supplies. Pyrite leaned against the battlements as he replied to Quietstab. 
 
    “Bad city defense. Other tribes take cities. Mountain City tribe did.” 
 
    He was referring to the city they’d taken with Gold-rank adventurers. That had taken more planning, but it had happened. Quietstab nodded. 
 
    “But Tremborag leads. Great Chieftain. This time our Chieftain leads.” 
 
    “True.” 
 
    Pyrite thought about that. Rags led. She’d woken up. And just like that, things had changed. He felt—relieved. Ashamed. He hadn’t thought of this. But she’d woken up and like that she’d saved them. 
 
    “Can rest here. Hold walls against twice as many Humans.” 
 
    “Mm.” 
 
    Pyrite wondered about that. The Humans would come. There were thousands more coming and probably even more that would be angry about the city. They’d bought time, that was all. His ears perked up as he heard a grumbling complaint. Both he and Quietstab turned and saw Rags coming up the stairs. 
 
    “Chieftain?” 
 
    She had a bag in her hands. Quietstab made way for her, and Pyrite eyed the bag. It was full of Rags’ possessions. He hadn’t ever seen inside, but it wasn’t filled with much. 
 
    “Chieftain. Want food?” 
 
    He offered her a handful of dried nuts he’d been snacking on. She glared at him. 
 
    “No. Help me up.” 
 
    She pointed, and Pyrite lifted her up. Rags perched on top of the battlements, dangerously close to the edge. She didn’t care. She stared at the Human army camped far outside of range of the walls. They were watching the Goblins. 
 
    “Lots of Humans. Will attack if leave.” 
 
    “Attack them, Chieftain?” 
 
    “No. Will run. Probably. More coming.” 
 
    Rags grumbled to herself. She opened her cloth bag and glared into it. Then she hurled it at Pyrite. 
 
    “Where is? Search. Small red stone. Scary.” 
 
    Bemused, he opened the bag and rummaged through it. He found a battered chess piece, the ruby he’d given her, some battered pieces of parchment, and then— 
 
    Pyrite inhaled sharply. Rags looked up. 
 
    “Give.” 
 
    She took the object Pyrite handed to her. Quietstab peered, interested, and then stopped as Rags looked at him. 
 
    “Quietstab. Get Redscar. Get Redfangs. Mounted ones.” 
 
    She glanced at the Humans in the distance. Pyrite watched her gaze, no longer complacent. Quietstab nodded, glancing at the thing she held. 
 
    “How many Redfang?” 
 
    “All.” 
 
    The Hob blinked. Rags glanced at him, and he ran. Pyrite looked at Rags. 
 
    “Chieftain? What is that for?” 
 
    He pointed. Rags held the red stone up. It was shiny. A ruby gemstone. But the way it made him feel—she turned it and Pyrite’s stomach lurched. He looked at her face, and his stomach lurched for different reasons. 
 
    “Bad things.” 
 
    Rags looked up. Behind her, in the city, Pyrite could see Redscar riding towards them. Rags looked at him. 
 
    “Not done yet. Pyrite.” 
 
    She pointed to the Humans beyond. Pyrite looked at her. 
 
    “What next?” 
 
      
 
    —— 
 
      
 
    “They’re coming out of the city!” 
 
    “Are you serious?” 
 
    This time, Wiskeria didn’t wait for a reply. She shouted, and every [Soldier] under her command leapt to their feet. The Goblins were attacking? She wavered between attack and retreat. How many? She paused as she saw— 
 
    “The wolf riders?” 
 
    They streamed out of the city, hundreds of them. But only hundreds. They formed into a wedge and raced out of the city, following a pair of short Goblins who rode forwards. Beniar growled. 
 
    “They’re making a break for it! Wis, we have to—” 
 
    “I know. Intercept! Everyone, towards the Goblins!” 
 
    Wiskeria raised her voice, and thousands of Humans raced towards the Goblins. The Darksky Riders led by Beniar raced forwards. Their numbers were reduced, but all they had to do was hold the Goblins there! An easy task. Wiskeria could tear the Goblins apart. Maybe then the disaster of Lancrel could be mitigated. 
 
    “Charge!” 
 
    She saw Beniar heading straight for the pair of Goblins. One small. The other held the enchanted blade. She saw the small one raise something in its hands. And then— 
 
    Something changed. Wiskeria felt her heart stop in her chest. Her beating, wonderful heart stopped dead. For a second. She stumbled, and around her, [Soldiers] cried out and halted. 
 
    The red eye pulsed as the Goblin held it over her head. In its depths, something stirred. It looked at Wiskeria. It knew her name. Something called to her. It crawled in her head. It had a name. It was flesh. Putrefaction. It screamed and she screamed. Skinner! She turned and fled, she— 
 
    “No!” 
 
    Wiskeria shouted, breaking herself free of the [Fear] spell. She turned and saw the soldiers stumbling backwards and then recovering as she had. They shuddered as the gem struck fear into their hearts, but at her urging, they kept running. However, it was too late. The [Fear] spell had done its work. Not on the Humans, but on Beniar and the riders. 
 
    Humans could withstand the spell. For them it was only fear. But animals were different. The charge of the Darksky Riders broke for the second time that day as Wiskeria watched. Half of the horses turned or reared, some throwing their riders to the ground. Beniar’s advance halted in its tracks as the Carn Wolves raced past them. 
 
    If they’d been faster by a few seconds. If the [Fear] spell hadn’t been used. The Goblin lowered the stone as it ceased to shine and tucked it into her pack. Wiskeria watched helplessly as the Carn Wolves outraced the horses, heading into the forests. She saw Beniar turn and whirled. 
 
    “Allais! Send a spell to Laken! I need to know where they’re going! Now!” 
 
      
 
    —— 
 
      
 
    So this is how it ended. Dreamily, Rags rode with the wind blowing across her body. The Redfang warriors whooped, exhilarated to finally run, triumphant in their small victory over the Humans. Redscar drew his wolf over to Rags and pointed as they slowed. 
 
    “What is?” 
 
    She offered him the now inactive [Fear] gemstone. It wasn’t that useful, certainly not against Goblins. And it ran out of magic. But it was good for a distraction when she’d remembered it. Redscar eyed it appreciatively and then handed it back. 
 
    “What now?” 
 
    “Slow.” 
 
    They halted miles from the city, having outdistanced their Human pursuers for the moment. Rags turned her Carn Wolf, seeing the eyes of all the Redfang warriors on her. Curiously. She knew she was not their real leader. They had abandoned Garen for her, but they were still Redfang. Still his. 
 
    And yet. She looked at Redscar. He paused. The other Goblin had been exuberant since the battle for Lancrel. His fury against the Humans had been quenched in part. But Pyrite had told her what he’d done. 
 
    “Chased Humans.” 
 
    “When Chieftain was asleep.” 
 
    “Pyrite ordered not to.” 
 
    Redscar shifted, avoiding her gaze. 
 
    “Redfangs know how to fight.” 
 
    “So does Pyrite.” 
 
    Silence. The Redfang warriors turned away. Rags could sense their good moods fading. They did not want to see their leader be dressed down. She sensed their resentment. But Redscar eventually looked up. 
 
    “Angry. At Humans.” 
 
    Rags nodded. Anger. It was such a strange feeling. She had woken, feeling her tribe torn. She had seen the empty look in the eyes of her Goblins, heard their grief. But anger? It was in Redscar. But three days of fighting had left only embers. 
 
    “Anger. Rage. Orders is still orders.” 
 
    A pause. Redscar lowered his head. 
 
    “True.” 
 
    Rags turned her head. Redfang warriors looked at her or stared at their wolves. Some challengingly. Others unashamed. Some regretful. Anger. Fury. She reached in her chest. 
 
    “They killed us.” 
 
    The Goblins looked at her. Rags looked around. Fewer faces. Fewer wolves. The Redfangs had survived the fighting more than most by virtue of their superior levels and skill. But they had lost numbers too. Rags could see it when she looked around her tribe. 
 
    “They poisoned us.” 
 
    Like rats. Rags’ grip tightened on her Carn Wolf’s fur, and it whined. She let go. She looked at Redscar and then around at the Redfang warriors. 
 
    “Who is Chieftain? Who is leader for Redfangs?” 
 
    They looked at each other. Redscar called out, his voice loud. 
 
    “You, Chieftain!” 
 
    Rags nodded. It had to be said. 
 
    “Follow orders. Follow my orders.” 
 
    She gave them. The Redfang warriors were confused. Then, as they realized what she wanted, they sat in their saddles. Their eyes burned. Rags pointed. In the distance, Humans were pursuing them on horseback. Too few. Too slow. 
 
    “Go. Go and show them.” 
 
    She pointed west. The Redfangs’ heads turned as one. Rags pointed east. They looked. She pointed north and south and shouted. 
 
    “They attacked us! They killed us! So show them same! Show them pain! Show them hate. Show them Goblins.” 
 
    She kicked her Carn Wolf and rode past the Redfang warriors. They raised their weapons, shouting. The wolves began to howl. 
 
    “Burn the villages and towns and fields. No mercy. No Humans spared.” 
 
    Redscar’s eyes shone as he pointed. Redfang warriors roared. Rags reached inside her chest. There it was. Something darker than anger, thicker than fury. She reached for it, and a black tingling ran through her veins. 
 
    “Kill them. Ride. Burn the playthings—” 
 
    She broke off, touched a hand to her head. The Redfang warriors waited. Rags looked up. She saw the Humans racing towards them. She saw Erin’s face, plastered on the corpses. And then she saw the dead, lying on the ground in the darkness. She turned, and the blackness inside her spoke for her. 
 
      
 
    —— 
 
      
 
    “Emperor Laken? General Wiskeria is asking you for an update. She is in pursuit of the Goblins riding wolves.” 
 
    My hands are sweaty. I’m shaking. Reeling, rather. Lancrel has fallen. The Goblin took it in less than an hour. It’s fine, though. They can be defeated. Just so long as the army reaches them—I need to send trebuchets. But this force—I follow it with my mind. 
 
    “I see them. They’re headed south. They’ve stopped. Wait—wait. What are they—” 
 
    Something’s happening. I see the small Goblin raise her hand in my head. The Goblins roar. And then—they move. But not in one direction. 
 
    “Oh no.” 
 
    The image of the wolves splinters in my mind, the solid mass of Goblins breaking up into groups of ten, then of two, riding in every direction. They race across the ground, not one mass, but splitting up, into smaller groups. Smaller and smaller. In every direction. 
 
    “No, no. This can’t be happening.” 
 
    “Emperor Laken? General Wiskeria is requesting a location. Emperor Laken? Your Majesty?” 
 
    I raise my head, sightless, my hands clenched. Nesor’s sweaty face stares back at me. Lady Rie pauses. 
 
    “Where are the wolf riders headed? Emperor Laken?” 
 
    “Everywhere.” 
 
      
 
    —— 
 
      
 
    Rags rode. The wind felt hot in her face. She was alone. Behind her, Redfang warriors broke up. Riding in every direction, howling. They split up, the single mass of them fracturing. Rags rode alone for the moment. Her head felt light. Something black rose in her chest, as if she could spit it out. 
 
    It was so simple. So very simple. Pyrite didn’t see it because he was kind. Redscar didn’t see it because he was a warrior. But she saw it because she was Rags. Because she thought like her opponent. Erin had taught her that. 
 
    If you could see everything, if you could see every move your opponent made, what was the way to counter that? A trap? No. You couldn’t trap something like that. But you could overwhelm it. Give it a hundred targets. 
 
    They’d found a map of the region in Lancrel. It burned in her head. Villages, cities, towns. Farmers and their fields. All neatly written down. Targets. 
 
    Burn the villages. Destroy the mills. Cut them down as they flee. Set fire to forests. Raid their homes. Hurt them. Vengeance. 
 
    Across the landscape, Redfang warriors rode, howling. They didn’t ride against the pursuing warriors. They rode into villages with flaming torches. They descended on fields, on Humans sleeping or heading to bed. They rode with no goal in mind. 
 
    Only hatred. Only fury. It was in her. After the brilliance was done, after the battle and saving her tribe, something else was in Rags. Not a Chieftain’s desires. Not a leader’s thoughts. Something dark. And primal. It was in her heart, and she’d opened the door. 
 
    No more. They slaughtered her tribe. They used poison. They killed children, those who couldn’t fight. Rags heard the thoughts flash through her head. Excuses. It wasn’t howling anymore. It was a scream. The scream of wind. Of Goblins bringing death. A scream in her mind. She whispered as the screaming grew louder. 
 
    “They started it.” 
 
    No one replied. No one told her it was wrong. No one had to. But it didn’t matter. Ahead of Rags, she could see a farm. A village attached to Lancrel, maybe. It didn’t matter. 
 
    It was everything that mattered. The Goblin rode alone as the air grew hot around her. Fire burned in her hands. She saw the dark building rise in front of her and remembered an inn. The two buildings were not the same, but they were exactly the same. Rags raised her hand and shot fire onto the roof. She blasted in the windows with flaming arrows. She wiped at her eyes, then she drew her sword. Rags heard the screaming, going on and on. 
 
    It was coming from her. 
 
      
 
    —— 
 
      
 
    One last thing. As the Redfang warriors rode, as Pyrite took charge of the tribe in the city of Lancrel, as an [Emperor] shouted desperate orders too slowly, too late, as [Message] spells moved too slowly to catch the wolves that rode through the night, a [Lady] paused on the open road far north of it all. 
 
    She’d ridden far outside of the Unseen Empire, and now she stood at the edge of the campfire. A man stood with her, his hand on his rapier. Always watchful, always wary. But the [Lady] paid no notice to the darkness. She spoke into the magical earring she held. 
 
    “Do you remember how we met, Magnolia?” 
 
    “I don’t care to recall. Is it germane to the conversation?” 
 
    The voice that spoke back was crisp, impatient. Bethal shifted. 
 
    “No. Perhaps. Yes. I had cause to remember it a while ago. Do you recall?” 
 
    “I should hardly forget. You nearly killed me.” 
 
    “After you slapped me and told me to run or be cut down with my family. I never thanked you for doing that.” 
 
    “Of course not.” 
 
    Bethal paused. She glanced over her shoulder. The fire was inviting. Her personal tent waiting. Her two [Knights] traded places for sentry duty. Bethal sighed. 
 
    “I’m done killing Goblins for a while.” 
 
    A pause. 
 
    “I see.” 
 
    “Don’t ask for my Knights of the Petal either. You may keep them at Invrisil if you need them. But I want sixteen to meet me.” 
 
    “Are you taking a role in this conflict with the [Emperor]?” 
 
    “I don’t know.” 
 
    “Bethal. I need you closer to home. Tyrion is moving.” 
 
    “At last.” 
 
    “The Goblin Lord is approaching the mountain. He’s slowed. Gathering more Goblins. But when they meet—” 
 
    “Yes, yes. And Tyrion will do what, exactly? Why is he delayed?” 
 
    “I don’t know.” 
 
    “But you can guess.” 
 
    More silence from the other end. Bethal sighed into the earring. 
 
    “Which side will win, Magnolia? This Goblin tribe or the [Emperor]? The Great Chieftain, Tremborag, or this Goblin Lord? Which do we want to win? And where will Tyrion fit into all this? Will you tell me or leave me guessing?” 
 
    “I should hope at least some of those answers would be obvious.” 
 
    “Not anymore. I thought I knew good and evil, Magnolia. But all this? This? This is madness.” 
 
    Bethal looked around. Distantly, far distant, she thought she could see sparks of light growing against the dark horizon. She wondered if someone was starting a fire. But at that distance—Magnolia’s voice was calm. 
 
    “Not madness, Bethal. This is what has always been. Goblins or Humans. It is always the same.” 
 
    “What is?” 
 
    “War.” 
 
    Bethal closed her eyes. She was still for a very long moment as Thomast put his hand on her shoulder. At last, she whispered. 
 
    “I don’t think it’s the same. Magnolia. I think it hurts differently each time.” 
 
    Without waiting for a response, she dropped the earring and turned to hug her husband. And in the distance, the fires grew brighter. And brighter. And darker. 
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    She dreamed of thrones, of bickering voices and tall, frail men and women perched like harpies on towering seats built of tarnished, stained gold. Lyonette saw a court full of people whose faces were masks and whose smiles were as sweet as poison, mingling around the thrones. She walked among them and found herself standing in a town where everyone bowed and never met her eye. 
 
    And in her dream, Lyonette thought it all made sense. She saw the masked nobles look at her and curtseyed before the watchers on their squalid thrones. She stepped among the nobility, putting a mask on her face and smiling artificially alongside the rest. She smiled as she saw a golden throne fall and cheered with the others as another one was built from blocks of the old one. She saw nobles fade as they sprouted daggers from their chests, spat froth and blood from poisoned lips, took terrible wounds by sword or claw or just grew old and passed. 
 
    The others mingled and talked, and there was something there almost like affection as they slid daggers under their skirts and clothing, waiting for the best moment. She laughed at the common folk and nodded at the few who managed to look up, allowing them to stumble into the room full of watching, predatory masked faces. The monarchs watched, waiting, old and ancient, and their thrones grew taller. Lyonette dreamed of all this. It was no nightmare. For a while, she was happy. Then someone stuck a wet nose in her ear and she woke up. 
 
      
 
    —— 
 
      
 
    It wasn’t, Lyonette thought, a mystical prophecy of any kind. It was just a dream. It might have been caused by stress. But it hadn’t been a bad dream. It hadn’t. 
 
    “I used to like it, Mrsha.” 
 
    The Gnoll looked up as she ate her breakfast of porridge. She had some of the food caught on the fur around her face. She licked it up with her tongue and looked at Lyonette questioningly. 
 
    “Being a [Princess]. It wasn’t a bad life.” 
 
    Mrsha nodded agreeably. That made sense. She went back to her porridge. Lyonette sighed. 
 
    “But I was frustrated. I never leveled. I never did anything, and I felt like I was a failure. I was…sad.” 
 
    She looked down at her bowl until she felt a wet nose on her hand. Mrsha looked up at her with expectant eyes. Lyonette smiled and spooned some porridge into Mrsha's mouth. 
 
    “I’m not sad now. It was just a dream.” 
 
    Mrsha nodded and pointed at her empty bowl. Lyonette eyed it; it had been licked clean. She thought about scolding Mrsha, but then she recalled that licking your plate was perfectly acceptable, indeed, expected in Gnoll society. So she nodded and smiled. 
 
    “Take your bowl into the kitchen and you can play. But remember—” 
 
    She held up a warning finger as Mrsha grabbed her bowl. The Gnoll paused and looked back. Lyonette made sure Mrsha met her eyes. 
 
    “You can’t leave the inn without telling me or Erin. Remember?” 
 
    Mrsha sighed and her ears drooped slightly, but she nodded and scampered into the kitchen. Lyonette heard Erin’s voice for a second before Mrsha scampered out. The Gnoll raced upstairs, and Lyonette guessed she was heading straight to her room. She had a ball up there. 
 
    Sure enough, no sooner had Lyonette heard the scuffling-scratching sound of Mrsha racing upstairs than she heard energetic thumping coming down the stairs. Mrsha raced down with a soft ball made of corded leather in her mouth. She ran into the center of the common room and looked around. 
 
    Normally, there wouldn’t be much space for an energetic child of any species to play in an inn. Especially one with guests. But happily, Erin’s inn now featured her [Grand Theatre] Skill at almost all times. The giant room felt slightly unnerving to Lyonette, and she often kept her back turned to the extra space. But Mrsha loved it. The dim room had plenty of space for her to toss her ball and race after it, diving beneath chairs and leaping over the tops of tables. 
 
    “Careful!” 
 
    Lyonette couldn’t help calling out another warning as she watched Mrsha leap over a chair as she chased after her prized ball. Mrsha was going fast! But she didn’t tell the Gnoll cub to stop either. Mrsha needed to play. And given the current circumstances, letting her play anywhere but the common room of the inn would be dangerous. 
 
    The young [Princess] glanced towards the windows. Half of them were still boarded up, but two had been renovated by the industrious Antinium Workers. She saw, through a glass pane, dark skies and pouring rain. Again. It felt like it had been a month already, but barely a week had passed and the spring rains were still drowning Liscor. The waters had now engulfed the Floodplains, and only a few of the tallest hills and the city itself stood above the waterline. 
 
    It was wet. Unpleasant to be out and about in. Not that Mrsha would care, but the waters presented dangers of their own. Quillfish, octopus-fish with teeth, Rock Crabs creeping along underwater, to name but a few of the dangers. Of course, most of the fish that had entered the waters were by and large harmless, but Lyonette wasn’t about to risk Mrsha at all. She’d had enough close encounters, thank you. So the Gnoll had been confined to the inn unless Lyonette went into the city. Normally that would be fine, but the rain meant that Liscor was less than engaging for a small child. 
 
    Rain, rain, and more rain, pouring down at every second. It was enough to dampen the brightest spirits. Or at least, make one think twice about venturing outside unless you had business. Lyonette sighed as she watched Mrsha playing. Then she turned her head. 
 
    “Stay out of my drink, Apista.” 
 
    The Ashfire Bee creeping up the side of her mug fanned its wings. Undeterred by the gigantic bee, Lyonette plucked her off and tossed her into the air. Apista fanned her wings and flew around Lyonette; the [Barmaid] could feel the bee’s annoyance. But not much; it was a mild thing, like the faintest of itches, and Lyonette had learned enough to know that meant Apista was only vaguely upset. And she wasn’t about to let the bee drink her milk. 
 
    Lyonette sipped from her mug, savoring the warm, rich goat’s milk. It had a different flavor than cow’s milk, but it wasn’t bad. Actually, it might have been a bit sweeter. Lyonette had known worse goat milk before, but Erin got hers fresh from one of Liscor’s few villages, and it stayed fresh thanks to her Skills. 
 
    Something to savor. Lyonette closed her eyes and sipped again. Without looking, she batted Apista away from her mostly empty bowl of porridge. The Ashfire Bee buzzed again, but Lyonette was unmoved. 
 
    “I just fed you breakfast! You ate your honey—shoo!” 
 
    Disgruntled, the Ashfire Bee flew backwards, and Lyonette knew she was going to her favorite spot—the baskets of faerie flowers that were blooming despite the horrible weather right by Erin’s windows. Lyonette knew the bee loved sipping the nectar from the flowers. 
 
    “Strange that it doesn’t do anything to you. Everyone else gets dizzy, and I knock out bees when I burn the flowers. So why can you drink the nectar and be fine?” 
 
    Apista didn’t reply. Lyonette sipped from her mug as Mrsha raced around the tables, throwing her ball off the walls, jumping onto the stage and racing around the props the Players of Celum had left, panting happily. Enticing smells drifted from the kitchen as Lyonette heard Erin banging around, opening cupboards, swearing as she dropped something, and humming. 
 
    This was her morning. It was peaceful, enjoyable in its own way. Lyonette savored it until she heard dull footsteps from above. She looked up. The inn’s other residents were waking up. The Halfseekers, the Horns of Hammerad—the Goblins would probably come down now. Lyonette was sure they were already awake. She’d spotted them beating each other in training before dawn through her window. She sighed and reached for her spoon. Time to finish eating. Her day was going to be busy. As always. 
 
      
 
    —— 
 
      
 
    Breakfast this morning was porridge, but Lyonette served fried eggs, bacon—even a steak to her guests, which were all three Gold-rank teams and the Horns of Hammerad. And the Goblins. While it was true that Erin made a specific breakfast for each morning, and that she’d made porridge as a healthier and lighter breakfast for Mrsha and Lyonette, her guests were guests and could order anything they pleased. And they did. Lyonette put the steak down in front of Ceria, and the half-Elf licked her lips. As she began cutting into the bloody meat, Jelaqua raised her head and spoke around a mouth full of egg. 
 
    “Alright, I talked to Hawk yesterday.” 
 
    “And?” 
 
    The other adventurers instantly looked at her, as did the Redfang Warriors, who were demolishing a pot of porridge by themselves. Jelaqua glanced at them and then looked at the others. She shook her head. 
 
    “No go. He told me flat out that he’s not running anywhere near the Goblin Lord’s army. And…yeah. I couldn’t talk him around it. Plus, he’s not keen to wait around while an [Enchanter] appraises the artifacts, so I’m afraid it’s City Runners or nothing.” 
 
    Lyonette heard a groan as she went around with a pitcher of cool goat’s milk. The last they had in stock, actually. She made a note to ask Krshia about getting more. It was hard to get supplies from the villages—they had to be transported by boat. Maybe she could see about food from Celum? She listened with half an ear as she refilled Ylawes’ cup, nodding and smiling as he thanked her quietly. 
 
    “So what? We’d have to rely on City Runners? That’ll take a week to get there—and I’m not sure I trust them with magical artifacts.” 
 
    Ceria groaned as she sat back in her chair. Halrac grunted. Everyone looked at him. The [Scout] folded his arms. 
 
    “Don’t trust them. Not for Gold-rank artifacts.” 
 
    “I agree. It’s too risky. Some City Runners are good, but this would be a multi-part delivery. You couldn’t request one to take it specifically. And having one appraise the items at an [Enchanter]…I’m sure most would be tempted to sell that information or run off with an artifact worth thousands of gold pieces.” 
 
    Ylawes sighed as he speared a poached egg with a fork. He looked around and all of the older adventurers nodded. Erin looked around, confused. She wasn’t waiting tables but sitting with the adventurers as they discussed the issue of the artifacts. 
 
    The artifacts the Redfang Goblins had recovered. Lyonette glanced at the five Goblins. They were sitting apart from the conversation, but they were listening intently. The adventurers glanced at them now and then before looking away. It was a strange situation. The artifacts were the Goblins’, and Lyonette knew they were hidden somewhere by the five Redfang Warriors. However, the adventurers had insisted the artifacts be identified. The Goblins hadn’t protested—they hadn’t said anything, true to form—and so the debate for the last day had been on how to get the artifacts appraised in a timely manner. 
 
    “Hold on, why aren’t City Runners a good idea? They’re not trustworthy?” 
 
    Jelaqua sighed. 
 
    “Some are, some aren’t. I don’t know any in the area I’d trust with that much gold. And like Ylawes said, it’s different if multiple Runners are carrying an item. Times like these would be when you request a Runner you know is trustworthy—and can defend themselves. If we were up north, we’d have a list of contacts. But around here, Hawk is the only good Runner I’d trust.” 
 
    Erin nodded as she thought that over. 
 
    “I get it. It’s like getting the best mailman. And Ryoka’s…” 
 
    She trailed off. Lyonette looked at her and saw the Horns of Hammerad exchange glances. After a moment, Ceria cleared her throat. 
 
    “I know a Runner. Fals. He’s good, and I think he’d be trustworthy. But the distance to Invrisil…no. Is there another [Enchanter] nearby we could use? Someone near Celum, perhaps?” 
 
    “Someone who can identify dungeon artifacts? I don’t think so. That’s not something you want to leave to a low-level [Mage]. Anyone know another name?” 
 
    Jelaqua looked around and got headshakes from the other adventurers. The Selphid grimaced and twitched her tail. It was still unsettling to see her in her new Drake body, but she’d adapted Drake mannerisms already. She scratched at the scales of her neck with one claw. 
 
    “Pallass is an option.” 
 
    “I don’t know any [Enchanters] there. And I don’t know the city. It’s not as straightforward there. We might run into obstacles.” 
 
    Ylawes frowned, looking mildly concerned. Seborn nodded. 
 
    “A Drake city won’t necessarily recognize Gold-rank adventurers from the north. Especially not a Human team. However, the Halfseekers have worked in the south in the past.” 
 
    Revi nodded as she tapped her lips. 
 
    “That works. I wouldn’t put it past a Drake [Enchanter] to avoid working with stinking Humans, but your group used to have Drakes in it, didn’t you? Think we could trade on your reputation?” 
 
    All eyes turned to the three Halfseekers. Jelaqua looked up at Moore. The half-Giant had a huge bowl of porridge and spiced apple. He put down his spoon thoughtfully and wiped his mouth. 
 
    “We could always ask. It’s not as if it matters if the [Enchanter] talks about what the artifacts do, does it?” 
 
    “But—” 
 
    Moore cut Revi off. 
 
    “Not if the artifacts are going to their rightful owners.” 
 
    He looked pointedly at the Redfang Goblins. The adventurers turned as one. The five Goblins returned the gazes, watchful. There was a pause, and someone coughed. At last, Ylawes nodded. 
 
    “They retrieved the artifacts. If there is room for negotiation…it should be after the appraisal. Let’s assume we’ll go to Pallass. What about the cost for the appraisal?” 
 
    “The Gold-rank teams could all pay a portion of the cost. The question is, how would that be repaid? In the form of one of the three artifacts? To which group? And, ah…if not that, how else?” 
 
    Typhenous murmured as he inspected his fork’s tines. He glanced up, and Lyonette saw the Goblins shift. Erin frowned. 
 
    “I can pay! I’ll just take it out of their wages.” 
 
    Everyone looked at her. Ceria sighed. 
 
    “Erin, I don’t think you understand how much a good [Enchanter] charges—especially for a rush job.” 
 
    “How much?” 
 
    “Let’s see. Eighty gold coins for an appraisal?” 
 
    “Eighty—” 
 
    Erin choked as she took a sip from her mug. Lyonette saw the Goblins turn to each other and jabber worriedly. Revi smiled wickedly. 
 
    “Eighty? Maybe for a normal artifact. But dungeon artifacts? Try ten times that. More, if the [Enchanter] thinks they might get hit by a curse spell. You could pay as much as two thousand gold coins per artifact.” 
 
    “Two th—who’s got that kind of money lying around?” 
 
    The Halfseekers exchanged glances and shrugged, but Typhenous smiled as he stroked his beard and Revi smirked. Dawil, Falene, and Ylawes all raised a hand. 
 
    “Our groups could pay the cost. As could Griffon Hunt. The question is—would we receive an artifact in exchange?” 
 
    “That’s hardly a fair exchange, especially if one’s worth more.” 
 
    Yvlon frowned as she pointed that out. By her side, Ksmvr and Pisces nodded, being more engrossed in listening than anything else. Ylawes frowned at his sister. 
 
    “We could repay the cost. But we want to be clear about what we might get in exchange. What do the…Goblins think of this?” 
 
    All eyes turned to the Redfang Warriors. They exchanged looks. Lyonette went around the tables, waiting for a response. After a long while, in which four of the Goblins began kicking the fifth, Numbtongue finally replied. 
 
    “Don’t need artifact appraisal.” 
 
    “What?” 
 
    All the adventurers were incredulous. Numbtongue shrugged and refused to say anything else. Revi leaned over her table, chewing her bacon furiously. 
 
    “See here, I don’t care if you lot die in a dungeon, but I’m not having you walk around with artifacts that might do anything! The curse might not affect only you—I once saw a cursed artifact melt everything in a fifty-foot radius!” 
 
    “It’s their choice, Revi. If they don’t want to—” 
 
    “Oh come on! They’re Goblins! We’re adventurers! We saved them! Don’t we get a say?” 
 
    “We saved them at Miss Erin’s request. In point of fact, the artifacts were already recovered.” 
 
    “Shut it, Typhenous!” 
 
    The argument went on as Lyonette went into the kitchen for cow’s milk instead. She could have served a weak ale for the morning, but milk was generally received well. The adventurers were arguing amongst themselves and the Goblins complicating matters with their silence when she returned. Lyonette listened to the argument, feeling…lost. 
 
    She just felt a little left out, that was all. Seeing the adventurers anxiously trying to confer with each other and Erin while the Goblins listened reminded Lyonette that all of this was Erin’s doing. She’d set everything in motion so a group of five Hobgoblins, Hobgoblins, could enter a dungeon and come back with treasure. 
 
    True, Lyonette had been the one to get the Halfseekers to enter her inn. And Griffon Hunt. But it had been Erin’s inn, and the [Innkeeper] was the one who’d charmed them, made them allies and friends rather than guests. That was her talent, the thing that separated her from Lyonette. She’d made this world, where adventurers would negotiate with Goblins rather than just attack them, and where Gold-rank adventurers were regulars at her inn. In fact, it was a testament to the way Lyonette had gotten used to it all that she barely blinked an eye when the Halfseekers announced they couldn’t keep debating the issue any longer. 
 
    “We’ve got to test the Heartflame Breastplate that Selys is leasing us. We’ll head to the dungeon if we can, Halrac. But we’re going to see exactly what the armor can do!” 
 
    Jelaqua grinned, looking like a child stuck in a dead Drake’s body. She rubbed her claws together. 
 
    “It’s going to be amazing.” 
 
    The other Gold-rank adventurers looked enviously at Jelaqua. If the Goblins’ artifacts were the news of the day, the revelation of Selys lending the Halfseekers the Heartflame Breastplate was the talk of the year. Last night, Jelaqua had been so happy she’d bought drinks for the entire inn—thrice! Typhenous leaned forwards, his eyes shining, as Jelaqua grinned wildly. 
 
    “Can we watch?” 
 
    “Sorry. Selys says part of the armor’s secrets can’t be shared. You can watch Moore chuck spells at the armor if you want, though. Or join in yourself.” 
 
    “We might have to. Halrac, Revi, I know the dungeon awaits, but this—” 
 
    The older [Mage] looked at his companions. Halrac nodded after a moment’s thought. 
 
    “Fine.” 
 
    “We’d like to watch as well. Obviously finding a way into the dungeon matters. I don’t trust entering and exiting via the rift, so the dungeon entrance must be cleared. But for today…I’d love to see what an artifact like that could do.” 
 
    Ylawes looked at his team, and they nodded in agreement. Dawil sat up as he finished stuffing another sausage into his mouth. 
 
    “Always worth seeing what a good artifact does! And it beats arguing about artifacts that we didn’t get anyways. Let the Goblins have their artifacts if they want.” 
 
    “Unless we can appraise them ourselves. That’s one last option. Anyone fancy looking at the enchantments and seeing what they might do? Falene, could you look at the enchantments?” 
 
    Ylawes paused and looked at his companion. Falene raised her head and gave him a severe glance. 
 
    “I am a [Battlemage], not an [Enchanter].” 
 
    “I know. I just thought—” 
 
    The [Knight] broke off as the half-Elf woman raised one delicate hand. 
 
    “However, as the sole [Mage] present who has been fully trained by Wistram, I will inspect the artifacts and make a preliminary assessment. Free of charge. If we are all in agreement?” 
 
    She glanced at the Goblins and then away. The other adventurers nodded, more interested in the armor now, but it was Pisces who sat up. The [Necromancer] sniffed loudly, drawing attention to him. 
 
    “Miss Skystrall, it seems you are implying that your understanding of enchantments is superior to anyone else in this room.” 
 
    Falene smiled archly at him. 
 
    “Oh? I didn’t think I was implying so much as stating a fact. You disagree?” 
 
    Pisces flushed. 
 
    “Immensely, as a matter of fact. I believe my understanding of enchantments would provide just as much illumination.” 
 
    “Then both of you check out the artifacts. Typhenous too, if he wants. Look, if we’re not hiring an [Enchanter], stare as much as you want. Just don’t touch it.” 
 
    Exasperated, Jelaqua got up. She looked around. 
 
    “This has been fun. But I’m getting new armor, and as for this Goblin thing—look, Erin. You want to let them go into the dungeon, fine. They’re adventurers now. I don’t know why. And they have magical artifacts. Unappraised magical artifacts. That’s fine too, I guess. Just make sure they understand what the risks are.” 
 
    She looked at the Redfang Goblins, nodded to Seborn and Moore, and then the Halfseekers went to the door. Jelaqua opened it, stared through, and closed it. 
 
    “Hey, how do you open this thing to Liscor?” 
 
    “I’ve got it.” 
 
    Erin hurried over to the door, and Lyonette saw the other adventurers rise. They followed the Halfseekers, all but the Horns of Hammerad. 
 
    “You’re not going to watch?” 
 
    “We’d love to. But I think we’ll get a chance later. And we have something Ksmvr’s insisted on doing.” 
 
    Ceria looked at Erin as Ksmvr rose. The Antinium was shaking, but he nodded to his team as the Gold-rank adventurers walked through the doorway into the rainy streets of Liscor. Ksmvr turned to Yvlon and Ceria. Yvlon looked worried. 
 
    “Ksmvr, are you sure this is what you want?” 
 
    “I insist. If I die, know it was in the service of my team.” 
 
    “Die?” 
 
    Erin looked confused. Lyonette stared at Ksmvr, a stack of dirty plates in her hand. She wondered what Ksmvr was talking about. She found out as she was washing dishes in the kitchen. It was hard to ignore the screaming. 
 
      
 
    —— 
 
      
 
    “Aaaaaaaaaaaaaaaaaaaaaaaaaaaaaaaaaaaaaaaaaaaaaaaaaaaa—” 
 
    Lyonette nearly dropped the plate she was washing the first time she heard Ksmvr screaming. It was coming from outside. She ran out of the kitchen and saw Mrsha peering out a window. Lyonette ran to the door and stared outside. The wet, rainy landscape and churning waters surrounded the inn. She heard the screaming cut off suddenly and looked around. 
 
    Where had it come from? She stared down to the water’s edge where three shapes were standing as the rain pelted them. She saw them heave, and then she heard Ksmvr screaming again. 
 
    “Aaaaaaaa—put me back, put me back!” 
 
    He was flailing with his three good arms at the water’s edge. Lyonette saw Yvlon and Pisces look at each other, and then the two adventurers slowly lowered Ksmvr’s head into the water. Instantly, the Antinium began flailing. After a few seconds they pulled him out. 
 
    “Aaaargh! Aaaah! Water! Water everywhere!” 
 
    He screamed as water ran out of his mandibles. Lyonette saw Ceria shouting at him as she held his legs. 
 
    “Dead gods, Ksmvr! Just stop!” 
 
    “No! Put me back! I must conquer my fear!” 
 
    The other three Horns of Hammerad exchanged glances. Pisces shrugged, and Yvlon nodded. They slowly lowered Ksmvr’s head towards the water. He began screaming before they even submerged him. His wild thrashing nearly made the three let go—they hauled him out. 
 
    “Put me back!” 
 
    “You’re struggling too hard! Ksmvr, this isn’t working! You panic if your head goes into the water, Ring of Water Breathing or not! We can’t hold you steady.” 
 
    “I see. Then drop me in!” 
 
    “What? You can’t swim!” 
 
    The Antinium jerked as water sprayed off his carapace. 
 
    “I must learn to enter the water. I disgraced myself by not joining the other adventurers in fighting underwater. I abandoned my duties!” 
 
    “You gave the ring to Erin. She used it!” 
 
    “I should have used it myself! I must learn to tolerate the water! Put me in!” 
 
    “Okay, but if you start screaming and thrashing, we’ll stop.” 
 
    “I will not scream. I may excrete all my bodily waste, however. Is that acceptable?” 
 
    “No.” 
 
    The Antinium was arguing with his companions as he continued his water tolerance training. Lyonette watched, trying not to laugh. She did feel some admiration for Ksmvr, she really did. But the sight of the Antinium screaming and panicking just looking at the water was funny. She understood why he was afraid, though. That put something of a dampener on her humor, and Lyonette decided to get out of the rain—until she saw the white shape sneaking down towards the Horns of Hammerad. Mrsha stealthily snuck up behind Ksmvr as he was arguing with Yvlon and put her paws into the water. She splashed the Antinium from behind, and Ksmvr screamed. 
 
    “The water is attacking!” 
 
    He tore himself loose and ran up the hill as Mrsha chased him, spraying him with water she was holding in her mouth. Lyonette laughed and then shouted. 
 
    “Mrsha, stop that! Stop tormenting Ksmvr!” 
 
    Mrsha ignored Lyonette as Ksmvr slipped and rolled down the hill, screaming for the others to catch him. She was trying to push him closer to the water as Ksmvr flailed. Lyonette decided this had turned from a prank into cruelty. She snapped. 
 
    “Mrsha!” 
 
    The Gnoll cub whined and looked up at Lyonette. The young woman felt bad, but she pointed, and Mrsha reluctantly abandoned the screaming Ksmvr. She padded up the hill, tail and ears lowered. 
 
    “You know you can’t go outside without asking! What did I say this morning?” 
 
    Mrsha made a grumbling sound in her throat. Lyonette understood, she really did, but she had to be firm. 
 
    “Inside, young Miss. You need a bath now. Let Ksmvr be.” 
 
    Ignoring Mrsha’s protests, Lyonette forced her back inside. She could still hear Ksmvr arguing with Yvlon. 
 
    “I will conquer my fear! What if you froze my arms and legs so I could not move? Then put my head underwater?” 
 
    Lyonette shook her head. Mrsha was still complaining, and now she was sulking. By the time Lyonette made her take a bath, the Gnoll cub was throwing a tantrum and howling. Something had to be done. And as the morning became midday and the rain poured on, Lyonette knew it was time. 
 
      
 
    —— 
 
      
 
    “A break?” 
 
    Erin paused in talking with the [Actor] in front of her long enough to frown at Lyonette. The [Barmaid] nodded and held her breath. Behind Erin, she could see a score of [Actors] and helpers setting up the stage for today’s plays. The Players of Celum were putting on multiple performances today, and the inn was already bustling, despite the plays not being scheduled for another two hours. However, that hadn’t stopped curious Gnolls, Drakes, and Humans from entering the inn from both Celum and Liscor. 
 
    Word about the new play, The Triumph of Liscor as it was tentatively being called, was already spreading to Liscor and Celum. That, combined with the popularity of the plays in general, meant that Erin’s giant theatre actually felt somewhat full already. Erin had been rushing about, coordinating details with the Players of Celum in between cooking, but Lyonette had managed to get her attention at last. 
 
    “I think Mrsha’s really unhappy at being cooped up. Normally I’d ask Krshia to take care of her or ask Selys to take her to the playground, but Selys is very busy and so is Krshia. I’m the only one who can supervise Mrsha, so I’d like a small vacation. Nothing too much! Just around…let’s say lunchtime for three hours?” 
 
    Lyonette held her breath. Erin blinked at her. 
 
    “Mrsha’s cooped up? I totally get that! This rain is getting me down sometimes. And if she needs to run and play—don’t worry about it! Take the whole morning and afternoon off if you need to! Mrsha comes first. I can handle things—Drassi and Ishkr are both slated to be in tomorrow as well, so we’ll be fine.” 
 
    “You’re sure? I know you’re so busy—” 
 
    “Mrsha comes first. We’ll manage! Besides, the Players just need food and drinks and someone to shout at people to be quiet. I can handle that if I have help!” 
 
    Erin smiled. Lyonette smiled too, grateful. She saw the [Actor] standing behind Erin cough and flushed. 
 
    “Oh, I’m sorry. I didn’t mean to interrupt.” 
 
    “It’s fine. What were you saying, Kilkran?” 
 
    Erin flashed a smile at the [Actor], and he straightened. 
 
    “I was going to ask about your interpretation of Othello, Miss Erin. You see, it’s become something of an argument among my peers, and I was hoping you might take my side. Tonight’s play will feature one rendition of the play, and I was hoping you could have a word with the actor playing the part before we began. You see, I regard him as…” 
 
    Lyonette saw Erin sigh slightly, but the [Innkeeper] listened as the [Actor] went on, and Lyonette went back to serving drinks to the people rushing about. That was Erin Solstice. She stood in her inn, but the inn revolved around her. Yes, there were other people in it, but the one who bound everyone together was Erin. And that was great! Wonderful. It wasn’t as if Lyonette were bitter about that fact. 
 
    It was just that she wanted to matter too. Erin was like Jasi or Wesle, one of the stars of the acting troupe. She dominated the stage. And Lyonette didn’t mind that. She’d watched Erin from the proverbial backstage. She knew Erin now, possibly better than anyone else. The thing about Erin was that she had her good sides and her bad sides. She was good at connecting with people. She was bad at— 
 
    “Lyonette!” 
 
    A harassed-looking Drake approached the [Barmaid]. Lyonette smiled at Drassi. The Drake [Barmaid] and [Gossip] didn’t return the smile. 
 
    “Drassi, what’s the matter?” 
 
    “My feet are what’s the matter! Lyonette, Erin told me I need to work tomorrow from morning till night!” 
 
    “That’s right. Is something wrong with that?” 
 
    “Yes! That’s my day off! Only Erin told me how much business we had and she really needs me to work! I love to earn money, Lyonette, I really do. But I need time to spend the money I get!” 
 
    Drassi’s tail lashed, and she spoke faster and faster as she grew more upset. Lyonette tried to soothe her. 
 
    “I understand. I know Ishkr’s been busy too. Look, I’ll talk it over with Erin and see if I can get you your day off sometime this week.” 
 
    “Would you? I know we have so much business. But it’s too much for three people! Erin should really hire some [Barmaids].” 
 
    “I’ll talk to her about it. Don’t worry.” 
 
    “Thanks, Lyonette. You’re a lifesaver.” 
 
    Relieved, the Drake went back to waiting tables. Lyonette looked for Erin, but now she was talking with Wesle. That was the thing about Erin. She was good at people. But when it came to organization—well, she still slept on the floor of her kitchen next to her cooking ingredients. She could leave things hanging. She was good at focusing on one thing. But multiple things— 
 
    “Lyonette. Some of our visitors want to leave to Liscor.” 
 
    Ishkr called across the inn to Lyonette. He was carrying lunch and was clearly swamped. Lyonette nodded and hurried over to the door. A group of impatient Drakes was waiting there. 
 
    “To Liscor?” 
 
    They nodded. Lyon found the corresponding mana stone—a bright green one—and placed it on the door. She swung it open, and immediately the Drakes poured out and more poured in. 
 
    “Finally! We’ve been waiting here for ten minutes! Why did it take so long?” 
 
    One of the Drakes demanded angrily as she shook water off her scales. Lyon tried to apologize as she winced and wondered if they could put the door somewhere else. They had to clean the floor six times a day with everyone tromping in and out. She seated the Drakes, turned around, and saw Erin striding towards her. 
 
    “Lyonette! Drassi says we have a problem with schedules?” 
 
    Surprised, Lyonette glanced towards Drassi. The Drake winced and flicked her tail—a Drake way of apologizing. She must have mentioned the issue to Erin and the [Innkeeper] had abandoned the arguing [Actors] to immediately talk to Lyonette. The [Princess] nodded. 
 
    “We don’t have enough staff, Erin. I know we talked about hiring more. I think we need to, otherwise Drassi and Ishkr will be overworked.” 
 
    Erin chewed her lip. 
 
    “I know, I know. It was on my list, but after Maran and Safry, I didn’t want to. You know?” 
 
    Lyonette nodded sympathetically. She paused. 
 
    “But we do need more.” 
 
    “I get it. Um…” 
 
    Erin looked around distractedly, as if new helpers would appear out of nowhere. 
 
    “I could ask Krshia for more helpers? And Selys? Or get some people from Celum…only, I think I’m being boycotted by the [Innkeepers] there. I can ask around. But doing it today is sort of hard because we’re doing so many plays and I have to be here.” 
 
    The young woman looked around the inn. 
 
    “I know Drassi and Ishkr are tired, but I’ll pay them double if I have to, Lyonette. So…can we handle it for the next few days? I really, really need to have enough people serving the tables for our plays. I just don’t have time to find good people to hire—but you still take your break tomorrow with Mrsha! Kids first! But—” 
 
    “How about I find us some help?” 
 
    Erin stopped fretting and looked at Lyonette. 
 
    “You think you can?” 
 
    Lyon nodded. Why not? It wasn’t as if there was a lack of [Barmaids] and [Waiters] to hire. She gave Erin a confident grin. 
 
    “Leave it to me! You focus on the plays, and I’ll figure something out.” 
 
    “You’re sure?” 
 
    “I am. And while I have you, can we do something about the door?” 
 
    “What?” 
 
    Erin looked blank until Lyonette explained about having to switch the door between Celum and Liscor constantly. And that was without factoring Pallass into the equation. She groaned. 
 
    “I didn’t realize it would be such a problem! Pallass barely gets used, but Liscor and Celum—look, I’ll try talking to Pisces, but he says I can’t make it move like Howl’s Moving Castle.” 
 
    “What?” 
 
    “I can’t make it automatic! Or rather, he can’t. It’s too hard and has something to do with enchantment bindings and limited spell matrix capacity and so on. It would be so much easier if we didn’t have to use Liscor’s door, but what can you do? It’s not like I can get people to swim here, right? Right?” 
 
    Erin grinned sheepishly. Lyonette wondered if she’d actually be able to do just that. Knowing Erin… 
 
    “Maybe there’s another way.” 
 
    “Maybe? If you think of it, let me know.” 
 
    Erin sighed. Lyonette heard someone call her name and Erin groaned. 
 
    “Gotta go. Tell me if the lack of employment thing gets worse, okay?” 
 
    “Okay!” 
 
    The two separated. Lyonette made a beeline for Drassi. Ironically, there was no bee in sight; Apista was up in Lyonette’s room with Mrsha, preferring to stay out of the way of so many people. 
 
    “Sorry about that, Lyonette. I just mentioned that I talked to you, and Erin was like ‘I’m going to sort this out right now!’ I didn’t mean to put you on the spot.” 
 
    “It’s fine, Drassi. Erin’s asked me to sort this out. Tell me, do you know anyone who might be free to work here?” 
 
    The Drake paused as she wiped sweat from her forehead. 
 
    “Me? Yeah, I’ve got tons of friends! So does Ishkr! Hey, Ishkr!” 
 
    The Gnoll paused as he headed towards the kitchen. He strode over and quickly convened with the two [Barmaids] as the diners waited for service. He nodded the instant Lyonette asked about other potential workers. 
 
    “I have a handful of friends. And acquaintances, yes? I could ask them.” 
 
    “They’re trustworthy? Hardworking?” 
 
    Both Drassi and Ishkr gave Lyonette insulted looks. Lyonette returned it. 
 
    “I have to ask.” 
 
    Drassi twitched her tail. 
 
    “Some of my friends slack off a bit. Okay, half of them. But I can ask the good half.” 
 
    “And I would not betray Miss Erin’s trust. I could ask a handful of the Gnolls I know to work hard.” 
 
    “Do you think they’d leave their jobs to work here?” 
 
    “Depends on how much you offer them. A lot of them work part-time. You know, during the spring rains? They could be persuaded to quit—especially if they get to watch plays.” 
 
    Drassi gave Lyonette a toothy smile. Lyonette smiled back and did some quick math. 
 
    “Tell them that Erin will pay them one silver and two copper per hour for the next three days. After that, if they want to stay on they’ll be paid a regular wage. Less.” 
 
    “Whoa! That’s a lot of money!” 
 
    Drassi and Ishkr looked shocked. That was nearly as much as Erin had offered Maran and Safry, and that had been an exorbitant amount for their levels and Skills. But the inn could definitely afford it. Lyonette nodded. 
 
    “I want them working tomorrow. They can come in with you and learn how to work in the inn. Of course, Erin will pay you and Ishkr the same amount. And for all the times you’ve had to work overtime!” 
 
    “Really? That’s great!” 
 
    Both Drake and Gnoll were delighted. Lyonette smiled at them. She was promising a lot, but both workers had been pulling long hours for the inn. She should have brought this up with Erin a week ago! But that was also the thing with Erin. She reacted to problems rather than think ahead most of the time. Lyonette got back to work with Drassi and Ishkr; the patrons were getting unhappy with dry throats. Like a flash, it was already evening and Lyonette was tending to a fussy Mrsha. 
 
    “I know you want to run, but you can’t go running about under the tables. You can sit and watch the plays or run about upstairs, okay?” 
 
    Mrsha buried her head in her pillow and made a whining noise. Lyonette sighed, but she didn’t have time to argue. She hurried downstairs just in time to see Erin greeting a familiar face. 
 
    “Hey Ilvriss, what’s up?” 
 
    Wall Lord Ilvriss, arguably the most important Drake in Liscor, glared at Erin but silently took a seat at a table. Lyonette winced as she rushed past Erin. She waved at Drassi, who poured her a mug of Firebreath Whiskey and shoved it into Lyonette’s hands. 
 
    “You do it? Please? He scares my tail off!” 
 
    Lyonette nodded. She took the mug to Wall Lord Ilvriss and smiled. 
 
    “Your drink, Wall Lord.” 
 
    “Ah. Thank you.” 
 
    Ilvriss seemed surprised by the prompt service. He looked around at his table. 
 
    “I assume more plays will be put on tonight?” 
 
    “Absolutely, Wall Lord. We have another performance of The Triumph of Liscor, and the Players of Celum will be putting on other plays throughout the night. I can ask for a list if you would like to hear it?” 
 
    “Hmm. Yes, do that. But first, orders. I will have your finest steak—well done, spiced as hot as your kitchen allows.” 
 
    He nodded at his table, and the Drakes who’d come with him chimed in with their orders. Lyonette fixed all of the details in place in her mind and bowed again before hurrying off. Ilvriss looked slightly pleased when she brought him his food within five minutes of ordering—the steak was done, and Ishkr had only had to heat it up, fry it until it was further done, and dump as many spices as he could onto the meat. Of course, the other orders were also premade and ready, but Lyonette deliberately chose to hold off sending them to the table until Ilvriss’ plate was done. 
 
    It was just etiquette, plain and simple. You didn’t serve anyone but the Wall Lord first. And you most certainly did not call him by his name in front of his followers. Lyonette wished Erin knew that. But in a way, that was something Erin couldn’t do. She couldn’t be humble. 
 
    Or maybe she could be. But she was bad at doing things she hated. She didn’t treat Wall Lord Ilvriss with the respect he required because she didn’t believe in the superiority of the noble titles. That was all very well and good and Lyonette understood the sentiment—here she was, a [Princess] waiting tables—but it was also a fault. Ilvriss had mellowed out considerably, but there was a difference between pushing him to be more tolerant and insulting him to his face. 
 
    What she could do wasn’t what Erin could do. Lyonette served tables as the Players of Celum finally began their play. The Triumph of Liscor was just as overdone as the first time she’d seen it, but the speeches had been refined and more parts had been added. It was as far from the truth as could be, and when the play had finished, the applause was thunderous. The [Actors] rotated, and another group came on to play Othello. All the while, Lyonette was hurrying over to the magic door to let people in and out to Celum and Liscor. She had to change the door every five minutes—or less. 
 
    “This is ridiculous! There has to be a better way!” 
 
    Exasperated, Drassi slapped a yellow mana stone onto the door and yanked it open. Octavia’s voice could be heard in her shop. 
 
    “Come on, buy a pack of matches while you’re waiting! Or how about a stamina potion for the night? You’ll be wide awake until dawn—unless you take one of my drowsiness tonics! A two-for-one offer! Why not throw in a healing potion while you’re at it? You can never be too careful!” 
 
    “If we could just leave the door open to Celum, we wouldn’t have to keep opening it to Liscor. Maybe just once every thirty minutes so people know when we open it.” 
 
    Lyonette frowned at the door. Drassi nodded. 
 
    “But how would we tell them? A sign? Sundial? It’s raining, so that’s not going to work. Ancestors, it would be so much easier if Erin just bought a bridge! I have a friend who could sell her one.” 
 
    “A bridge?” 
 
    Bemused, Lyonette glanced at Drassi. The Drake nodded. 
 
    “Why not? It’s not far from Liscor to the inn! It would cost a good bit of gold, yeah, but it would be so much easier.” 
 
    “To buy a bridge.” 
 
    “Of course! Wait—I forget, you don’t know about bridges! Hasn’t anyone told you?” 
 
    Drassi slapped her forehead. She tried to explain as she pointed Lyonette to a window. 
 
    “It’s not like we have that many, but if there’s a nearby place we need to get to—I think we connected one from the city to the dungeon. It’s not hard! You just pay a few Drakes or Gnolls to build a bridge over the water! If you’ve got the gold, you can hire one and have it done tomorrow.” 
 
    “And it’s safe?” 
 
    “Well, it’s not that safe if a monster attacks. But most of them don’t go above the water, and if it’s near the city, the most you normally get is hit by a Quillfish. And you have Bird on the rooftop, right? He and the City Watch can shoot anything that attacks.” 
 
    “That could work!” 
 
    Lyonette imagined a bridge connecting Liscor and The Wandering Inn. It wouldn’t eliminate the need for the door, but it would cut down on the traffic. She found Erin in the kitchen and explained the bridge idea. Erin nearly dropped the hot pan in surprise. 
 
    “Wait. Are you serious? Relc told me he had a bridge to sell me and I told him he was crazy! That’s actually a thing?” 
 
    “That’s right! Drassi says she knows someone who can get to work tomorrow. Do you think you’d be willing to pay for it?” 
 
    Erin thought about that for a moment. Then she reached for her money jar. 
 
    “How much?” 
 
    Five minutes later, Drassi hunted through the crowd of watching Drakes. She’d spotted the very Drake she wanted to talk to and pulled him out of his seat as the next play started. Lyonette heard her whispering to him. 
 
    “Hey Meniss! Are you still selling bridges? Because I have a big one for you! But you have to give me a discount. And no building it with bad ropes or wood, got it?” 
 
    Soon enough, Drassi came back with the news that a team of Drakes and Gnolls would work on a bridge tomorrow, and both Lyonette and Erin exchanged a celebratory high-five. They got back to work. Lyonette got into the rhythm of serving, watching familiar and unfamiliar faces come and go until someone special walked through the door to Liscor. 
 
    “Pawn?” 
 
    The Worker looked up in surprise. 
 
    “Lyonette. Greetings.” 
 
    “I haven’t seen you in over a week! Where have you been?” 
 
    A genuine smile sprang to Lyonette’s lips as she ushered the wet Worker into the room. Pawn nodded, looking tired. 
 
    “I have been exceedingly busy. After the attack, there was much work to be done. Not only in flood-proofing the Hive…I have expanded my unit to include many more Workers and Soldiers, and organizing them is a troublesome task. That is why I came here, actually.” 
 
    “Really? Tell me about it. Let me get you a seat. I know it’s noisy—we just finished a play. Another one will start soon. Can I get you anything to eat? To drink?” 
 
    Pawn wavered as Lyonette ushered him to a seat at the back of the room. 
 
    “That is very kind, Lyonette. But I was hoping to speak to Erin. I need her advice.” 
 
    “Oh.” 
 
    Lyonette’s excitement went out like a candle. She paused. 
 
    “Sure. I’ll get her. She’s, um, busy, but I’m sure she has time for you.” 
 
    She backed away and found Erin in a second. True enough, Erin was more than willing to stop socializing with Selys and pestering her about how her new armor worked. She made a beeline for Pawn. 
 
    “Pawn! I haven’t seen you in forever! What’s been happening?” 
 
    Again, Lyon watched Pawn raise his mandibles in a smile and turn to Erin. She knew Erin was important to him, but it hurt a bit. She and Pawn had truly gotten to know each other before. She listened unobtrusively as Pawn explained his dilemma. 
 
    “…so many of them, you see? And with the rainfall, we cannot patrol. I wish to give them some form of entertainment, but books only go so far. What can we give my people without exposure to the above world? Your inn is often occupied, and the Antinium cannot indefinitely fund meals at your inn. I was hoping you had suggestions.” 
 
    Lyonette opened her mouth and then bit her tongue. Erin patted Pawn on the shoulder, smiling at him. 
 
    “Pawn, I’ve got you. Just give me a day or two and I’ll think of all kinds of things your Soldiers and Workers can do! I know tons of games. Not just board games—we could introduce your people to fun activities!” 
 
    “Like what?” 
 
    “Like…tag! Or musical chairs! Wait, no. That’s a terrible idea. But I’m sure there are fun things to do indoors for everyone. Painting? Well, you already do that. Um. Yoga? No wait, your body parts don’t bend. Tomorrow I’ll have a list. Tonight you relax and have fun! I’ll make you a food basket to take back too, okay?” 
 
    “You are most kind, Erin.” 
 
    “Nah, nah. But hey look, they’re putting on the next play! I think we’re doing Pygmalion now. I want to do Romeo and Juliet—I mean, Juliet and Romeo soon. That’s gonna be a huge hit. Hey, tell me about what happened in the Hive when the moths attacked! I was so worried when I heard there was fighting! Where were you?” 
 
    “Well, I was summoned to the front as soon as the alarm was raised…” 
 
    Lyonette saw Pawn gesturing awkwardly as Erin sat with him. She turned her head and saw Drassi and Ishkr struggling to keep up with all the hungry visitors silently waving mugs or empty plates. Guiltily, Lyonette lingered for a minute longer and then hurried off. She had a job to do. And so she did it. 
 
    But suddenly, unaccountably, Lyonette felt worse. Okay, fine. Pawn needed Erin’s help. That made sense. Erin had brilliant ideas. And she had helped turn Pawn into an individual. Lyonette understood how important that made her in his eyes. 
 
    It was just—she was a bit jealous, that was all. She watched as Erin bent her head towards Pawn, ushering him towards her chess table where they could sit and talk. Lyonette went to get Pawn a warm drink and some hot food. Not so she could hover around the table. She was just curious. 
 
    And a bit jealous. That was all. 
 
      
 
    —— 
 
      
 
    Nighttime. Just before midnight, the last guests left. Not so much because they were done drinking or too tired to stay up, but because Lyonette had firmly established that there had to be a closing time with Erin. Drassi and Ishkr were practically asleep on their feet when they’d left, and Lyonette was sore and exhausted. Nevertheless, she stayed up as Erin yawned her way into the kitchen. 
 
    The adventurers were back. The Goblins were upstairs. Everything was quiet. Lyonette snuck into her room where Apista and Mrsha were sleeping and rummaged around under her bed. She pulled out a sheathed sword that Mrsha was forbidden from touching. Then she crept downstairs. 
 
    It was still raining. Lyonette stared out at the rain-slicked grass and shook her head. So she cleared some tables and chairs in the common room instead and took a stance. She held her sword upright, trying to recall how she should grip the hilt. 
 
    Here and…here. And her footwork? Her feet moved automatically to the right places, courtesy of her [Basic Footwork] Skill. Good. Lyonette took a few slow breaths, trying to breathe right. She imagined someone standing right in front of her and slowly lifted her sword. 
 
    “Strike fast and true. Strike without hesitation, yes?” 
 
    The words burned Lyonette’s lips. The memory made her heart hurt. But she forced the feelings back and tried to remember. She awkwardly tried to cut like Brunkr had shown her once before. Her sword whooshed through the air pleasantly, but Lyonette felt like her stance was wrong. 
 
    “Like this? No. Like this.” 
 
    She tried to stab forwards, to parry. It was an unfamiliar sensation, but the sword was light in her hands. Not at all heavy compared to a tray full of food. And it was balanced well. Lyonette used to think of swords as heavy things, but a well-made sword was easy to use. Still, Brunkr had told her that a good [Warrior] trained not just for speed and strength, but so they could remember how to act, how to strike just so in a moment’s notice. 
 
    Strike. She’d learned how to perform a few basic strikes from him, how to parry an oncoming blow. That was all. Lyonette performed the moves again and again until her already tired arms protested. She practiced until she was sweaty and then lowered her sword. 
 
    Meaningless. Sometimes it felt like that. Lyonette clumsily sheathed the sword, feeling as though she was unworthy of it. But she deliberately carried it back upstairs, deliberately hid it under the bed and told herself she would do the same tomorrow. Because it mattered. Because Brunkr had taught her how to do that. Because… 
 
    She fell asleep without finishing that thought. Her bed was warm, even though Mrsha hogged the blankets, and Lyonette was very, very tired. She closed her eyes and knew tomorrow would be here too soon. 
 
    She didn’t level as a [Warrior] that night, but it was enough. Lyonette was already Level 3, and she hadn’t ever actually fought anything. She wanted to learn, though. She wanted to level. All classes, all levels were worth having. It was better than nothing. 
 
    And it was better than being useless. 
 
      
 
    —— 
 
      
 
    “Ugh. I am so tired. Does it feel like everything’s harder today? Because it feels like that to me! I hate spring. All the rain and mud and water—does anyone else feel like they could use a nice, hot, dry summer? Anyone? Ishkr, what about you?” 
 
    The next day, Drassi’s chatter was something Lyonette had to endure for the first few hours around breakfast. She knew the Drake didn’t mean anything by it, but she was tired. So were Drassi and Ishkr. They were pulling full-day shifts in the inn, and Lyonette would have been right there with them any other day. But she had another commitment, so as she finished serving and eating breakfast, she found Mrsha. 
 
    The young Gnoll was sitting in her chair, eating her food with less than her normal vigor. She was antsy, and her ears were flatter than usual. She looked up as Lyonette approached. The [Princess] smiled and knelt as Mrsha shifted restlessly. 
 
    “Come on, Mrsha. We’re going to Celum.” 
 
    Instantly, Mrsha’s ears perked up, and her tail began to wag. She followed Lyonette to the door, and Lyon bade farewell to Erin. 
 
    “You sure you don’t need me to return earlier?” 
 
    “We’re good! And Drassi and Ishkr’s friends are arriving soon, so we’re getting reinforcements! I’ve got more plays happening, and we’re building a bridge! Go have fun! You too, Mrsha!” 
 
    Erin laughed. That was one of her good qualities. She had meant it when she told Lyonette that Mrsha came first. Lyonette grabbed a basket she’d made in the morning for this very moment, and she pushed the door open to Celum. 
 
    “Hey Lyonette! Hey furry little match-seller! Something you need?” 
 
    Octavia beamed at the two of them. Lyonette smiled politely. 
 
    “We’re just headed into the city. We’ll be back soon.” 
 
    “Sure, sure. Hey, do you think Erin would mind keeping her door closed longer tonight? I sell more stuff if people have to wait in my shop before I get to her! I’m thinking of selling food, actually. You know, for the wait. If she could wait for thirty minutes each time…” 
 
    Octavia’s voice trailed off as Lyonette walked outside. She had to shake her head at the [Alchemist]’s avarice. 
 
    “Don’t you listen to her. Octavia is a good person. Who does mean things.” 
 
    Mrsha nodded as she happily walked along Celum’s streets. It was dry here. The sun was shining, there were few clouds in the sky, and Lyonette felt a cool wind on her clothes. She blinked around the bright Human city. 
 
    “Wow.” 
 
    Celum was a hundred miles north of Liscor. From the city, Lyonette could see the High Passes and darker skies, but the weather that affected Liscor did not reach all the way to Celum. She walked down the street, urging Mrsha to stay close, as Humans walked past her and wagons rolled down the street. Mrsha sniffed the air, her tail wagging, and Lyonette smiled. 
 
    “This is much better than the inn, isn’t it?” 
 
    Mrsha smiled happily. Soon, Lyonette was at Celum’s gates, and a [Guardswoman] standing there checking people coming in stopped her. 
 
    “Is that Gnoll child with you, Miss?” 
 
    “Yes. She’s my…ward.” 
 
    “I see.” 
 
    The Human woman looked curiously at Mrsha, who waved a paw. The [Guardswoman] might never have seen a Gnoll before, or one with white fur. She eyed Lyonette, who was adjusting the bag at her side and telling it to ‘stop moving, we’re nearly there’. She made no comment, however. 
 
    “May I ask where you’re going? It’s not wise to venture too far outside the city. Especially with children.” 
 
    Lyonette nodded. 
 
    “We won’t go far. Just outside the walls. I hear there are open fields near the city?” 
 
    The [Guardswoman] pointed a finger. 
 
    “If you’re looking for a walk within sight of the walls, try that way, Miss. Just don’t stray too far.” 
 
    “Thank you.” 
 
    Lyonette smiled and got a smile in return. She stepped out of the gates, and Mrsha gazed up. The sunlight warmed her skin, and the cool air invigorated her. Both young woman and Gnoll looked around. There was no rain. There was no water. There was hard, firm earth, blooming grass, and flowers. Lyonette felt Apista trying to crawl out of her rucksack. She saw Mrsha squirming, practically vibrating. 
 
    “Mrsha, if you stay within eyeshot, you can run. Okay?” 
 
    The Gnoll looked at her. Lyonette gave her a nod. Mrsha’s eyes went round and wide and then she shot across the open ground, prompting a surprised laugh from the [Guardswoman]. Lyonette laughed too in delight. Mrsha was quick, but out here in the open with nothing to get in her way, she was like lightning! She might have outrun a hare, and she was grinning in delight as she ran on all fours. 
 
    “Wait for me!” 
 
    Lyonette ran after her. As she did, the hand that had been holding shifted, and the rucksack at her side fell open. Something crawled out and then took wing. Apista flew into the air, finally free of Lyonette’s prison, happily flying through the air as Mrsha bounded along. Lyonette ran after both, laughing. 
 
    The sun! It shone down on all three as they ran towards a small field of flowers right where the [Guardswoman] had said. It was indeed within a good distance of the walls, and here Lyonette told Mrsha she had to stay. The Gnoll took this restriction with nothing but good humor—she was delighted to run about at last and was busy sniffing everything in sight, peering at flowers, chasing after a cricket, and smiling. 
 
    The smile was everything. Lyonette had fretted to see Mrsha so depressed. Sometimes she wondered if she were the right person to care for her. But who else was there? Erin? Ryoka? Krshia? Selys? Each one couldn’t look after Mrsha as much as Lyonette could. None of them had been there when Mrsha needed someone. Lyonette had. She was a poor mother, though. A poor substitute for the real thing. But she did try. Lyonette sat in the grass and began unpacking her bag. 
 
    “Blanket, food—shoo, Mrsha! You just ate! Here. Catch this!” 
 
    Lyonette pulled something out of her bag. Mrsha jumped up joyously, and one of her paws grazed the ball that Lyonette threw. Her ball. Happily, Mrsha chased after it and threw the ball high, high into the air. She ran for it, and Apista buzzed after her. Like the Gnoll, the Ashfire Bee was happy to be outdoors. Lyonette could sense it through the bond they shared. Apista went from flower to flower, delicately avoiding crushing the bright blooms as she inspected each one for nectar. She and Mrsha ran about as Lyonette finished setting up her small picnic. Then Lyonette got up. 
 
    “Mrsha?” 
 
    The Gnoll bounded over. Lyonette reached down. 
 
    “Do you want to play a game?” 
 
    Mrsha thought about that and then spat out the ball in her mouth. She wiped it on the grass and then tossed it at Lyonette. The young woman smiled, caught the ball, and threw it back. Mrsha leapt from all fours to catch the ball with her two paws. She tumbled onto the ground, stood up clumsily, and threw the ball back. Lyonette laughed, chased the ball, and threw it. 
 
    The Gnoll needed more people to play with. Other Gnolls maybe. More games. Next time, Lyonette would see if Krshia could come. Or Ishkr. Or Erin. And there would be a next time. That Lyonette was certain of. Because what Erin had said was right. Mrsha came first. More than the inn, more than her job, Lyonette had a duty to the small, voiceless Gnoll who rolled about in the grass, happy to be out of the rain. 
 
    Trouble with Goblins, Pawn’s dilemmas, her inferiority to Erin—it all melted away as Lyonette laughed and twirled Mrsha around. The sun shone, and for a while, Lyonette danced with Mrsha in the small field of flowers. And Lyonette smiled and laughed— 
 
    Until she heard the shrieking. 
 
    It came from above, a scream of rage. Not a Human voice, or a person’s. A bright red bird no bigger than Lyonette’s hand hurtled out of the sky, shrieking in fury. It was joined by another bird of equal size, its mate perhaps. And it was chasing something. 
 
    Apista. Lyonette cried out in horror as she saw the duo of birds diving at Apista, pecking the Ashfire Bee as Apista fanned her wings and jabbed threateningly with her stinger. But for all her size, the two birds were faster and more mobile in the air. They tried to rake her with their claws, pecking, as Apista buzzed in fury. 
 
    “Apista!” 
 
    Mrsha stopped playing and looked up in alarm. The two red robins dove around Apista, outraged. Had Apista flown by their nest? Or were they just attacking the Ashfire Bee for fear she might bring more of her kind? Lyonette heard the outraged voices of the birds grow louder and then multiply. To her horror she saw robins, starlings, and then a crow fly out of the air. They dove at Apista, acting in unison. And now Lyonette grew truly afraid. 
 
    Robins were one thing. But a crow? She saw the large bird strike Apista with a claw and felt the flash of pain through her bond. Apista tried to sting the crow, but the bird was too quick. It flew backwards, squawking, as Apista beat her wings furiously. The other birds besieged her from all angles. 
 
    “Apista! Come here!” 
 
    Lyonette waved her arms, shouting loudly, trying to drive off the birds. It didn’t work. Mrsha threw something—her precious ball—but the birds easily avoided the missile and kept attacking Apista. The Ashfire Bee was beating its wings, buzzing loudly, refusing to flee. 
 
    Apista was buzzing louder than Lyonette had ever heard her. Her wings fanned faster as the birds flew around her, darting at her sides and wings. Lyonette was about to shout at the bee to fly to her so she could shield her from the angry birds when Apista’s buzzing reached a peak. Her wings beat so fast they nearly turned invisible and then the bee burst into flames! 
 
    “Apista!” 
 
    Lyonette’s shriek of horror was echoed by the birds around it. One of them had been diving at Apista the moment before the flames began. One of the red robins peeled away, its feathers smoking. It fled, twittering in alarm, and the other birds hesitated. They took one look at the flaming bee, circling, wary of striking. Then Apista moved. She flew straight at the crow, and the startled bird cawed and nearly lost its wings to the fiery attack. It flew with Apista in hot pursuit. Below, Lyonette and Mrsha watched, gaping in astonishment. 
 
    The fire didn’t hurt Apista! Lyonette could sense the bee wasn’t hurt, only extremely angry. Apista flew at the other birds, chasing them off. Within moments, she was the only thing in the air, and the distressed birdcalls were a distant memory. Now Apista flew downwards, like a flaming ember. 
 
    “Come here.” 
 
    Lyonette called up at her. The bee flew towards her, and the fire engulfing her body winked out as she approachedLyonette. The young woman hesitated, but she held out her hands. She winced as Apista landed, but the bee was only warm to the touch. Gently, Lyonette held her to her chest. 
 
    “You silly little bee! Don’t pick fights with birds!” 
 
    Apista wiggled her antennae, trying to climb up Lyonette’s hands. She perched on Lyonette’s shoulder, fanning her wings gently. Lyonette sensed exhaustion from the Ashfire Bee, as if it had used up all its energy setting itself aflame. 
 
    “Was that magic? Or could you always do that?” 
 
    Predictably, Apista didn’t respond. Lyonette looked around. Mrsha appeared with her ball in her mouth. She approached Apista, sniffing anxiously, and the bee crawled onto her face. Mrsha carefully lifted her onto her head. Lyonette regarded her two charges and exhaled slowly. 
 
    “That was too much excitement. Here.” 
 
    She dug around in her pack and pulled something out. A small jar of honey. Instantly, Apista flew over to it. Lyonette uncorked the bottle and let Apista crawl onto it. The bee immediately began devouring the honey, and Lyonette saw Mrsha approach the bag. The Gnoll rooted around in the bag and found lunch. She pulled out a toasted sandwich and looked triumphantly at Lyonette. 
 
    “Alright, we can have an early lunch.” 
 
    Lyonette smiled. She sat with Apista and Mrsha and found her own sandwich. The Gnoll slowly ate her lunch as Lyonette chewed on her food. 
 
    “I don’t know why I’m surprised. Ashfire Bees are known to be immune to fire. And they’re dangerous. Why shouldn’t they be able to set themselves on fire?” 
 
    Mrsha nodded. Lyonette looked at Apista. 
 
    ‘I’ve heard they survived forest fires. Only now I wonder if they start them. Is it something only a few bees can do? I still don’t know if Apista’s a queen bee. All I do know is that she eats too much and she picks fights with birds. And moths.” 
 
    Apista wiggled her antennae. Lyonette yawned. That fright and playing with Mrsha had exhausted her! 
 
    “I’m sleepy. And it’s quite warm. Mrsha, are you…?” 
 
    She looked over and saw Mrsha was lying on the blanket, already snoozing. Lyonette laughed. The sun was warm. And while it was cool, compared to the rainy weather, this was just too pleasant. Slowly, Lyonette lay back on the blanket. 
 
    “We really shouldn’t sleep here. Especially if more birds will attack.” 
 
    That was very true. But the blanket made a counterargument. If Lyonette just lay back and closed her eyes, she could think about the dangers in more comfort. Slowly, Lyonette did. She closed her eyes and felt welcome sleep tugging at her mind. She was still tired. She was always so busy at Erin’s inn. But here… 
 
    Mrsha was curled up next to her. Her small back rose and fell rapidly as she slept. Lyonette looked at her. There lay Mrsha. Her fur was beautifully white. She could be a handful. Cranky, prone to disobedience, pranks. She’d gone through so much. Too much. And yet, there was no one else in this world that Lyonette cared more for. She’d been a [Princess]. She’d lost her possessions, become an outcast. She’d become an unwilling [Barmaid]. But it had been the need to care for Mrsha that made her truly change. And now she was Mrsha’s guardian. Her protector. Because Mrsha was her… 
 
    Her what? Her subject? Her ward? Her…child? Nothing quite fit. Lyonette reached out and felt Mrsha’s warm back beneath her palm. What she was to Mrsha and Mrsha was to her defied proper words. But it mattered. Oh, it mattered. 
 
    “I don’t have a kingdom anymore. I don’t have subjects. But I do have you.” 
 
    Lyonette whispered and felt the hint of tears spring to her eyes. She brushed them away and put her head back. The warm blanket drew her in, and the sun warmed her. Lyonette closed her eyes as Apista buzzed quietly around her head. She felt so sleepy and closed her eyes for a moment. 
 
      
 
    [Carer Level 8!] 
 
      
 
    [Beast Tamer Level 5!] 
 
    [Skill – Apista: Basic Training obtained!] 
 
      
 
    “Huh?” 
 
    Lyonette sat up. The sun was still shining. The blanket was still soft. But the familiar presence at her side was gone. She looked around wildly and saw Mrsha. 
 
    “Mrsha!” 
 
    The Gnoll jumped guiltily. She immediately tried to hide what she was holding behind her back. Lyonette got up, her head bleary, and saw Mrsha had gathered a pile of moldy pinecones. 
 
    “That’s not…how long have I been asleep?” 
 
    Mrsha looked innocently at her. Lyonette looked around and saw Apista was resting in a bed of flowers. She stared at the sun and jumped. 
 
    “It’s already evening! We’ve been out here for hours!” 
 
    Mrsha nodded in agreement. Lyonette looked around. 
 
    “That’s long. Too long, maybe. We should get back to the inn. I told Erin I’d come back at some point.” 
 
    She looked at Mrsha. The Gnoll was pouting. 
 
    “Mrsha, do you want to go back? Have you had enough fun?” 
 
    The small Gnoll cub considered this. She nodded reluctantly. Lyonette felt incredibly guilty about falling asleep when Mrsha could have wandered off. She tried to make up for it by packing swiftly. She stuffed her blanket and Apista into the rucksack and made tracks back towards Celum. 
 
    “The next time I fall asleep, wake me up! I should be the adult here!” 
 
    Lyonette moaned. She saw Mrsha nod happily and felt something rustle in her bag. An outraged Apista tried to climb out. 
 
    “Oh no.” 
 
    Lyonette blocked her with a hand. Apista tried to crawl past her. 
 
    “No, Apista. You have to stay. Otherwise someone will swat you in Celum. Stay in the bag.” 
 
    Belatedly, Lyonette remembered she’d just obtained a Skill to train Apista. She pointed at the Ashfire Bee and spoke in a firm tone, just like she’d heard the [Houndmaster] in the kennels speaking. 
 
    “Stay.” 
 
    Apista fanned her wings defiantly. Lyonette pointed. 
 
    “Stop that. Stay! Stay.” 
 
    Apista buzzed out of her bag and defiantly flew rings around Lyonette’s head. Lyonette groaned. Mrsha laughed silently as Lyonette chased after her Ashfire Bee. The smile on the Gnoll’s face lasted even when they returned to the city, with a suspiciously buzzing bag firmly shut at Lyonette’s side. 
 
    This was her small accomplishment. Lyonette took pride in that. She and Mrsha took a moment’s reprieve just long enough to buy Mrsha a little spinning top at a local shop and then they returned through Octavia’s shop to The Wandering Inn. Just in time for chaos. 
 
      
 
    —— 
 
      
 
    “Lyonette! Thank goodness you’re back! It’s a disaster over here!” 
 
    The first person to greet Lyonette was Drassi. Lyonette blinked as the Drake waved a claw about frantically. 
 
    “It’s chaos over here! No one knows what to do! All of the Gnolls Ishkr brought are milling about, and Erin’s busy with the building team with the bridge! They’re arguing, and I can’t get my friends to pay attention!” 
 
    She pointed, and Lyonette saw that Erin was at the center of a crowd of people vying for her attention. Some looked like laborers, while others were clearly [Barmaids] dressed for their job. Some were [Actors], and one was a stuffy-looking Drake waving a clipboard and shouting about Pallass. 
 
    “Hold on! Hold on! I’m trying to—stop trying to get my attention! First people first!” 
 
    Erin was trying to shout over the voices of everyone, sounding harried. There were too many people though, and she kept getting distracted with each new problem that emerged. Lyonette heard angry shouting and saw that some of the customers were demanding food or drink. Others were just shouting for Erin to keep it down. Ishkr was trying to let people in from Celum and Liscor, Drassi was trying to wait tables and explain how everything worked to the female Drakes following her…it was a mess. 
 
    And for some reason, Lyonette felt good about that. Was that a good feeling to have? Probably not. But the sight of Erin turning to her in relief and shouting her name—it did feel nice. Because it meant that Lyonette was important. It meant that she was needed. And perhaps most importantly, it meant that Erin wasn’t perfect. 
 
    She was an [Innkeeper], someone who could connect to other people’s hearts, turn even the most taciturn of loners into a friend. She read people like books and created miracles and that made her a [Magical Innkeeper]. But if she had a weakness, just one, it was that she was no leader. Just a friend. And that was fine. Lyonette savored this precious knowledge for all of five second and then took a breath. 
 
    “Attention, everyone!” 
 
    Heads turned. Lyonette pointed. 
 
    “Miss Erin Solstice is extremely busy! Please form a line—I don’t care what order—and wait for your turn. No arguments. I said, form a line. Now!” 
 
    She didn’t scream. She didn’t wave her hands or stomp her foot. That was how a fool acted. Lyonette just gave orders and behaved as if they would be carried out. She promptly ignored the people who objected and headed straight for Erin. Half the people around the [Innkeeper] ducked as Apista buzzed over their heads. That helped too, of course. 
 
    “What’s the problem? Drassi first.” 
 
    “All my friends are here, all the ones who wanted to work, but they don’t know what to do! I’ve been trying to teach them, but—” 
 
    “Same here!” 
 
    Ishkr walked over. Lyonette nodded. That was simple. She pointed towards the kitchen. 
 
    “Drassi, show your friends where we keep the food and have them start passing around the popcorn in bowls to each table. Ishkr, can you show these Gnolls where our drinks are? Have them start filling mugs. We can help each other out once we’re sorted.” 
 
    “Got it!” 
 
    Relieved, the Drake and Gnoll hurried off, calling to their friends. At once, half the shouting patrons stopped, realizing they’d finally get what they wanted. In the newfound silence, Lyonette turned to Erin. 
 
    “What else is wrong?” 
 
    “I’ve been telling these guys that I’m not hiring a team of adventurers just to watch them build my bridge! I didn’t know that was a cost!” 
 
    Erin looked exasperated as she argued with a [Foreman]—or perhaps a [Fore Drake]—who was supposed to be building the bridge. He growled. 
 
    “And how are we supposed to work without protection? Those waters aren’t safe to work in, and we’ll be in the water some of the time! Just get the Gold-rank team that’s living here to watch us!” 
 
    “They’re busy! And I’m not hiring a Silver-rank team for two days straight! That would cost me too much gold! I told you, I have Hobgoblins—” 
 
    “We don’t trust Goblins to watch us!” 
 
    All the Drakes and Gnolls instantly burst out into angry protests. Erin folded her arms. 
 
    “They’re as good as any team of adventurers!” 
 
    That was another fault of hers. Erin was stubborn. She was relaxed about a lot of things, but issues like this—Lyonette listened to them argue for five minutes before offering her compromise. 
 
    “What about Hobgoblins and a Silver-rank team of adventurers?” 
 
    “What?” 
 
    The Drake looked confused. Lyonette pointed to the Horns of Hammerad, who were waiting in line for an unrelated reason that required Erin’s attention. 
 
    “If the Hobgoblins stand outside with you and the Horns of Hammerad remain in the inn, will that do? At the first sign of trouble, they’ll come out. And we have an Antinium watching from above.” 
 
    “You do?” 
 
    “Oh yeah. We do!” 
 
    Erin grinned as Lyonette went to go grab Bird, who had been sitting in his watchtower and singing his rain song. The Drakes and Gnolls were somewhat reassured by the Antinium. Ironic, but apparently an Antinium was better than a Goblin, especially to Liscor’s residents. Lyonette turned to Bird. 
 
    “Bird, if you see anything attacking the workers, tell us at once. Understand?” 
 
    “Yes, Miss Lyonette.” 
 
    “Is that fair?” 
 
    The [Builders] conferred, but eventually nodded and trooped outside. Lyonette beckoned the next person in line forwards, and Erin sighed in relief. 
 
    “Lyonette, you’re a lifesaver.” 
 
    “I’m just doing my job.” 
 
    “I know, but it’s a good job! I don’t know what I would have done without you. Never go on vacation again, okay? Kidding! But not really.” 
 
    She smiled at Lyonette. The [Barmaid] smiled back. She turned back to work, pleased. This was her job. She was a helper at Erin’s inn. This was what she could do. She was no [Princess]. She had no servants or subjects. Just an inn and a friend. She helped Erin sort out the rest of her problems, let the new workers take over for Drassi and Ishkr, and picked out the two best Drakes and Gnolls out of the bunch. With Erin’s instant agreement, she decided to hire them as long-term help. 
 
    Another of Erin’s faults—no, another thing about Erin that defined her was her unwillingness to commit to huge changes so easily. She saw hiring someone as a huge transition, whereas Lyonette saw it as a simpler thing. You could fire them if you had to. For Erin, that was a tremendously stressful activity. But Lyonette felt like she could easily do that. She couldn’t cook, Erin could. Erin could manage the [Actors], and Lyonette could assemble the [Barmaids]. They had their strengths, their weaknesses. But they were a team. Lyonette didn’t know why she’d ever thought it had been just Erin. 
 
    That night, she practiced with her sword and went to bed, tired but happy. Lyonette closed her eyes and heard the voice again. 
 
      
 
    [Barmaid Level 15!] 
 
    [Skill – Balanced Posture obtained!] 
 
      
 
    [Warrior Level 4!] 
 
      
 
    [Class Conditions: Princess failed] 
 
    [Class – Princess lost.] 
 
    [Skill – Detect Poison lost.] 
 
    [Skill – Royal Tax lost.] 
 
      
 
    “Oh.” 
 
    In the silence of the night, Lyonette sat up for a second. She looked around. She listened. But the voice said nothing more. Slowly, she lay back. 
 
    “What happened?” 
 
    No one responded. By her side, Mrsha’s chest rose and fell. Apista slept near the window. Lyonette stared up at the ceiling. 
 
    It had just been an ordinary day. Just an ordinary day with ups and downs and—she’d leveled four times. That was a lot. Was it because she reached Level 15 in [Barmaid]? Was it because she hadn’t been a [Princess] for so long? Because she’d given up? 
 
    No one answered. Lyonette stared up at the wooden ceiling over her head. 
 
    “It didn’t matter anyways. I never needed that Skill. I never leveled up. I never…” 
 
    She trailed off. Outside, the rain fell. It pattered on the roof overhead. Lyonette listened to it blankly. She didn’t feel bad. She didn’t feel sad. If anything, she just felt surprised. 
 
    “I lost my class. I didn’t know that could happen.” 
 
    She reached inside, searching for pain. For horror. For sadness. But she didn’t find it. She lost her [Princess] class. She was no longer a [Princess]. In name, she might be, but in a real way, no, in the realest way she was no longer royalty. It didn’t hurt. Perhaps because she’d lost it long ago. 
 
    “Hm.” 
 
    Lyonette stared up at the ceiling. She couldn’t sleep. But neither could she find it in her to mourn. And eventually she fell asleep. 
 
      
 
    —— 
 
      
 
    The next day, Erin found Lyonette had gotten up before her. The [Barmaid] was cheerfully cleaning up the plates from last night’s play. She smiled as Erin blinked at her. 
 
    “Good morning, Erin!” 
 
    She kept her voice low as Erin waved blearily at her. A slumbering little ball of fur was lying on a table. 
 
    “Mrsha followed me downstairs. I couldn’t sleep.” 
 
    “Really? I could use like five more hours.” 
 
    Lyonette laughed a bit as she piled up plates. 
 
    “Well, I took a nap yesterday when I went out with Mrsha. And I leveled up last night, so I stayed up.” 
 
    “What, you did? That’s great news! What did you level in?” 
 
    Erin brightened up. Lyonette smiled. 
 
    “I reached Level 15 in [Barmaid]. And uh, Level 4 in [Warrior]. And I got a Skill. [Balanced Posture]. I know that’s not much but considering that I haven’t been working for more than half a year at most, I thought—” 
 
    “No, that’s amazing! What’s your Skill do?” 
 
    The [Barmaid] shrugged, smiling, clearly pleased at Erin’s reaction. 
 
    “I think it gives me a better posture. I already had [Basic Footwork], but now I feel like I can’t trip.” 
 
    “Really?” 
 
    “Go on, push me.” 
 
    Lyonette invited Erin to push her. Tentatively, Erin did. Lyonette just shifted backwards. She let Erin push her, try to shove her onto one leg, and then let Erin give her a shove. Each time, Lyonette had to take a step backwards or adjust her posture, but she was never in any danger of falling. Erin eventually managed to get her to windmill her arms—only by grabbing one leg and yanking it up. Even then, Lyonette felt incredibly steady. 
 
    “That’s so great! I mean, okay, it’s probably best for waiting tables, but I bet you won’t drop a bunch of plates.” 
 
    “That’s probably the best use I’ll get out of it.” 
 
    The young woman laughed as she agreed. By this time, Mrsha had woken up. Not to be dissuaded, she had tried to upend Lyonette in her own way by tripping up the girl. It hadn’t worked. Now, Mrsha raised her arms. Lyonette dutifully bent and picked her up. 
 
    “That’s really cool, Lyonette. Hey, we should celebrate! Nothing fancy—I bet you you’ll get more levels soon, but how’s a little party for Mrsha sound? We can go picnicking out in Celum! I can close up the inn for a while—maybe invite the others? We could all use some sunshine.” 
 
    “That sounds great, Erin.” 
 
    Lyonette smiled. She picked up the stack of dirty plates, and Erin tried to stop her. 
 
    “Aw, come on. You don’t have to do that so early.” 
 
    “Someone’s got to. Besides, we need to clean the tables. Don’t worry, Erin, I feel refreshed.” 
 
    “You sure? I feel like all this work is killing me. I’m so glad we got more help! Good work on getting Drassi and Ishkr to call their friends.” 
 
    “It wasn’t hard. And we can try out the new workers and give the others a break. I’m just glad business is picking up. Look, Erin, don’t worry about it. I’m really glad I leveled. Really. I’ve finally got a class with enough levels that I can be useful.” 
 
    Erin sighed, but she let Lyonette take the dishes into the kitchen. 
 
    “You were always useful! Now you’re just good at what you do.” 
 
    Lyonette laughed. She paused as Mrsha curled back up on her table. 
 
    “Come on, Mrsha. You can’t sleep on tables. You know that. If you want to sleep, go back upstairs. I’ll be here when you wake up. I have a job to do.” 
 
    Mrsha made a sound of protest. Lyonette nudged her. Erin smiled as the young woman bent over the Gnoll, trying to pick her up. 
 
    “Yes, my job. Come on, Mrsha. You get to eat and sleep, but some of us have to work. Some of us have a class. And my class means I have to clean tables. Come on, Mrsha. I have a job. Mrsha?” 
 
    The Gnoll reluctantly uncurled. She looked up and blinked at Lyonette. Slowly, she let herself be picked up by the young woman. Lyonette smiled and saw Mrsha crane her neck up. She felt a rough tongue lick at her cheek. 
 
    “Mrsha! Stop that!” 
 
    She tried to stop the Gnoll, but Mrsha licked her other cheek. Lyonette tried to get her to quit, but the Gnoll kept doing it. She turned, laughing. 
 
    “Erin! Look at what Mrsha’s doing.” 
 
    “Mrsha? What are you up to n—” 
 
    Erin poked her head out of the kitchen with a grin. Her wide smile stopped dead on her face. She stared at Lyonette, and the smile turned into a look of confusion. 
 
    “Lyonette?” 
 
    “What?” 
 
    “Is everything okay?” 
 
    “Aside from Mrsha licking me? I think so. She must be hungry!” 
 
    Lyonette laughed. She expected Erin to grin and make a joke or announce what was for breakfast, but Erin just stood there. She stared at Lyonette. 
 
    “Are you sure you’re okay?” 
 
    “What? Erin—” 
 
    Lyonette frowned. She tried to put down Mrsha, but the Gnoll held on tight. She licked Lyonette’s cheek again. This time, the girl tried to brush her away. 
 
    “Mrsha, honey, stop that. You’ll get my face wet.” 
 
    She scrubbed distractedly at her cheeks with her sleeve. Saliva was everywhere! She looked up, wondering if it were bad enough for Erin to stare. But the look on the [Innkeeper]’s face wasn’t that. Lyonette paused. 
 
    “Erin, what’s wrong?” 
 
    “You’re crying.” 
 
    Erin pointed at Lyonette. The [Barmaid] half-turned and then grinned. 
 
    “What? No I’m not.” 
 
    She looked at Erin, smiling broadly. Erin just stared. Lyonette felt Mrsha shift in her arms and looked down. The Gnoll looked up at her. Slowly, Mrsha raised her paw. She touched Lyonette’s cheek and then showed Lyonette her paw. 
 
    It was wet. Lyonette stared at the wet paw. She stared at Mrsha, and then slowly put the Gnoll down. She reached up and touched her cheeks. They were wet. 
 
    “That’s just saliva. Here—” 
 
    She wiped her cheeks dry with the hem of her shirt. She smiled at Erin. And then she touched her eyes. She felt the tears trickling down and froze. 
 
    “Huh?” 
 
    Slowly, Lyonette felt at her face. Her cheeks were wet again. Her eyes were…crying. Weeping tears that rolled down her cheeks. Lyonette looked at Erin, bewildered. The young woman stared at her. Lyonette looked down at Mrsha. The Gnoll looked up, confused. Frightened. 
 
    “It—I don’t know what’s going on. It must be something with my body. Or a mistake. Or—” 
 
    Lyonette looked around, smiling, realizing her vision was blurry. Erin moved towards her. 
 
    “Lyon? Did anything else happen last night?” 
 
    “No! Nothing important.” 
 
    Lyonette lied. She knew she was lying. Erin drew closer to her. She put a hand on Lyonette’s shoulder. 
 
    “Are you sure?” 
 
    “Yeah. Nothing happened. Nothing important.” 
 
    The young [Barmaid] whispered the words and felt her throat close. She wasn’t sad. She wasn’t sad. But the tears kept falling. Mrsha grabbed Lyonette’s legs and looked up. She was crying. She had no idea why Lyonette was crying, but the Gnoll cub wept. 
 
    “Oh Mrsha. Don’t cry! It’s not bad. It’s just—” 
 
    Lyonette reached for her. She picked Mrsha up and looked at Erin. The [Innkeeper] looked into her eyes. Lyonette saw a blurry face in her vision. 
 
    “Lyonette? What happened?” 
 
    “Nothing! Nothing!” 
 
    She said the words angrily. Lyonette raised her voice. She felt the world blurring. She was unsteady. So she sat, holding Mrsha. She felt Erin’s hand on her shoulder. 
 
    “It was nothing. Nothing. Really. It was nothing. It was—” 
 
    A hiccup. Lyonette tried to suppress it, but it grew worse. She felt the hiccup come again and then turn into shaking. Mrsha clung to her, and Lyonette felt her tears stain her shirt. She began sobbing as Erin held her. 
 
    “Nothing. Nothing.” 
 
    And then Lyonette wept. She shook and cried as the rain kept falling. It was a bright, sunny day somewhere else. But here the rain fell, and Lyonette du Marquin sobbed as the other guests of the inn came down the stairs, searching for the noise. The tears kept falling, again and again. On and on. 
 
    It was the beginning of another day. 

  

 
   
    5.25 L 
 
      
 
    “And so we pray. Not for a god, not because we are chosen or beloved. We are alone.” 
 
    The mass of heads bowed before Pawn. He stood at the small earthen dais at the back of the room. It was nothing more than packed earth. Pawn held a censer in his hands. It was not burning, although a faint cinnamon smell still emanated from it. He had no intention of lighting it; it was just for comfort as he spoke. 
 
    “We are alone.” 
 
    The words echoed through the chamber over the listening Soldiers and Workers. Painful words. True words. Pawn knew them to be true. He raised his voice. 
 
    “However. I believe in heaven. I believe in salvation and the worth of our souls. I believe in you. So if you would, join me and have faith that there is a place for our kind. And if there is none, we shall build it ourselves. Let us pray.” 
 
    Pawn lowered his head and put two of his hands together, clasping them as he sensed the other Antinium doing the same. He prayed then, prayed without words. He imagined what heaven might be. He hoped it was real and that his words were not meaningless. For a while, he stood thus and felt better. That was all. He raised his head and spoke softly. 
 
    “Amen.” 
 
    A susurration ran through the crowd of Antinium as they raised their heads. The faintest of sounds; they did not sigh or speak. The sounds of their hands unclasping, of them standing or adjusting their posture was faint. But there was a change. Pawn nodded. 
 
    “Please come forwards and receive your wafers.” 
 
    He reached for a basket of round little pieces of flatbread, and the Soldiers and Workers fell into line seamlessly. They cupped their hands as Pawn offered them the tiny pieces of bread. It was small enough that the digestion of the Antinium wouldn’t be unduly disturbed by the food. And it was tasty. Pawn offered the wafers to each Antinium in turn until he only had a few wafers in the basket and there were no more Antinium in line. 
 
    “Thank you for attending the sermon. You may return to your business.” 
 
    The Workers and Soldiers silently savoring the small bits of bread didn’t so much as nod. They instantly broke up. Pawn sighed as he scooped the wafers in the bottom of the basket up. 
 
    “Here. For the wounded.” 
 
    He offered the wafers to a huge Soldier who approached him. Yellow Splatters took the wafers and nodded. Pawn had to give them away; if he left them alone, the Antinium would let them rot rather than eat them without permission. The [Sergeant] stepped towards some of the Painted Soldiers who had been wounded. They looked up and received the wafers silently, regardless if they had prayed or not. 
 
    Wafers. They were Pawn’s latest innovation. He’d ordered them ahead of time and petitioned Klbkch to add them to his budget. They weren’t an expense at all, but neither were they strictly necessary. The Revalantor had been confused as to why Pawn needed them, and Pawn couldn’t explain properly. 
 
    It was a small thing. A nice thing. That was all. It wasn’t an incentive to join his weekly sermon and prayer—which in itself lasted about twenty minutes—but it was nice. Pawn had eventually convinced Klbkch that it was important. He could feed all the Antinium with it; give them a treat between their horrible meals. Even the ones who didn’t pray. 
 
    Ah, yes. Pawn raised his head and looked around. Not all the Antinium were eating. Some Workers and Soldiers stood apart from the others, waiting patiently for the others to finish savoring their snack. They had not joined the mass and had declined to receive a wafer, even though Pawn made it clear the wafers were there for everyone regardless of whether they prayed or not. 
 
    Not all prayed. What was curious to Pawn, what lifted his spirits was that not all the Antinium who became Individual prayed. He stood in the Soldiers’ barracks that had been converted into the formal meeting place for his unit of Painted Soldiers and now Workers and saw hundreds of Soldiers, and dozens of Workers. Of that number, roughly two thirds had attended his sermon. The rest had not. And, Pawn suspected, never would. They did not believe. And that was fine. 
 
    Belgrade would not pray. Anand would, but Pawn wondered if the Worker truly believed. Garry had not ever had time to join one of the masses, and as for Bird…no. The Worker had told Pawn that it was more fun to sit in his tower. Even if it was raining. You never knew if a water bird was going to fall out of the sky. That was fine too. Pawn would believe for all of them. 
 
    He was two things in this place. An [Acolyte], a believer in something greater than any one Antinium. And a leader of the Painted Soldiers and Workers here. It was the Workers that Pawn turned his mind to now. He stared at the awkward Workers milling about in small clumps of their own, not talking, but rather standing around. Enjoying not working, perhaps. 
 
    In the weeks since he had gained his [Benediction of Hope] Skill, Pawn’s congregation had grown. As had the size of his unit of Individual Antinium. It was no longer just the Painted Soldiers but Individual Workers as well. His experiments with the chess boards had created a population of Individual Workers who were not Aberration…but weren’t as distinct as Pawn, Belgrade, or the others. 
 
    They could pass the Hive’s tests which other Antinium would fail at. If they were asked what their names were, they would quietly reply they had none. They would not break if confronted with questions about their purpose or identity. They had a spark. But Pawn thought that without Erin, without the time and…affection she had given him, they could not be more. 
 
    Workers and Soldiers. Pawn had no idea what to do with so many of them. Klbkch had simple orders: turn them into a fighting force. The Painted Soldiers were already more capable than regular ones, and the Workers could use bows and perhaps even swords and shields. Daggers, maces, clubs—he had talked to Pawn about purchasing arms to test this theory. But Pawn knew in his heart that he needed something more. The Workers needed more than chess. The Soldiers needed more than the occasional walk in the sun or bowl of real food. 
 
    So what could he bring down into the Hive? What wonders could he carry down from above? How could he show them who they were? Pawn didn’t know, but he knew who did. He turned to the two Soldiers who stood by him. One had returned from attending to the wounded. He was the largest Soldier, distinct because he had an inch or two of height and body mass over the rest. His body was decorated with yellow splatters of paint. 
 
    The other Soldier was of equal height with the rest, but his mandibles were painted purple, as was part of his face to give him a strange, purple smile. True to his name, Purple Smile was relaxed, calm, where Yellow Splatters stood at straight attention. Yellow Splatters had been part of the praying Antinium. Purple Smile had not. Pawn addressed both of them. 
 
    “I am going to consult with Erin now. Purple Smile, please oversee the chess games. Yellow Splatters, I leave you in charge of training and responding to any emergencies that arise.” 
 
    The [Sergeants] both nodded. They turned—Purple Smile waved one of his hands at Pawn—and marched towards their designated spot. Yellow Splatters supervised a group of Workers clumsily sparring with wooden swords and Soldiers sparring carefully with one another. Purple Smile wandered over to a group of Soldiers clustered around a chess board on the ground. 
 
    The Soldiers could now play with an oversized chess board that Pawn had commissioned for them. It was about six times larger than usual, so the Soldiers could move the pieces about with their clumsy hands. There was only one so far, with two more currently commissioned. Pawn was glad to see that the Soldiers were attentively watching the board as a Worker slowly pushed a piece forwards, trapping the Soldiers’ king. 
 
    He saw the Worker pause and the Soldiers stare at the king. The Worker shrank, but the Soldier he had been playing against calmly toppled the king piece. Purple Smile clapped his hands and instantly another Soldier took his place. Pawn shook his head as the Worker hesitantly began to reset his side of the board. 
 
    “Awkward.” 
 
    That was the only word for it. Awkward. The Workers had no idea how to behave around the Soldiers. They barely knew how to behave with time off with each other. The Soldiers scared them. It wasn’t as if they ever mixed. And the Soldiers themselves seemed to treat the Workers as fragile things to be ignored or carefully avoided. Pawn wanted to bridge the gap between them. They were all Antinium, after all. But he had no idea how. 
 
    So he did what he always did. He went to see Erin. It was a flawless plan, except for all the flaws in it. But Pawn did it. He liked seeing Erin. He liked visiting the inn. He had friends there. He hadn’t gone to the inn recently because he had duties in the Hive. And duty mattered. What drove Pawn out of his Hive and onto the rainy streets was duty, not personal pleasure. Okay, and because he liked seeing Erin. And his friends. 
 
      
 
    —— 
 
      
 
    The rain hit Pawn the instant he stepped out of the Hive. He jerked in alarm before remembering that this was what happened above. Pawn looked up at the grey skies. Strange. You could forget it was raining in the Hive. The water that poured down never so much as pooled in the entrance of the Hive; it was carefully diverted by many, many tunnels and runoff vents designed solely to keep the Hive safe. Above, Pawn felt exposed by the water. He scurried down the street, hunching as the wind picked up and more water splashed him in the face. 
 
    He didn’t like water. It wasn’t as bad as Belgrade, but every Antinium living in Liscor’s Hive who lived through a rainy season knew of the dangers it presented. A tunnel could burst or collapse and water flood a passageway, drowning any Antinium caught there. The Hive was designed to prevent water from filling it if a single tunnel broke, but that was small comfort to the Workers and Soldiers who would slowly drown, helpless, unable to swim. 
 
    Not that Pawn dwelt on such thoughts particularly long. It was just hard to forget when the city was surrounded by water. Pawn wondered when the rains would stop. It would be long, far too long before he was able to patrol with his Soldiers above-ground again. True, the waters would drain, but they would leave far too much mud behind for far too long. He needed a distraction, no, an occupation for his people in the meantime. Erin had to have a good idea. 
 
    No one stopped Pawn as he hurried down the street. The Drakes and Gnolls were equally consumed with avoiding getting wet and so Pawn made it to the western gate where Erin’s magical door was without incident. He reached for the door handle, opened it, and saw nothing but a blank wall behind. 
 
    “Oh. The door is not active yet.” 
 
    Pawn was slightly crestfallen. He waited in the rain, awkwardly hunching his shoulders and wondering when it would open. This was a new problem for the inn, and Pawn had understood it could be a big problem, especially if no one opened the door for hours. 
 
    Happily, he only had to wait for nine minutes before the door opened. Relieved, Pawn stepped aside as someone walked through. Then he froze as a familiar black-brown Antinium walked though. 
 
    “Oh. Pawn.” 
 
    “Ksmvr.” 
 
    Pawn’s good mood took a slight downturn as he spotted the once-Prognugator of Liscor’s Hive. He stared at Ksmvr who paused in the rainy street. The two Antinium regarded each other. They had a history. 
 
    “I wish you a good morning, Pawn.” 
 
    “Thank you, Ksmvr. I appreciate you opening the door.” 
 
    “I was intending to train with Yvlon at the Adventurer’s Guild.” 
 
    “Good. For you.” 
 
    Silence. The two Antinium stared at each other. Ksmvr eventually jerked his head towards the gates. 
 
    “The issue of the magical door not opening will be solved soon.” 
 
    “How?” 
 
    “They are building a bridge from Liscor to the inn. Over the water.” 
 
    “Over?” 
 
    Ksmvr nodded. Pawn’s mandibles opened wide in horror. Over the water? He imagined walking on the bridge while water was all around him, below him— 
 
    “I will never use that bridge.” 
 
    “Understandable. I, however, will cross it. To prove I am unafraid of water.” 
 
    Ksmvr’s voice shook a bit but he stood straighter, as if to prove himself. Pawn eyed him. 
 
    “Do you want to die?” 
 
    “No. But I must prove myself to my group.” 
 
    “But surely your teammates understand that you are unable to swim.” 
 
    The former Prognugator paused. 
 
    “That is irrelevant. I must conquer my fears. Any fears.” 
 
    Pawn shook his head. This was one of the reasons why he didn’t like Ksmvr. The other Antinium was just—Pawn edged around Ksmvr. 
 
    “I wish you luck. Truly. But I will go into the inn now. Is Erin there? I wanted to talk to her.” 
 
    The other Antinium nodded vaguely. 
 
    “She is. Although she is occupied. Captain Ceria told me to leave her and Lyonette alone.” 
 
    Pawn paused. 
 
    “Why? Is something wrong?” 
 
    “I don’t know. The [Barmaid], Miss Lyonette, is crying. She has not stopped.” 
 
    “Lyonette’s crying? Why?” 
 
    Suddenly Pawn was in front of Ksmvr. Up until this moment, he hadn’t been interested in talking with him—he’d been hoping Ksmvr would step out of the way so Pawn could get inside the inn. But now he was keenly, horribly interested in what the other Antinium was saying. Unfortunately, Ksmvr was the wrong person to talk to. 
 
    “I have no idea why she is crying. She is not a member of my team. Therefore, I only recorded this information as a pertinent piece of gossip.” 
 
    “Pertinent to what?” 
 
    “I do not know. Would you like me to ask why Lyonette is crying? Would that assist me in social gossip, do you think?” 
 
    “I must talk with her. Excuse me.” 
 
    Pawn shoved past Ksmvr. The other Antinium called out after Pawn. 
 
    “I resent your abrupt departure from the conversation!” 
 
    The door slammed shut. Pawn stared around The Wandering Inn, dripping, and looked around. He saw the Halfseekers eating, the Redfang Goblins sitting in a corner, Drassi and a Drake he did not recognize waiting tables—and no Lyonette. Where was she? Normally she’d be here, already hurrying towards him with his favorite drink—warm milk and honey. 
 
    “Crying?” 
 
    Why was Lyonette sad? Pawn saw Drassi point at him and come over. He stared around, hoping Lyonette would appear from behind a table. Maybe she was in the kitchen? Why was she crying? He’d seen her just the other day! But she’d been busy waiting tables, and Pawn hadn’t wanted to distract her. 
 
    “Hey Pawn! Can I get you a seat? Are there more Soldiers coming in behind you? Do you want something to eat? To drink? Wow, you’re wet! We need a rug or something here. I should talk to Erin about that. Hey Pawn? Pawn?” 
 
    Drassi’s approach to meeting new people was to smother them with words. Pawn glanced at her distractedly. 
 
    “Oh. Thank you Drassi, but I am not hungry or thirsty. I came here to see Erin. Or Lyonette. Where is she?” 
 
    The female Drake’s face fell slightly. 
 
    “Lyonette? Um…she’s in her room. Taking a day off. She wasn’t feeling well. I dunno what was wrong, but Erin says she’s upset and so she won’t be down. But Erin’s in the kitchen. You want me to grab her?” 
 
    “Please.” 
 
    “Alright. Sure you don’t want a drink?” 
 
    “I am sure. Please get Erin for me.” 
 
    Pawn sat anxiously at a table, willing Drassi to walk faster as she entered the kitchen. Moments later, Erin stepped out, wiping her hands which were covered with flour. 
 
    “Pawn! Oh no, I’m so sorry!” 
 
    “What?” 
 
    His heart beat faster as Erin looked distraught. She sat down as he half-rose and he sat with her. 
 
    “I completely forgot about your problem. We had plays all of yesterday, and this morning there was this thing with Lyonette—look, I’m really sorry, but I can brainstorm with you now if you’d like.” 
 
    “Oh.” 
 
    Pawn stared at Erin as she gave him a guilty look. The problems with the Workers and Soldiers. He’d forgotten all about that. It was why he was here of course. Pawn shook his head. 
 
    “That is unimportant at the moment. I was told by Ksmvr that Lyonette was upset. And Drassi. Is she well? Has something happened?” 
 
    “Lyonette? She’s…upstairs. She’s not doing so good. I don’t know why exactly, but I think something happened last night. Or it could be stress. She wouldn’t tell me.” 
 
    Erin frowned in worry. Pawn leaned forwards. 
 
    “She would not tell you? Why?” 
 
    “She didn’t tell me that either. Look, she might just be having a bad day, Pawn. Why? Did you need her?” 
 
    “No. I am concerned. May I see her?” 
 
    “See her?” 
 
    Erin chewed her lip, frowning. She glanced at Pawn. 
 
    “Well…I think she’d be happier to be by herself. But you two are friends. We can ask.” 
 
    “Please.” 
 
    Pawn stood up at once. Erin got to her feet with a sigh. She pointed up the stairs, and Pawn led the way. All the while he wondered what was wrong. Why was Lyonette crying? Erin didn’t know. Why didn’t she know? She knew almost everything. Pawn had to ask. Lyonette was his friend. She was more than just a [Barmaid] that fed him and the other Antinium. 
 
    She was a [Princess]. Lyonette had told him. It was her secret, one she’d shared with Pawn. Pawn had kept that knowledge tucked in his chest. He didn’t know if she’d told Erin or anyone else. But he valued the trust all the same. He had gotten to know her when Erin was gone from the inn. If there was anything he could do— 
 
    “This door.” 
 
    Erin came to the first door in the hallway and rapped softly on the door. Pawn listened. He couldn’t hear much from inside, but at Erin’s knock he heard a quiet shuffling. It wasn’t Lyonette who opened the door, but Mrsha. The Gnoll cub stood clumsily on two legs as she pulled the door open. 
 
    “Hey Mrsha. Hey Lyonette. Sorry to bug you.” 
 
    The [Innkeeper] called cautiously into the room as Pawn tried to look over her shoulder. He couldn’t see past her. Erin stepped into the room as Mrsha stared up at Pawn. He stared back and waved one of his hands at her. The Gnoll didn’t wave back. 
 
    “No, don’t get up Lyonette. I didn’t want to bug you but Pawn’s here and he’s worried. You don’t have to—it’s okay? Okay, Pawn? Come on in.” 
 
    Hesitantly, Pawn stepped into the room as Mrsha dropped onto all fours and padded back inside. She crept up next to a young woman sitting with a blanket around her shoulders. Lyonette’s eyes were red, and she was holding a wet handkerchief. She looked up at Pawn and tried to smile. 
 
    “Hi Pawn.” 
 
    “Good morning, Lyonette. I am terribly sorry to bother you. I was worried when I heard you were upset.” 
 
    “Thank you, Pawn.” 
 
    Erin stood up. She looked at Pawn and Lyonette, wavering. 
 
    “I have to get back to work. Lyonette, are you okay?” 
 
    The younger girl gave Erin a watery smile. 
 
    “I’m fine, Erin. Don’t worry about me, please. I know you have a lot to do.” 
 
    “Okay. Pawn? If you want to talk, I’ll be in the kitchen later.” 
 
    Pawn nodded distractedly as Erin left. He kept staring at Lyonette. She was still crying. Tears ran from the sides of her eyes, and she kept dabbing at them. Mrsha curled up next to her. Pawn had no idea what to say. At last, he tried to speak. 
 
    “I am sorry to bother you, Lyonette. I could come back later if you do not wish to talk.” 
 
    “It’s fine, Pawn. I didn’t want to make you worry. I’m just—having a bad day, that’s all.” 
 
    “Oh.” 
 
    What a wholly unsatisfactory response. Pawn searched for good words and found none. He almost regretted coming upstairs, to be honest. What could he say? He shouldn’t have bothered her. And yet—it was Lyonette. His friend. Was she his friend? He thought she must be. 
 
    She had been there when he first started to lead the Soldiers. She had taught him how to act, how to stand tall. She had fed them. And now she was crying, and he had no idea why. He hadn’t known. That made Pawn’s chest hurt. 
 
    “May I ask why you are upset?” 
 
    Lyonette sniffed. She looked away. 
 
    “It’s…personal.” 
 
    “Oh. I see.” 
 
    Crestfallen, the Worker looked down at his feet. He was still wet. He should go. But he didn’t move. After a moment, Lyonette looked up at him and sniffed again. 
 
    “It’s not that I don’t want to say. It’s just—it shouldn’t matter but it does. I lost it, Pawn.” 
 
    “Lost? What?” 
 
    “My class.” 
 
    Tears trickled down Lyonette’s cheeks. Pawn stared at her. She couldn’t mean her [Barmaid] class. If she was crying, then— 
 
    “You lost your [Princess] class?” 
 
    Lyonette nodded. Pawn was stunned. 
 
    “How?” 
 
    The young woman shook her head. 
 
    “I must have stopped being a princess. At last. I should have known it would happen. I work at an inn as a [Barmaid]. I’m far from my kingdom. I—I should have known. And it shouldn’t matter.” 
 
    She sniffed, and Mrsha reached up to pat her leg. Lyonette gently stroked Mrsha’s head. Pawn felt like an outsider. He should not be here. And he had no idea what to say. She had lost her class. 
 
    “You should have it back. I will pray for your class to return.” 
 
    Lyonette blinked. She stared at Pawn and then laughed. It was a weak sound, and there was nothing funny in the way she laughed. 
 
    “What? No. Don’t do that. It’s fine, Pawn.” 
 
    “But your class—” 
 
    Pawn didn’t know what to say. Lyonette was a [Princess]. She was…royalty. As close to his Queen as anything in this world. He knew that was not the same, but it was how he understood her class. It made Lyonette important. How could she not be sad? But Lyonette didn’t seem to see it that way. She cast around. 
 
    “You should sit. There’s a chair over there.” 
 
    “I will take it. Thank you.” 
 
    Awkwardly, Pawn pulled the chair over and sat. He was still higher up than Lyonette, and he found himself looking down at her. She sat up, and he waited. 
 
    “It’s not a big deal, Pawn. I shouldn’t be crying. I shouldn’t. I lost my class because I wasn’t doing [Princess]-like things. That’s all. But I don’t need the class. I was only—only Level 6 anyways.” 
 
    “But it was your class.” 
 
    “I know. But I haven’t been feeling like a princess in a while. I think I knew it. That’s why I lost my class. And it’s not like I need it.” 
 
    “But—” 
 
    Pawn didn’t know what to say. He trailed off, staring at Lyonette. Tears flowed down her face, and her nose was wet. She wiped it, looking embarrassed, and Pawn looked away. 
 
    “Surely it was important, though. You are a [Princess]. Were. Was that class not important to you?” 
 
    “It was. But I lost it, Pawn.” 
 
    Lyonette whispered. She shook her head. Pawn realized he was repeating himself. After a while, he spoke. 
 
    “What was it like?” 
 
    “What?” 
 
    “Living as a princess.” 
 
    Lyonette looked up at him. Pawn saw Mrsha raise her head. She smiled sadly. 
 
    “What was it like? Being a [Princess] was—well, it was nice at times. I loved the balls and dancing and exciting things that came to court. And travelling wherever I wanted in the kingdom. Having money to buy whatever clothing I wanted. But I wasn’t happy. I never leveled. And when I came here, I gave all that up. So I traded being a [Princess] for actually leveling. That’s why—” 
 
    She broke off and sniffed, then blew her nose wetly into the handkerchief. Pawn waited. He was confused. 
 
    “Balls? Dancing? Why can you not do any of that here?” 
 
    “There aren’t any. No one knows I’m a [Princess].” 
 
    “But Mrsha has a ball.” 
 
    Pawn pointed at it. Lyonette stared and then laughed abruptly. 
 
    “Pawn, that’s not the same! A ball is a formal occasion. It’s where we dress up in fancy clothing and dance in a big open space. It’s not like anything Liscor has. It’s another world. A different world. I left it behind.” 
 
    “Which is why you lost your class.” 
 
    “Yes. Do you understand?” 
 
    He thought he did. It was just that he didn’t understand why Lyonette didn’t want her class back. Pawn mulled it over before he decided he had to ask. 
 
    “Why don’t you want it back?” 
 
    “Why? Because it’s gone. Because it doesn’t matter.” 
 
    “But it was your class. Surely you had Skills—” 
 
    “Two. Two, Pawn. And they weren’t that useful. They were—useless. Like my class. It’s gone, and I’ll be better. I just need to cry. I don’t know why I’m crying. I should be okay. I just need a day. Then I’ll be better.” 
 
    “I see.” 
 
    Was that it? Pawn fumbled, searching for something else to say. There had to be something he could say that would make Lyonette feel better. Or—or help her. 
 
    “You’re sure you don’t want your class back? I could pray. I could.” 
 
    Lyonette laughed weakly. 
 
    “I’m sure! Pawn, I appreciate it, but all I want is to be alone for a while. I’m glad you came by, I really am. But I just need to be alone.” 
 
    “I understand. I will excuse myself. Please forgive me for interrupting you.” 
 
    Pawn stood up at once. He felt embarrassed and bad. Lyonette looked up, worried. 
 
    “No, I’m not angry! Thank you for coming. It’s just—” 
 
    She waved a helpless hand. Pawn nodded. 
 
    “I will pray you feel better.” 
 
    “Thanks.” 
 
    Lyonette smiled at him. Pawn raised his mandibles and turned towards the door. He walked out, feeling helpless. Upset. Lyonette had lost her class. But she didn’t want it back. That seemed wrong. 
 
    Downstairs, Erin asked if Lyonette was okay. When Pawn told her she wanted to be alone, Erin nodded and offered to talk with Pawn about his problems. He declined. He wandered back to the Hive, feeling out of sorts. When he got back, he tried to pray. But he couldn’t. Lyonette’s tears kept falling in his mind. She had lost her class. That was terrible. What could he do about it? Pray? 
 
    It didn’t feel like enough. And that was strange too. Pawn paced anxiously. He felt helpless and upset and worried. What could he do? After a while, he stopped and clasped his hands in prayer. 
 
      
 
    —— 
 
      
 
    Pawn had gone. Pawn had come back. He had promised to come back with ideas. He had returned with nothing. And now he was pacing. This indicated something was wrong, but neither Yellow Splatters nor Purple Smile knew what the problem was. 
 
    Purple Smile and Yellow Splatters were both [Sergeants]. It was a new concept to both Antinium, and Yellow Splatters was keenly aware of the cost of failure. He had failed once, and his Soldiers had suffered for it. He was anxious not to make another mistake, which was why he listened to everything Pawn said. 
 
    Only today, Pawn was saying nothing. Not to him at any rate. He had left the Hive and come back earlier than he had said. Now, rather than tell Yellow Splatters and the others about all the new ideas he had promised he was pacing back and forth. Muttering to himself. 
 
    “Surely the class is important. It must be! She was crying. She was upset. But is she better off without it? Surely not. But she says she does not want help.” 
 
    Yellow Splatters stared at Pawn as he paced back and forth. Other Antinium were staring too. Pawn’s behavior was not normal, and the Workers and Soldiers were all paying attention. Pawn usually went to each of them and talked to them. But today he hadn’t. He hadn’t even noticed the biggest thing ever. 
 
    The Soldiers and Workers were still standing around the chessboard. They hadn’t moved since the last game. Ever since Pawn had brought the bigger chessboard, the Soldiers had played games against the Workers constantly. They had lost every game. The current tally was four hundred and eighteen wins by the Workers…and now, just now, one win by one of the Soldiers. 
 
    That was huge. Yellow Splatters had been waiting for Pawn to come back and see and congratulate the Soldier—a new Painted Soldier named Rabbitears—on the victory. A Soldier had won a game. Won a game of chess! 
 
    The losses didn’t matter. But the one win? It changed everything. It meant—it meant Soldiers could be—the possibilities were endless! But Pawn didn’t pay attention to this earth-shattering fact. On any other day, he would have been asking questions, perhaps ordering a celebration. Today, the [Sergeants] watched as he paced back and forth and muttered. 
 
    “What can I do? Can I do anything? No, I should let her grieve. Grieving is a natural thing. Erin told me she will be looked after. But she was crying.” 
 
    It occurred to Purple Smile that Pawn would not notice the chess game. He signaled, and the Soldiers slowly reset the board. The Soldiers did not feel many emotions. Grief, sadness, happiness…nothing much affected them. But now they felt something like disappointment. Nevertheless, they reset the board, and Rabbitears began to play another game with a Worker. Pawn paid no attention. 
 
    Yellow Splatters looked sideways at Purple Smile. He pointed with one big hand. Purple Smile shrugged. He had no idea what was happening either. The [Sergeants] watched as Pawn kept pacing. They watched him stop and put his hands together. Was he praying? Why? The Soldiers didn’t know what was wrong, but they didn’t take their eyes off Pawn. They were observing. Listening. Learning. 
 
    And Pawn made up his mind. He had to go back tomorrow. To check on Lyonette. 
 
      
 
    —— 
 
      
 
    The next day, Pawn waited at dawn in front of the door to The Wandering Inn. As soon as the sun rose high enough for it to be actually daytime and not night still he opened the door. To his relief, the door was connected to Liscor. Pawn stepped in and immediately saw Lyonette. 
 
    “Pawn?” 
 
    She was setting food out for the Redfang Goblins. Lyonette turned, surprised to see Pawn so early. He stepped into the inn, conscious of the rain on his carapace. 
 
    “I am sorry to come so early. Am I interrupting?” 
 
    “No, come in. And please close the door. I keep telling Erin we need a doormat—let me get you a towel.” 
 
    Lyonette hurried into the kitchen as the five Hobs sitting at their table gave Pawn the fisheye. He ignored them. As soon as Lyonette returned with a fresh towel, Pawn thanked her. He sat at a table near the fire and spoke. 
 
    “Are you well, Lyonette? Are you feeling better? I was worried that you might still be in distress.” 
 
    “You were? Well, I’m better. I feel fine now. I’m embarrassed about yesterday.” 
 
    “You’re…alright?” 
 
    Pawn stared at Lyonette hard. She gave him a cheery smile. 
 
    “I am! I think yesterday was just shock.” 
 
    “I see.” 
 
    Pawn was confused. Lyonette seemed so much better today. It was completely at odds with how she’d seemed yesterday. She hovered around his table, waving at one of the Goblins who was raising a hesitant mug. 
 
    “Sorry, Ishkr’s not in yet. We’re training new staff, but I’m the only person for breakfast. Do you mind?” 
 
    “Not at all.” 
 
    The Antinium watched Lyonette take the mug that one of the Hobgoblins offered her. She refilled it, and when she returned, he scrutinized her again. 
 
    “So you don’t mind losing your class? Truly?” 
 
    “Not at all. I’m glad, actually.” 
 
    Briskly, Lyonette mopped down the table. 
 
    “But you are royalty still, aren’t you?” 
 
    The [Barmaid] shrugged. 
 
    “You mean my name? Lyonette du Marquin? Forget about it. It’s just Lyonette now. I’m a [Barmaid]. Not a [Princess]. And that’s alright. That’s perfect, really.” 
 
    “Really?” 
 
    At last, Lyonette looked up with a frown. 
 
    “Really, Pawn.” 
 
    He met her gaze. She looked annoyed now. Pawn hadn’t intended that. He looked away meekly. 
 
    “Okay then. I was simply worried.” 
 
    Lyonette smiled. 
 
    “And I appreciate it. Thank you, again, Pawn. But I really should get back to work. Can I get you anything? Or did you want to talk to Erin again?” 
 
    Of course. He had his duties. Pawn shifted in his chair. He should really talk to Erin. But he couldn’t help but feel like his conversation with Lyonette had gone all wrong. She said she was okay. But was she really? He couldn’t imagine it. She was a [Princess]. She had been. She’d taken pride in it. And now it was gone. That couldn’t be okay. 
 
    And yet, if she said so, what could he do? Pawn watched Lyonette turn away. He opened his mandibles before he could stop himself. 
 
    “Wait. Can we not talk further?” 
 
    She turned back, surprised. 
 
    “Talk?” 
 
    Pawn hesitated. That had slipped out. 
 
    “I do not mean to take you from your duties. But it has been a long time since we have chatted together. Too long.” 
 
    “It has been a while. We used to talk back when Erin was gone and I was in my inn. Starving.” 
 
    A rueful smile stole over Lyonette’s face. She tossed the dust rag onto another table. 
 
    “I have missed it. You’re always busy. And I have a moment.” 
 
    “Then you do not mind talking with me?” 
 
    Hopefully, Pawn looked up at her. Lyonette smiled. 
 
    “Whatever gave you that idea? My problems are one thing, but I always have time to talk with you. Is something happening in the Hive? I heard you talking about more Workers joining your group. Is there a problem?” 
 
    She took a seat across from Pawn. He sat up a bit straighter. 
 
    “Not a problem, but we lack entertainment. You see, I was going to speak with Erin about the issue of—of boredom. Revalantor Klbkch has given us scheduled downtime, but we lack activities to perform in the rain. I was hoping Erin could help. Unless you have some ideas?” 
 
    “Well, why not teach them something? Or read them books?” 
 
    Pawn nodded. He relaxed a bit as Lyonette sat across from him, smiling. This felt better. She looked like normal. 
 
    “I could do that. But I was hoping for activities they could perform when I am not around?” 
 
    “Ah, I see the problem. And your people need activities? Well, have you tried giving them normal activities? Like needlework? Or pottery?” 
 
    “Needlework? Pottery? As in making trade crafts? The Antinium are not proficient in such areas.” 
 
    Lyonette laughed. 
 
    “No! For their own enjoyment! What about games? Surely you have something. Like—tag. Even I played that game growing up.” 
 
    “Let me write this down.” 
 
    Pawn looked around, patting his side. He had forgotten his belt pouch! Lyonette smiled. 
 
    “Erin probably has some parchment and a quill. Hold on, let me find it.” 
 
    She got up and went into the kitchen. Pawn waited until she came back. Then he gratefully accepted the quill and ink and began scribbling down notes. He was glad she was well. Only—was she? Lyonette smiled and offered him silly suggestions and good ones, laughing as she asked him whether the Antinium might enjoy learning to embroider. But he couldn’t help but think it was partly an illusion. Pawn sat and talked with Lyonette until Ishkr came in with two of his Gnoll friends and the inn began to fill with guests. Then Lyonette had to go. 
 
    “Good luck with your Antinium, Pawn. Let me know how it turns out, alright?” 
 
    “I will. Thank you, Lyonette.” 
 
    Pawn bade her farewell at the door. He hesitated, opening his mandibles. But Lyonette was already busy giving Ishkr orders. He turned away, still feeling like something was wrong. But he couldn’t put his finger on it. 
 
      
 
    —— 
 
      
 
    The next day, Pawn surprised Erin by opening the door right as she was passing by. She jumped. 
 
    “Pawn?” 
 
    “Hello Erin. I am sorry to come so early. But I was hoping to speak with Lyonette. Is she here?” 
 
    Erin blinked at Pawn. It was very early. She rubbed her eyes. 
 
    “Lyonette? Yeah, she should be down shortly. Um. Is something the matter, Pawn?” 
 
    The Worker paused guiltily. 
 
    “The matter? No. I was just…wondering if we could speak more about her proposals.” 
 
    “Her what?” 
 
    “She gave me some advice as to how I could entertain my Workers and Soldiers yesterday.” 
 
    “She did? Good for her! I was going to suggest playing baseball inside the Hive or something stupid like that. Uh, so what did she say?” 
 
    “She suggested expanding the barracks to create a communal living space. And introducing a variety of crafts into the Hive. I have done so and wished to apprise her of the progress.” 
 
    Erin nodded, smiling and covering a yawn. 
 
    “Hey, that’s great, Pawn. I’m sure Lyon would love to hear about it. Why don’t you sit and wait for her?” 
 
    Pawn nodded obediently. He sat, and soon enough, Lyonette came downstairs. She was surprised to see him. 
 
    “Pawn! You’re back. Again?” 
 
    Pawn nodded. He waved at Mrsha who blinked at him and waved back. He nodded to Lyonette. 
 
    “I am. I took your advice yesterday.” 
 
    “Oh. Good.” 
 
    “I wanted to tell you about my results. And perhaps talk more if we had the chance?” 
 
    Lyonette glanced at Erin who shrugged. 
 
    “Of course I have time. I just need to feed Mrsha. Have you had breakfast yet?” 
 
    “No. I would gladly pay for a meal.” 
 
    “Hold on, then.” 
 
    Lyonette left and came back with some hot eggs which Pawn gladly ate. She ate with Mrsha, awkwardly telling the Gnoll not to gobble her food while she half-watched Pawn. When Mrsha was done, Lyonette came to sit with Pawn. 
 
    “Okay, tell me about it.” 
 
    Pawn nodded and sat up eagerly. He had just finished telling Lyonette about how the Workers were attempting to learn how to crochet when he heard footsteps. He turned around and saw the Horns of Hammerad stumbling downstairs. Lyonette immediately got up. 
 
    “It’s already that time? Sorry Pawn, but I have work to do.” 
 
    “I understand. I am sorry to have taken your time.” 
 
    “No, it’s no problem. I enjoy hearing about the Hive. Really. It’s just…” 
 
    Lyonette gestured towards the adventurers. Pisces was yawning, and only Ksmvr looked anywhere near awake. They all made a beeline for the nearest table, sitting and staring expectantly at the table in front of them as if willing food to appear. Pawn nodded. 
 
    “Please go about your work. I will leave.” 
 
    “You could stay. Once I finish, I could talk more.” 
 
    The young woman’s smile made Pawn glad. He shook his head. 
 
    “No, I simply wanted to talk for a while. I have my own duties as well.” 
 
    He stood up and looked at Lyonette. He took a short breath and spoke as Lyonette was turning. 
 
    “And you are well?” 
 
    She froze. Pawn stared at her back. 
 
    “You felt better yesterday. Are you feeling as well today?” 
 
    Lyonette half-turned and smiled at Pawn. 
 
    “I’m fine.” 
 
    “Good. Good. In that case I will…” 
 
    Pawn backed away. Lyonette nodded. 
 
    “Come again, any time!” 
 
    She took his plate. Pawn watched her head into the kitchen. She was good. That was excellent. He turned and walked towards the door. He had duties in his Hive now. The fact that Lyonette was well was all he’d come to confirm. He left as Lyonette hurried out of the kitchen with plates and Ceria and Pisces squabbled over who’d get the larger portion. He went back to his Hive and performed his duties distractedly. 
 
    The next day he went back. And the day after that. And the day after that. 
 
      
 
    —— 
 
      
 
    Yellow Splatters thought that there was a problem. It was Pawn. He didn’t like to think it, but three days had gone by and it was growing clearer to him that something was amiss. 
 
    Pawn. The Worker was present in the barracks every day of course. He ate with the Painted Soldiers and Individual Workers, gave orders, and left each morning for an hour or two before returning. That was all right. What wasn’t all right was what he was doing. 
 
    He came back each day with new things. Objects. Leather balls made to be tossed around or chewed on, custom chess sets, knitting needles, yarn…every day he would arrive with more strange paraphernalia, bought with the budget allocated to him by Klbkch. And that was fine too. Normally. Yellow Splatters understood that new things could be wonderful. Like books. He loved books with bright pictures. But this? 
 
    “Have a group of Workers try knitting, Yellow Splatters. It is a useful occupation they may enjoy.” 
 
    “I have purchased a set of balls for playful fun. You can toss them and catch them. Like so. If anyone is interested, please, let them try.” 
 
    “Here is some clay. I think you can make pottery with it. If any Soldier creates something, I will inquire about firing it in a kiln.” 
 
    The last time Pawn had come into the Hive, he’d brought a mass of wet clay in a wheelbarrow. Now Purple Smile and Yellow Splatters stared at it. The [Sergeant] poked a hand into the wet clay. It squished. 
 
    Pottery? It was a word Yellow Splatters had no notion of. He stared at Pawn as the Worker hurried over to his sleeping spot. Yellow Splatters had many questions. What exactly was he supposed to do? What was a kiln? How did one fire clay? With a crossbow? 
 
    He looked at Purple Smile. The other Soldier was not smiling today. Nor had he been for the last few days. He sensed it too. Something was wrong. 
 
    It wasn’t the new objects. It wasn’t Pawn buying things. All of that was good, in theory. It was that when Pawn went out and came back with new things for the Antinium to try, when he brought wonderful ideas into the Hive or encouraged the Soldiers and Workers to try this, it was always him telling. Not showing. 
 
    He…had not paid attention to the Antinium in the barracks for the last few days. That was what was wrong. Before, Pawn had had few items to share. He had saved up copper coins and petitioned Klbkch repeatedly for even a few books, a can of paint. But always, he had shown the Soldiers exactly what to do, experimented with them. Cared and praised them for their accomplishments and failures. But he was distracted now. He did not care. 
 
    And that hurt deeply. Yellow Splatters turned his attention to the chess board that the Soldiers and Workers had played at. It was unused. The Soldiers and Workers stood about or sat, not playing again. The board was where it had been left—checkmated. Rabbitears had won a fourth game. And stopped. Because Pawn had not noticed. 
 
    He had not noticed. In any other moment, in any other time, Pawn would have instantly shown this to Klbkch. He would have congratulated Rabbitears, spoken to the others. Told Yellow Splatters…something about what it meant. But he had not noticed, and the Soldiers and Workers had noticed that. So now they did nothing. They waited, listlessly, not bothering to touch the interesting things Pawn had brought. They stared at him. 
 
    And he did not notice. He sat in his special cubicle, sitting as if he was sleeping. But his four hands were clasped together. Pawn was praying. He had prayed day and night when he was not out. Prayed for hours on end, late into the night, before dawn. And that too was good in theory. Yellow Splatters had seen Pawn praying over the wounded. He had heard Pawn lead them in prayer. It was a wondrous thing. Only now…the [Sergeant] stared at Pawn. The Worker was deep in prayer. It was a good thing. But Yellow Splatters was sure, absolutely sure, that Pawn was not praying for them. 
 
    He wondered who Pawn was thinking of. And when Pawn would finally remember his people. Yellow Splatters waited, his chest hurting. Now he was certain. It wasn’t just a problem. Something was terribly, terribly wrong. 
 
      
 
    —— 
 
      
 
    Over the next week, it became customary to see Pawn in the inn before breakfast or in the early morning. He would always come in early unless the door to Liscor was closed. He would greet Erin every morning with a different line. 
 
    “Hello, is Lyonette here? I was hoping to get her input on possible embroidery designs.” 
 
    “I was passing by the inn and could not help but stop for lunch. Is Lyonette free to talk?” 
 
    “I wanted to consult with Ksmvr. Is Lyonette around?” 
 
    “It is rainy. I wanted to share that fact with Lyonette.” 
 
    The excuses seemed to amuse Erin. She started grinning every time she saw Pawn for reasons unknown to him. Each day he waited for Lyonette, sometimes while eating breakfast or a snack, other times sitting meditatively in silence or whispering a quick prayer. Each time Lyonette greeted him, asked how his Hive was doing and caught up on the latest Antinium gossip, such as it was. 
 
    In turn she offered him news about the inn. The Players of Celum were gaining more attention and had nearly finished their run of Othello and The Triumph of Liscor. They were about to switch plays now that they had a new audience of Drakes and Gnolls coming in each night. Training the new staff was going well. The adventurers were busy preparing for the dungeon or arguing with each other and fighting over food. And so on. Pawn listened dutifully, nodding along and enjoying the conversation. And each time she finished or had to go back to work he asked her the same question. 
 
    “Is everything well?” 
 
    The answer was always yes. With a smile or a nod. Pawn accepted that. He came back day after day until the day when Lyonette’s patience finally ran out. 
 
      
 
    —— 
 
      
 
    “Good morning, Lyonette.” 
 
    “Oh. Hello, Pawn.” 
 
    For once, Lyonette didn’t smile when she greeted Pawn. In fact, she hadn’t come over when she’d spotted him sitting by himself at lunch time. She’d kept serving tables though the Worker was sure she’d seen him. But it was a good ten minutes before she walked over. 
 
    It was almost as if she’d been avoiding him. But after he had sat and waited patiently, refusing to let Drassi get him a drink or food, Lyonette had walked over. Now she stood, looking somewhat tired as Pawn sat. He waited for her to take a seat. She did not. 
 
    “Would you like to sit and talk with me?” 
 
    “Not today, Pawn.” 
 
    Lyonette glanced tiredly around. So did Pawn. The inn was not busy at this time of day, which pleased him. He would have more time to chat. 
 
    “Do you want to tell me about the inn? Or would you like to chat about the Hive first? There are a few interesting developments that may intrigue you.” 
 
    He had been buying new objects left and right to put in the Hive. Knitting needles, yarn, little balls to play catching games, and so on. Pawn hadn’t seen the Antinium playing with some of the objects, but he was sure they would begin using them soon. After all, the Soldiers used to not read any of the picture books and now the books were the most sought-after object in the barracks. But to his surprise, Lyonette shook her head. 
 
    “Not today, Pawn. I’m a bit—busy. Look, why don’t I get you a drink and we can talk later? Next week, maybe?” 
 
    That was strange. Pawn hesitated. 
 
    “Of course, if you are busy I will come back another time. Tomorrow, perhaps?” 
 
    “Um…sure.” 
 
    Lyonette looked distracted. And a bit upset. She kept glancing over her shoulder and looking at Pawn. He nodded. 
 
    “I will not take up any of your time. But before you go—” 
 
    Lyonette was already turning away. Pawn called after her. 
 
    “And you are feeling well?” 
 
    She stopped, mid-step. Pawn saw Lyonette’s shoulder’s tense, and then she whirled. 
 
    “Why are you asking me that?” 
 
    Her voice was loud. Too loud. Pawn saw a few of the Drakes and Gnolls eating lunch look up and heard conversations cease across the inn. Erin poked her head out of the kitchen. Pawn hesitated. 
 
    “No reason. I am just interested in your wellbeing.” 
 
    “Really?” 
 
    Lyonette stared at him. Pawn shuffled his legs and looked away. 
 
    “Yes?” 
 
    “Then why do I get the feeling that you’re still thinking about my missing class?” 
 
    Pawn’s heart skipped a beat. He tried to keep his voice smooth. 
 
    “I never mentioned it. I never said a word about it.” 
 
    “Yes. And you’re not saying it so loudly that I can hear it! You keep asking if I’m well. You keep coming here, day after day, telling me about the smallest things. I wouldn’t care. I’d enjoy it, but you ask me the same question each time. Why?” 
 
    Lyonette advanced on Pawn, angry. He tried to scoot back in his chair, but the [Barmaid] stood right in front of him. Now everyone was looking at him. Pawn debated lying. He could say— 
 
    Lie? To Lyonette? He caught himself as he was about to utter an untruth. Pawn looked up at Lyonette, and unwillingly, he answered her honestly. 
 
    “…I have been praying every day that your class will return.” 
 
    The shock that ran over Lyonette’s face was like a living thing. It drained the blood from her face, made her eyes go wide, and then, quick as a flash, ignited anger once more. Lyonette stared down at Pawn. Her voice trembled. 
 
    “Why?” 
 
    The Worker shrank. But he replied defiantly. 
 
    “I believe you need it back. Your class.” 
 
    “You think I need it?” 
 
    “Yes.” 
 
    Pawn saw Lyonette’s mouth open angrily. He rushed forwards before she could speak. 
 
    “I think you need it. I think you should have it back. I think you shouldn’t be content not to have it. So I have prayed for it.” 
 
    “I told you I was better off without it! What about what I want?” 
 
    Incensed, Lyonette put her hands on the table. Pawn leaned back and then stopped. He spoke, his mandibles quivering slightly. 
 
    “I think you are wrong.” 
 
    For a moment, Lyonette gaped at him. Then she glared. 
 
    “Stop it. Just stop it! Don’t pray and don’t tell me what I need!” 
 
    She stood up and turned away. Pawn scrambled out of his chair. 
 
    “Lyonette, please. I am trying to help—” 
 
    “Maybe I don’t want your help!” 
 
    She whirled and snapped at Pawn. He felt like he’d been struck. Lyonette glared. 
 
    “Why does it matter to you? Why do you care? It’s my class! It’s my life! Why does this matter to you?” 
 
    “I just want to—” 
 
    She spoke over him, her voice growing louder and louder. 
 
    “You want? What about what I want? I liked talking to you, I really did! You and I are friends! But this isn’t right! This isn’t fair to me! Don’t pray for me! Don’t try to change me! Don’t try to give me back what I don’t need!” 
 
    She stared at Pawn, and to his horror, he saw her eyes were shimmering. Lyonette rubbed at them, and her voice caught. 
 
    “Please, just leave me alone! Let me move on! Let me—” 
 
    She moved as if to walk away and noticed her audience. She had been shouting near the end. Everyone was staring. Erin looked flabbergasted. Lyonette turned red. Her eyes welled up with tears, and she turned. 
 
    “I—” 
 
    She didn’t finish her sentence. Lyonette ran up the stairs. Pawn watched her go. He felt like something had ripped out his chest, spilling his insides across the floor. Slowly, dizzily, he looked around. Pawn stared at the others, stared at Erin, and then slowly walked towards the door. He opened it and turned his head as rain poured through. 
 
    “I am sorry. Please tell her I am sorry.” 
 
    Then he stumbled out into the rain. 
 
      
 
    —— 
 
      
 
    He had never felt so worthless. He had never felt so small. Pawn sat in the barracks and wished to disappear. He was a failure. He was useless. He sat and he sat and he knew everything was wrong. He wished he was dreaming. He knew he was not. That was worse than a nightmare. If things were a nightmare, he could wake up. But he couldn’t. And everything kept getting worse. 
 
    Silence. It was horrible. It weighed down the barracks. No one moved. The Soldiers and Workers stood around Pawn as he sat on the floor, curled up into a ball. He didn’t move. He didn’t eat. He didn’t respond when Yellow Splatters approached him or when Purple Smile poked him. He didn’t move when Anand called his name. 
 
    “Pawn. Pawn. What is wrong?” 
 
    The Worker didn’t respond. Anand stood over him, anxious. 
 
    “Yellow Splatters came to get me. I did not understand why. What is the matter? Are you hurt? Pawn?” 
 
    Pawn wished Anand would go away. He didn’t want to talk. He didn’t want to live. He sat still, ignoring Anand’s words until the Worker left. He was the worst. He had made Lyonette cry again. 
 
    He had been sure. So sure! He had known that if he prayed hard enough, Lyonette’s class would come back. Then she would be happier. So he had prayed every day. He had gone to see her. But all he had done was anger her. She did not want his help. She did not want to talk to him. 
 
    She hated him. Pawn remained still, feeling the hard ground beneath him. He did not respond as Yellow Splatters tried to tug his arms apart. The Soldier was strong, but Pawn held on with all his might and there was nothing that the [Sergeant] could do short of breaking Pawn’s arms. Pawn stayed where he was. Until someone kicked him in the side. 
 
    “Get up.” 
 
    Klbkch’s kick knocked Pawn sideways. The Antinium landed on his left side, but he did not uncurl. Klbkch made a harsh clicking sound and kicked him again. 
 
    “I said, get up.” 
 
    Pawn did not respond. The kick had cracked the carapace on his side, but he did not move. Klbkch grabbed him and dragged him up. Pawn didn’t move. He was a ball of misery. 
 
    “You have abandoned your duties. Anand tells me you have not moved for over half a day now. Why are the Soldiers and Workers here unattended to?” 
 
    No reply. Klbkch uttered another sound that Pawn had never heard an Antinium make. The Soldiers and Workers around him shrank. Then Pawn heard a rasping sound. Klbkch had drawn his swords. 
 
    “I see useless goods, bought with the Hive’s money. I see Workers and Soldiers, listless and lifeless. I see you, unmoving. Respond.” 
 
    Pawn did not reply. He waited as he sensed Klbkch move around him. The Revalantor placed the sharp tip of his sword on the back of Pawn’s neck. The Worker did nothing. Klbkch raised his sword and paused. Yellow Splatters and Purple Smile were staring at him. Their hands were not clenched, but the other Soldiers and Workers were…watching. Klbkch waited. In the silence, Pawn felt the cold sting and did nothing. 
 
    After a lifetime, a second, Klbkch withdrew the point of his sword. He turned away. 
 
    “You are a disgrace.” 
 
    He turned and stalked out of the barracks. Pawn did not move. If he felt anything, it was bad that Klbkch had not ended it all then and there. He stayed where he was as time passed on. Despairing. Hating. 
 
    There was no point to any of it. He had made a terrible mistake. He would never uncurl. He would sit here and starve, like he had once seen another Worker do. He was not Pawn anymore. He did not want to be Pawn. He just wanted to disappear. 
 
    And perhaps he would have. Pawn sat and sat until something changed in the Hive. He felt it. At first, it was distant movement. The stepping of many feet. He did not care. But then he heard a voice. Not the staccato click-speech of the Antinium, but a softer voice. A kind voice. It spoke at a distance, and then Pawn heard words. 
 
    “…how long?” 
 
    He heard a distant reply, crisp and precise, and then another one, quieter, more subdued. Klbkch and Anand. The voice grew louder. 
 
    “Wow. Really? And he’s just…okay, let me see.” 
 
    The footsteps approached. Pawn heard more shuffling. Soldiers and Workers standing and sitting around him drew back. He heard the voice clearly now. A kind voice. A loving voice. 
 
    “Oh no. I think I see the problem.” 
 
    He knew her. He wanted her to go away. But he didn’t move. Pawn shook as the voice, the person approached. He feared her. More than he hated himself. He feared what she might do. What she might say. The young woman knelt next to Pawn as he curled up into a ball. She looked around and sighed. 
 
    “What a mess. Okay Klbkch, Anand. Give me some room. I’ll try and sort this out, okay? I should have asked Lyonette what was really wrong earlier. As for Pawn…give me a few minutes.” 
 
    He heard an answering voice and then the footsteps retreated. Pawn stayed where he was. He felt the softest of touches on his shoulder and quaked. 
 
    “Pawn?” 
 
    Here she was. The one who would lay out his sins. The one who could move his heart. His creator in some ways. His savior in others. Terrifying, wonderful, magical, and peaceful. Pawn wished she would leave. He feared what she would do. And part of him, a tiny part of him hoped she could make it all better. Because if there was anyone who could, it was her. 
 
    Erin. 
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    In the depths of the Hive, Pawn heard her approach. Her footsteps were soft, and she walked slowly. He didn’t move. 
 
    Pawn was curled up into a ball as if he were sleeping. Only, he wasn’t. He was just like this now. The curl wasn’t just physical, it was in his heart. 
 
    He’d hurt Lyonette. Made her angry at him. She probably never wanted to see him again. He’d made her cry. Again. 
 
    He’d just been trying to help. What had he done wrong? He just wanted to give her back her class. She was a [Princess]. Had been a [Princess]. Why didn’t she want her class back? Why, why, why— 
 
    And now Erin was here. Pawn listened as she walked towards him. Close now. He shivered but didn’t move. He didn’t want her here. She might be able to move him. 
 
    He wanted her here. Pawn felt his thoughts jumbling in his head. He told himself not to move. Not moving was easy. No matter what she did he wouldn’t move. He stubbornly thought that as Erin paused. 
 
    What was she doing? He could feel her eyes on him. He could even hear her breathing quietly, the only sound in the deserted barracks. Pawn tensed as she walked— 
 
    Around him? Erin didn’t immediately approach. She walked around Pawn in a slow circle. Inspecting him. He didn’t raise his head. He was curled up. He wouldn’t move. Pawn anticipated Erin speaking so much that when she finally did say something, it was a shock. 
 
    “Hey Pawn.” 
 
    That voice. Pawn shivered but refused to uncurl. That voice haunted him. It was unforgettable. He remembered her. She had asked him that fateful question. She had given him purpose, given him identity. No, not given—she had helped him find it. 
 
    What about just you? What’s your name? 
 
    A kind face, staring into his. A soft hand, placing chess pieces. Tears flowing as she placed chess pieces. A song. From such memories had she defined Pawn’s world. He could picture her perfectly in his head, bending over him. Erin spoke softly. 
 
    “Pawn?” 
 
    He wouldn’t move. Pawn stayed put. If he did that long enough, Erin would go away. Even she would go. And then he would be alone until he died. That was okay. He felt Erin shuffle closer. Her voice was very soft. 
 
    “Hey. Hey Pawn.” 
 
    Still, the Worker didn’t move. Erin was right by his earhole now. He felt her breath on his carapace. Pawn held himself still with all of his strength. Don’t move. No matter what she said. No matter if she touched him. Don’t move an inch. He heard Erin softly draw in breath. And then— 
 
    “Get up!” 
 
    Pawn jerked. He couldn’t help it. Erin’s voice blasted through his body like a physical thing. The entire barracks rang with sound. Pawn half-uncurled and looked up. 
 
    Erin stared back at him. There she was, Human, smiling slightly, her hair tied back today. It was longer than it had been when she first met him. But everything else was the same. Pawn met her eyes for one heart-stopping second. Then he tried to curl back up. 
 
    “Oh no you don’t.” 
 
    Erin instantly grabbed him. But for all her strength, Pawn was an Antinium, a Worker. He could curl up and hug himself so tightly even a Soldier couldn’t pull him apart without breaking his body first. Erin grunted as he curled up, her hands slipping futilely on his body. Pawn curled up into a ball again, and Erin had to step back. He couldn’t tell what she was doing, but he heard her muttering to herself. Then Erin seemed to come up with an idea? 
 
    “Oh yeah, what about this?” 
 
    She pushed Pawn over. Curled up as he was, he just fell onto his side. Then Erin pushed him again. Pawn felt himself rolling across the ground! His back shell made it easy for him to turn over again and again. Erin rolled him like a ball. 
 
    “Feel like getting up? Huh?” 
 
    Pawn didn’t respond, though he felt dizzy. After a few seconds Erin gave up. 
 
    “How about this?” 
 
    She sat on him. Pawn didn’t do anything. Erin tried to tickle him. Pawn had no nerves on most parts of his body. Exasperated, Erin eventually tried poking Pawn in the side, but he refused to move. She couldn’t make him. He felt a certain satisfaction in that. 
 
    Six minutes after entering the barracks, Erin gave up. She sat down in front of Pawn and sighed. 
 
    “Alright, that’s enough playing around. Pawn, it’s time to get up.” 
 
    The Worker didn’t move. But he did feel…hurt. Annoyed, perhaps. Playing around? He wasn’t playing. He wasn’t having fun. What was Erin going to do? She couldn’t make him move. She squatted by him and spoke directly to Pawn. 
 
    “Pawn, you have to move.” 
 
    He refused to. Erin breathed out slowly. 
 
    “How long are you planning on curling up like this? Until you get hungry? You haven’t eaten in a day! Until you die? Are you planning on dying and making everyone sad?” 
 
    That was exactly what he was planning. Only, hearing it from Erin made Pawn realize that she would be sad if he died. And that—hurt. It made him feel guilty. He wavered. Erin went on. 
 
    “Anand is worried about you. So is Bird. He wanted to give you an egg. Belgrade is worried, and I’m sure Garry would be if I ever saw him. Klbkch is being sort of a jerk, but he’s worried too. And all of your Soldiers and Workers are very worried. Are you going to ignore all of them?” 
 
    No. Yes. Pawn tried to think. He didn’t want to uncurl. But he didn’t want to make them all sad. If they’d just leave him alone for a few days. A week! Then he might be able to uncurl. But if they were sad—Pawn wavered. 
 
    He wanted to uncurl, but he was afraid to. He’d made so many mistakes. It was so easy just to hide here. Erin studied Pawn for a second, and then she sighed again. 
 
    “Pawn, I love you like the son I don’t plan on having, but you can’t just sit here. People need you. All the Soldiers and Workers in your unit have stopped eating.” 
 
    She didn’t see Pawn move. The Worker stayed folded up, all four arms wrapped around himself. But then the Worker spoke. 
 
    “They have?” 
 
    His voice was muffled, quiet. Sad. But it was a voice. Erin nodded. 
 
    “All of them. It’s a hunger strike. They refuse to eat, refuse to take orders—it’s so bad that Klbkch immediately came to me. He’s sure and I’m sure that so long as you don’t move, your people will starve themselves to death. Understand?” 
 
    Pawn did. And that cut deepest of all. The Painted Soldiers were starving themselves? Yellow Splatters was? Purple Smile? Now he knew he had to move, had to uncurl. But he couldn’t. He was afraid. He spoke to Erin in a small voice. 
 
    “Must I?” 
 
    Erin paused. She sat cross-legged in front of him. Thoughtfully, she sat with her hands resting on the packed earth floor. 
 
    “Honestly? No. You could sit here forever. It’s your choice, Pawn. But some of your people haven’t eaten in a long time. Every second you stay like that, they won’t eat. They won’t move. I know you’re too kind to let that happen.” 
 
    She was right. She was always right. Pawn tried to hold himself still. But something inside him responded to Erin’s words. Slowly, one bit at a time, Pawn raised his head. His arms unfolded. He looked up and saw Erin smiling at him. 
 
    “There’s that handsome face. Mandibles. Whatever. Good job, Pawn.” 
 
    She reached out and slowly patted him on the shoulder. Pawn stared at her. He whispered. 
 
    “I am lost, Erin. I don’t know what to do.” 
 
    “I know. It must have been bad if you curled up like that. I should have gone after you instead of letting you leave. Want to talk about it?” 
 
    Silently, the Worker nodded. He hugged his knees as he sat with Erin. She waited for him to speak. It was so…reassuring to look at her. After a while, Pawn felt like the words were ready to come out. 
 
    “I hurt Lyonette.” 
 
    “Yep.” 
 
    “…Is she alright now?” 
 
    Erin shrugged. 
 
    “I gave her the day off. She went to Celum for a while with Mrsha. Today she was good. Upset, but she wanted to do her job. And I think she’s not angry at you. Much. But she is still upset about what you said.” 
 
    “That is good. Good. Not what I said. But good that she is better. I didn’t mean to—it was not my intention. Does she know that?” 
 
    Pawn looked down. He felt very small. Erin watched him for a while. 
 
    “I didn’t ask. I’m sure she understands you wanted to help. But that’s the problem, isn’t it? You tried to help her and she didn’t want it.” 
 
    Pawn nodded mechanically. He looked up at Erin, hesitated. 
 
    “Do you know what we were talking about?” 
 
    “I heard the shouted bits. And I got the rest from context.” 
 
    Erin smiled slightly. She looked pensive for a moment and then glanced at Pawn. 
 
    “I know she’s a [Princess]. That’s what it was all about, right? Did something happen to her class?” 
 
    “Yes. She lost it. I was trying to help her get it back. I didn’t think it was right that she lost it. But when I tried to pray—I—” 
 
    Pawn broke off, shaking his head. 
 
    “She lost it? Really? She didn’t tell me that!” 
 
    Both of Erin’s brows shot up. Pawn looked at her, surprised. 
 
    “You did not know? She didn’t tell you?” 
 
    The young woman shook her head. 
 
    “She told me she lost something. Not what. And I know she was a princess, but I don’t know if she ever told me herself. Ryoka definitely told me…um, I forget.” 
 
    Frowning, Erin tilted her head. After a while, she gave up and shrugged. 
 
    “It doesn’t matter, I guess. Lyonette didn’t need to tell me anything. She told you, though. And you were worried, weren’t you? You tried to help her get it back.” 
 
    “Yes. And now she hates me. Because I did not respect her wishes.” 
 
    The Worker grabbed his knees and rocked back and forth. Erin watched him, concerned. She stopped Pawn with one hand and patted his knee gently. 
 
    “Hmm. I don’t know if she hates you. I think you went too far.” 
 
    Pawn looked at her, feeling a shred of hope. 
 
    “Really?” 
 
    Erin nodded. 
 
    “I know you don’t understand being social, Pawn. Lyonette understands that too. I think she feels bad about shouting at you. But—how can I explain this? You did do something bad. Just a tiny bit.” 
 
    She paused, biting her lip softly and trying to find the best words. Pawn waited. He ached. At last, Erin went on. 
 
    “We want to be talked to. We want to be cared about. But sometimes we also need to be alone. Some days we don’t want to talk to our friends. And that’s especially true of when we need to be alone.” 
 
    “But she was sad. I tried to help.” 
 
    Again, Erin nodded. 
 
    “And that was great. Really. Sometimes when you’re sad, you need to hug someone. But sometimes, some people just want to be alone. And that’s fine too. I think Lyonette liked you coming the first time. But after that? After you kept trying to check up on her? And change her? Pray for her to make her get her class back? That was too much.” 
 
    “But her class—” 
 
    “She lost it. It’s gone, Pawn. If she wanted to get it back, I think she would have asked. But she didn’t ask, did she?” 
 
    Pawn didn’t answer. Erin scooted a bit closer. Her hand was warm on his knee. 
 
    “Sometimes you can’t solve other people’s problems even if you want to. Sometimes people have to go through their struggles alone.” 
 
    A sad look stole over Erin’s face for a moment. Pawn looked up at her and opened his mandibles hesitantly. 
 
    “But why?” 
 
    “Why? Because you can’t solve everything for other people.” 
 
    “Why not?” 
 
    “Because you can’t, Pawn. It just isn’t possible. It’s their problem, not yours.” 
 
    Part of Pawn rebelled at what Erin said. He looked at her angrily. 
 
    “But that is not right! If someone is hurting, surely they must be helped. Is not leaving them alone worse? It is not right!” 
 
    Erin nodded. 
 
    “It’s not good, I agree. But you can’t make someone happy. And trying to force your help on someone makes it worse, Pawn.” 
 
    “But—” 
 
    This was not what he had wanted to hear. Pawn opened and closed his mandibles, softly clicking, trying to say something in response. But he couldn’t. Erin was right. He had gone too far. And he had made Lyonette angry. It was just that he still wanted to help. Erin stared at him, waiting. At last, Pawn asked another question. 
 
    “What is a ‘ball’?” 
 
    “What?” 
 
    Erin blinked. Pawn hunched his shoulders sulkily. 
 
    “I want to know. Lyonette told me about it. A ball is for dancing? [Princesses] do it?” 
 
    “Um—well, not just them, but yeah. Balls are for dancing. People dress up and dance in a big open room. It’s a fancy thing.” 
 
    “Have you ever done it?” 
 
    “Nope. Why, did Lyonette miss dancing?” 
 
    “A bit. She said she is not a [Princess] here. She has nothing of her old life. But she was a [Princess]. I thought I could give it back. I thought—” 
 
    Erin cut Pawn off gently. 
 
    “You can’t make her. You can talk to her. I think she’d be happy to talk to you. But not if you’re trying to get her to do something. If you go back tomorrow and say sorry, I think she’ll forgive you. But you can’t keep…it’s not good to dwell on her problems. She’ll be fine. Okay, Pawn?” 
 
    Pawn looked at the ground. He opened and closed his mandibles softly. Erin waited. 
 
    “Pawn?” 
 
    “Okay.” 
 
    He said it in a small voice. Not because he agreed. Just to make Erin stop asking. He knew she was trying to help. He knew she was probably right. 
 
    He’d tried to help Lyonette. Too much. That was what she was telling him. But part of Pawn, a small part, rebelled against what Erin was saying. It wasn’t that. It wasn’t just losing her class. He thought there had to be something more. He’d wanted to— 
 
    Pawn didn’t know. He didn’t feel better. He’d hoped that was what Erin could do. Make him feel better. Make everything alright. But she hadn’t. She’d only made him feel—guilty. Awake again. Conscious of his duties, of the people who were hurting. 
 
    His Soldiers. His Workers. His…people. Pawn felt a terrible weight settle on his shoulders. 
 
    “I have made everyone upset. I do not know if I can be forgiven.” 
 
    Erin’s smile lit up part of Pawn’s heart. 
 
    “Of course you can be, silly. Everyone’s upset, but they’re worried. Even mean old Klbkch.” 
 
    Pawn nodded a few times. He looked up hesitantly. 
 
    “Will you come with me?” 
 
    “Of course.” 
 
    Erin watched Pawn slowly stand up. She smiled and hugged him. He let her. She smelled like a bit of rain, fried food, her inn—and humanity. As she let him go, she smiled again. 
 
    How wonderful. How beautiful. Pawn followed her as she led him out of the barracks. He felt quiet inside. The grief was still there, but subdued for a moment. The guilt and pain—he could live with. She had helped. 
 
    But she was wrong. Pawn felt that too. Erin was wonderful, kind. She made him feel better. But for the first time, Pawn thought she didn’t quite understand what he was feeling. There had to be something else. 
 
    But what? 
 
      
 
    —— 
 
      
 
    Pawn sat in the barracks. He was not curled up anymore. Neither was he alone. The Painted Soldiers stood around him, or sat. The Workers did likewise, hidden behind their giant kin. They were silent, but it was not the silence of before. 
 
    Klbkch was gone. Erin had helped there greatly. She’d taken him away before he could discipline Pawn. As for Anand, he had gone back to let Belgrade and Garry know everything was well. That left Pawn with his Soldiers and Workers. 
 
    Slowly, Pawn raised a piece of dried meat to his mandibles. He tore off a piece and chewed. The Painted Soldiers and Workers watched. They slowly ate as well. 
 
    Food. It was so good and yet it didn’t fill Pawn up with delight as it used to. It was just good. His body wanted it more than Pawn’s mind. But he ate steadily, knowing the others were doing likewise. They savored their meals—it was a rare treat. A break to their day-long fast. A breakfast. Was that why it was called that? 
 
    Pawn looked around. Yellow Splatters and Purple Smile sat with him. Pawn looked at them. The two [Sergeants] watched him as they chewed. There was no judgment in them. Just expectancy. After a while, Pawn looked down at his hands. 
 
    “I’m sorry.” 
 
    The Antinium stirred. Pawn looked around. 
 
    “I am so very sorry. I did not mean to worry anyone. I did not mean to leave you alone. But I—I was distracted. I should not have been.” 
 
    They waited, watching him. Pawn looked from face to face. Yes, he had abandoned them. His gaze strayed to the pile of things he’d bought, useless and untouched. Of course they’d been hurt. What were objects? Meaningless. Pawn lowered his head. 
 
    “I should not have. But I was busy. I was trying to—it was because of Lyonette. Not because of her, but because I wanted to help her. Because she is my friend. And I wanted to make her feel better. Because I have no other friends.” 
 
    The Soldiers and Workers stared at him. Pawn turned the piece of dried meat over in his hands. He didn’t know what he was doing, but he knew he owed the others an explanation. So he began to talk. It hurt for the first few seconds. And then it felt like the words were leaking out of him, exiting the wound inside of his chest. 
 
    “I have learned much of this world. Much, and yet there is still more. Always more. I know of buying and selling, of combat, of laws and food and many things. But I had no friends. Not until Lyonette.” 
 
    Pawn looked around. 
 
    “Erin is not my friend. She cannot be. She is not Anand’s friend, or mine, or Belgrade’s or Bird’s or Garry’s. Or any of the others who died. She helped make us Individual. But she is not our friend. She is to we Workers what the sun is to grass. She made us who we are. She is more than a Human, more than an [Innkeeper]. More than…how can I put it?” 
 
    The Worker looked around blankly, seeing the uncomprehending looks in the eyes of the others. How could he explain what Erin was in a way they would understand? Pawn stared up at the dark ceiling overhead and then had it. 
 
    “She is the sky.” 
 
    The Painted Soldiers shifted. They looked up and then down at Pawn. Yellow Splatters nodded. The sky. Pawn nodded as well. They could understand that. 
 
    “So she is not a friend. She must be more. And I have no friends within the Hive. Workers, Individuals such as Anand and Belgrade, Soldiers…we cannot be called friends. We find friends. But we have ever been family.” 
 
    Another pause. Pawn’s word echoed in the barracks. Family. It was a foreign word, but perhaps the closest thing to what they were. Pawn went on after a while. 
 
    “So I had no friends. None. Erin’s friends were not mine. They were kind, but I did not know them. I only knew her. And you. If there was any…friend I had in this world, it would be her. Surely.” 
 
    Lyonette. Pawn looked up. 
 
    “She was there when Erin was gone. She had food. She helped me learn to lead the Soldiers. She talked to me when I was alone. She is my friend. The only one I have.” 
 
    Pawn told the others about how they had met. He told them about Lyonette, ushering him in to the abandoned inn, giving him honey, food for the other Soldiers. The Antinium listened, hungrily devouring the story while they ate. And Pawn felt better too. 
 
    It felt good to speak. It felt good to be honest and open about his problems. But Pawn also felt terrible. Here he was talking about his problems when he’d neglected his duties. When he’d abandoned the others who followed him! Klbkch was right. He was a disgrace. 
 
    “I should not have abandoned you. But I wanted to help her. She was a [Princess]. She lost something important, I think. She was crying. I wanted to help. But Erin told me I cannot help.” 
 
    Bitterly, Pawn looked down at his hands. He couldn’t help her. Erin had told him that. She had been clear. But he wanted to help. The Painted Soldiers looked at each other, and then at their [Sergeants]. Yellow Splatters looked at Purple Smile. The other Soldier scratched his head with one hand. And then he shrugged. 
 
    What could they say? What could they do? Pawn knew his struggle was as alien to the Antinium as laughter. Or tears. And he knew now, he realized that his understanding of Lyonette had been flawed too. 
 
    He knew nothing of her past. Nothing about her, except that she was kind now and had once been a thief. He didn’t know what she had been before she came to Liscor. What had she been [Princess] of? Didn’t princesses have kingdoms? Where was her home? Why had she left? 
 
    “What can I do? How can I apologize? But I know nothing of her. I still want to help, but should I just do nothing?” 
 
    Pawn didn’t know. He wanted to still do something. But he had no idea. The other Antinium looked at each other. They did not speak. But they shared opinion, thought, desire, putting their minds to the problem like a single entity. And it was Purple Smile who had an idea. 
 
    He tapped Pawn on the shoulder. Pawn looked up. The Soldier gestured with all four hands. He pointed up, and then two of his four arms rose. He made little spades out of his hands and put them behind his head. Then he placed his other two hands flat on an invisible surface in the air. He opened his mandibles and raised them in a smile. 
 
    Pawn stared at him. He stared at the hands behind the Soldier’s head. The flat hands on…what? A counter? He stared at the hands behind the head again. They almost looked like ears. Wait. Pawn opened his mandibles in surprise. 
 
    “Her? You think I should talk to her?” 
 
    Purple Smile nodded. Pawn stared at him. Then he got up. Purple Smile pointed, and Pawn nodded. The Soldier led the way out of the barracks, and Pawn followed him. The other Antinium milled about. They did not follow; they didn’t have permission to leave the Hive. And it was raining. But they waited. They didn’t play games. They sat or stood and looked towards the entrance of the barracks. 
 
    It was the same as before, only not. This time they were waiting, and it felt better than when Pawn had not been paying attention. Because now they were paying attention to him. There was an expectancy in the air. Anticipation. The Antinium had never felt it. For once, they were waiting to see what happened next. 
 
      
 
    —— 
 
      
 
    She was at work in the rain when the two Antinium approached. Well, not in the rain. The stall’s slanted roof gave protection, but the blowing winds occasionally showered her with droplets. It was not fun, standing out in the open street. But business was business and it wasn’t like she had a shop. 
 
    Sometimes, Krshia regretted that. How hard would it have been to buy a shop? She could have saved up and bought a nice little place to do business. But then she would be behind a closed door. She wouldn’t be out in the street where she could call to passersby, gossip, establish a network of clients that was based as much in trust of her good name as it was friendship. 
 
    That was how Krshia had earned money these last ten years. By being out in the open, dealing and selling goods with people. It wasn’t just inventory or quality. Shopkeepers like Lism would never understand that. 
 
    Still, it was miserable being out in the rain. Krshia hunched her shoulders. She couldn’t put anything out on display, either. The few people who hurried down the street would either stop at her stall or didn’t have time to chat. They just bought what they needed and ran back indoors. Krshia hated the rain. But she still felt like she might hate having a shop more. Gnolls were outdoor people. 
 
    It was a slow day. Despite herself, Krshia kept glancing at the sky, wondering if it was time to pack up. Maybe she could rent a space for the next few weeks until it was clear? Or why not erect a covering over the entire street? Yes, why not? You could build a roof from house to house, a temporary one. Then all the shoppers would be more inclined to stay and talk. You could have the outdoor vendors sell all their food here, make a sanctuary from the rain! 
 
    “Doable, yes? But who would do it? I? It would be a hassle, and coin. Why not have the city do it? Only, they would not, no. This is what the Merchant’s Guild should do, yes? Only, they are not as interested in street vendors’ woes. Despite the fact that we are many. This is a Drake city and Drakes rule. But Gnolls have our own groups. Why not? I could petition myself, yes? And if I did it right—” 
 
    Her musing was cut off as she spotted a pair of shapes headed towards her through the rain. Krshia didn’t need a Skill to know she had customers. She straightened up and put a smile on her face. A smile which instantly turned into a puzzled frown as she sniffed and noticed exactly what was coming towards her. 
 
    “Antinium? In the rain? I thought Klbkch was the only one who left his Hive. Who—ah, Pawn.” 
 
    She saw the smaller Worker walk into view. Rain was pouring off of Pawn’s body. It was soaking the Soldier who stood next to him. Krshia eyed the purple paint and nodded. 
 
    “Purple Smile and Pawn, yes? Greetings! It is rare to see you above. Have you a need?” 
 
    “Hello Miss Krshia.” 
 
    Pawn waved at the Gnoll [Shopkeeper] and was rewarded with a toothy grin. He glanced at Purple Smile. The Soldier waved as well. 
 
    “I did not know that you knew Purple Smile, Miss Krshia.” 
 
    “Hmm. He used to pass by my shop with his patrol. And buy small things for his Soldiers and Workers. Food. I grew to remember him. And you I have not seen for a long time. Are you well, Pawn? Do you need more paint? Food? Supplies, perhaps?” 
 
    Krshia grew hopeful as she motioned the two Antinium closer so they could stand under the eaves of her shop. The Antinium were infrequent customers, but by the tribes, they were good ones! They bought in bulk and didn’t haggle over prices. And they did all the picking up and delivering themselves. She was disappointed when Pawn shook his head. 
 
    “No, I—I do not have business for you, Miss Krshia. Revalantor Klbkch has removed my budget temporarily.” 
 
    “That is terrible news! What is the cause of your misfortune?” 
 
    Pawn looked down at the street as water ran across the flagstones. 
 
    “I neglected my duties. I have made many people upset. Revalantor Klbkch, Miss Erin, my fellow Antinium, and…Lyonette.” 
 
    Krshia frowned. Trouble among the Antinium? What could Pawn have done? She shifted, eying Pawn. She had not ever truly talked to any of the new Antinium, but she knew Pawn and he seemed earnest. Simple in a good way. 
 
    “That is bad news, yes? But I do not see why you come to my shop. What is my role to play here?” 
 
    Pawn shrugged. He glanced at Purple Smile, who had folded all four arms and was looking around, not paying much attention to the conversation. 
 
    “Purple Smile thinks you might be able to help. Miss Erin has already talked to me, but you are trusted.” 
 
    “Me? Why?” 
 
    Krshia blinked in surprise. Her ears twitched in embarrassment. And pleasure. She had no idea she was trusted among the Antinium. Pawn looked at Purple Smile, and the Soldier made a few cursory gestures. He made a walking gesture with two hands, put two hands alongside his head as if he were staring, and opened his mandibles and closed them a few times. It was incomprehensible to Krshia, and Gnolls were good at reading body language. But Pawn clearly understood something because he turned back to her and bobbed his head slightly. 
 
    “Purple Smile says that when the Antinium go above, you do not look away or say…things. And when we buy food, yours is always good and not rotten. You are fair and, he thinks, wise. Sometimes you chat with him, and he thinks you give good advice.” 
 
    There was no way to see Krshia blush, especially in the rain with the fur covering her face, but her tail did wag a bit. The Soldier had noticed all that? She remembered calling out to him and chatting while she helped him purchase food for his patrol, but the fact that he had remembered her was interesting! Strange, too. The Antinium were changing. Krshia cleared her throat and nodded at Purple Smile. 
 
    “I am grateful for this, yes? I do not consider myself wise, but if you have a problem, I would hear it. Come, step closer—it is raining too much to hear. Tell me what ails you, Pawn. And—yes, have a snack. I have a bit of cheese if you would like to eat it.” 
 
    Of course, the Antinium accepted. Krshia ushered them further into her stall as she found a hunk of cheese leftover from lunch. It was small, divided up three ways, but it was tasty and offering food was ritual. Krshia offered Pawn her stool, and the Antinium sat awkwardly while she and Purple Smile stood. The story that came out of his mandibles was hard to follow at first, but as Krshia listened and the rain thundered down over her roof, she saw everything clearly. 
 
    “…And so Miss Erin told me to leave Lyonette alone. And apologize. I am very sorry. And very guilty.” 
 
    Pawn finished his story, looking down at his hands. He had not finished his cheese. Krshia saw him pick at it distractedly. She shook her head, amazed by his story. 
 
    “And so that is where the matter rests, yes?” 
 
    “Yes. I came to you afterwards. I have not met Lyonette since. There is much I should do in the Hive, but—I do not know what to say. I cannot focus on my work when I have hurt her. I am guilty. I wish I could help. I want to help still. But that is wrong. Do you know what I should do?” 
 
    Pawn looked up at the Gnoll woman. Krshia shook her head. She felt something bubbling up inside of her. Oh, what a story! That Antinium could be like this? She felt younger and remembered her tribe. The Silverfang Tribe—ah, if only her sister, the chieftain, could hear this! It was too much. Krshia had to do it. She threw back her head and began to laugh. 
 
    “Miss Krshia?” 
 
    The two Antinium in her stall jerked with surprise as Krshia chortled and then roared with laughter. She nearly doubled over as Pawn stood in front of her stall. He looked hurt, insofar as she could read Antinium expressions. Krshia tried to control herself, but it was nearly a minute before she could stop laughing. 
 
    “Apologies. I am sorry, Pawn. Truly. But your story was amusing to me, yes? Ah, it is good.” 
 
    “Is it? I do not think laughter is an appropriate reaction, Miss Krshia.” 
 
    Pawn stood up, his antennae vibrating with hurt. He wanted to go, but Krshia waved him back. 
 
    “No, no! I am sorry, yes? But Pawn, your problem is amusing. I cannot help but laugh. And I do have good advice to give you, I think. Better advice than Erin’s.” 
 
    “That is surely not possible.” 
 
    Reluctantly, Pawn turned back to face Krshia. He looked indignant, more indignant at Krshia calling Erin’s advice bad, in fact. He stared challengingly at Krshia as the Gnoll wiped water off her wet fur. She resisted the urge to shake herself; it was a faux pas even among other Gnolls. 
 
    “I do not mean to insult Miss Solstice, Pawn. She gave you good advice, yes? The best she could give. But I think she was wrong. Erin is smart, but she is young. Why not let me give you advice as I see it?” 
 
    Pawn tilted his head questioningly. 
 
    “What do you mean? Is there something you think I should do that could be different?” 
 
    “Oh, everything. Everything!” 
 
    Krshia chortled again. She wondered why Erin had not seen it? No—perhaps it was a thing of youth. She leaned forwards and smiled at Pawn. So small! She looked at Purple Smile and saw his mandibles rise slightly. She grinned back and leaned forwards to whisper to Pawn. 
 
    “There is a better way to resolve this. The best way, I think! It may go wrong, but such things happen. And if you listen to me…you say Lyonette spoke of balls, yes? Because she is a [Princess]?” 
 
    Pawn started. 
 
    “I never said—that is a secret!” 
 
    “Hmm. Yes. One I know. Do not look shocked! Gnolls hear much. And that is part of my plan. Why don’t you do this?” 
 
    The Gnoll spoke, and Pawn listened. After a few seconds, he began to object. 
 
    “That is exactly what Miss Erin said not to do!” 
 
    “But it is what I am saying to do. And who is more right? I think I am. But listen and then decide. The first thing you should do after that is…” 
 
    The rain fell, and Krshia grinned. She was suddenly in a better mood. Today had been exceedingly dull. And wet. And miserable. But this made everything worth it. 
 
      
 
    —— 
 
      
 
    Lyonette was miserable. She mopped a table, cleaning the surface and watching her dull reflection stare back. She didn’t need to keep polishing, really. The new [Barmaids] and [Waiters] were doing great work, and it was a slow day anyways. The Players of Celum weren’t in yet and it was raining still, so only a few Gnolls and Drakes had braved the weather to come in. There were more Humans in the inn right now, honestly. And they were being well-tended to by Drassi. So Lyonette had little to do but clean. Still, she felt awful, and she needed to talk. 
 
    “I shouldn’t have yelled at him. Not at Pawn. He didn’t know what he was doing. I should have just told him to stop!” 
 
    She glanced up and reached for a bucket. She dipped the dust rag into it and squeezed. The soapy water wet the cloth, and she industriously polished the table again. Erin insisted on using soap with everything. It was important, she said. Lyonette stared at the wet table as she drew the cloth around in wide circles. 
 
    “It’s just that it’s my life. I snapped when I heard he was trying to change me. He didn’t ask—he was doing what he thought was right, but I’ve made my peace with it! You know?” 
 
    There was no response. Lyonette frowned. 
 
    “I liked him coming over, I really did. But he showed up every morning! When I was feeding Mrsha breakfast! And he was just so insistent! If he would have just come later, we could have talked. We’re friends, after all! I think. Anyways, why am I feeling guilty? He should apologize. Even if he is sitting and doing nothing. Do you think Erin really helped him? She says he’s okay now, but is he really?” 
 
    No one answered. Irritated, Lyonette glanced up. 
 
    “Are you even listening?” 
 
    “Mhm.” 
 
    Sitting across the table, the young man with brown, disheveled hair looked up briefly. Pisces delicately flipped onto the next page of the spellbook. Lyonette glared at him. 
 
    “I said, are you listening? Pisces? Hello?” 
 
    The [Necromancer] sighed. He looked up from the charred spellbook recovered from the Ruins of Albez and gave Lyonette a bright, completely fake smile. 
 
    “Indubitably. How could I not be? Please go on with your riveting dilemma.” 
 
    Lyonette debated flicking her wet rag at him. Pisces was not the person she would have chosen to talk to, but he was the only one who was here. She began rubbing at a piece of crusted something on the table. 
 
    “Well? What do you think?” 
 
    “About what, pray?” 
 
    Pisces ducked as Lyonette flicked her rag at him. The water splashed the cover of his spellbook. He looked up reprovingly. 
 
    “I am a paying guest.” 
 
    “So? I have a problem, and you’re not listening!” 
 
    Lyonette snapped. Pisces rolled his eyes and closed his book. 
 
    “I have been listening. I simply fail to see what your issue is. You had an altercation with Pawn. And now you feel guilty for wounding his feelings, despite the fact that it was he who was causing you inconvenience. Have I appropriately distilled the essence of your agony?” 
 
    The [Barmaid] opened her mouth. She hesitated. 
 
    “Well—yes. But it’s not that simple.” 
 
    “Isn’t it?” 
 
    Pisces carefully cleaned one fingernail, flicking the dirt onto the table and ignoring Lyonette’s glare as he spoke. 
 
    “Pawn came to you every day, facilitating often meaningless conversation which you enjoyed despite the inconvenience of it at times. His fault was in attempting to help you against your will.” 
 
    “Yes!” 
 
    “And you wish to repair your relationship with him now.” 
 
    “That’s exactly right.” 
 
    Lyonette felt relieved. She leaned over the table. 
 
    “So what do you think I should do? Go visit him? Wait for him to talk to me? What should I say?” 
 
    The [Mage] raised his eyebrows and swept a lock of hair out of his face. Pisces sniffed and smiled superiorly. 
 
    “I believe that you are rather missing the point.” 
 
    “What? How?” 
 
    Pisces gave Lyonette an enigmatic smile. 
 
    “Consider the events as an impartial observer. I regard your squabble with Pawn as indicative not of his social failings, but another, larger issue at stake. One which you should be aware of.” 
 
    “Which is?” 
 
    The [Necromancer] rolled his eyes to the ceiling innocently. 
 
    “I would hardly like to say. I do wonder if Erin noticed, though. I doubt it.” 
 
    “Noticed what?” 
 
    Pisces only gave Lyonette a smug smile. She resisted the urge to throw the bucket at him. This was why people didn’t like Pisces. She was about to demand answers on threat of pain when she saw the door to Liscor open. 
 
    “Welcome! How can I—” 
 
    She broke off the instant she saw the Antinium in the doorway. Her first instinct was to think it was Pawn. But it wasn’t. The Antinium was too large. It was a Soldier, one with a purple smile painted across his face. 
 
    “Purple Smile?” 
 
    Lyonette hurried towards him. Her next thought was that he was leading a patrol and coming here for food, but he was alone. She had never seen the Soldier by himself! She stared at Purple Smile as he looked quizzically at a little towel rack that Erin had installed by the door. He wiped his feet on the rug and waved at Lyonette. 
 
    “Hello! Can I help you?” 
 
    Purple Smile nodded. He raised all four arms and pointed. At Lyonette. She blinked. 
 
    “Me?” 
 
    The Soldier nodded. Two of his arms shifted and pointed through the open doorway, into the streets of Liscor. Lyonette stared at him. 
 
    “Go into Liscor? Why? What do you need?” 
 
    Purple Smile didn’t respond. Of course, he couldn’t. He just pointed at Lyonette’s chest and then gestured with his other hand, beckoning. The third and fourth hands mimed walking. 
 
    It really was amazing how he could convey what he wanted with just his hands. Pisces stared in interest as Lyonette looked around. 
 
    “I could come, but I have work—Erin’s in Liscor, though—what’s this about? Is it something to do with Pawn?” 
 
    Purple Smile raised all four hands and shrugged. Lyonette stared at him. She wavered and then ran over to Drassi. 
 
    “Hey Drassi, I need to go out. The Antinium want me. Let Erin know when she gets back?” 
 
    “She won’t be back from her outing with Selys for a while. Do you want me to get someone to tell her?” 
 
    Drassi looked concerned as she peeked over Lyonette’s shoulder at Purple Smile. Lyonette shook her head. 
 
    “No, just let her know. And look after Mrsha?” 
 
    The Gnoll was in her room, reading a picture book that Erin had bought for her. It was expensive because of all the illustrated drawings, but the Gnoll had been delighted and engrossed by it. Drassi nodded. 
 
    “I can do that. Are you sure, though?” 
 
    “I think this has something to do with Pawn. I’m going.” 
 
    Lyonette hurried to grab a cloak. She nodded to Purple Smile. 
 
    “Are you taking me to Pawn?” 
 
    Again, the Soldier shrugged. He held open the door as Lyonette followed him out and then stepped into the rainy street. Their departure went largely unnoticed in the quiet inn, but Pisces, sitting at his table, had seen everything. He smiled and flicked something under the table. A small, undead Shield Spider scuttled across the inn, unnoticed. It shot out of the door before Purple Smile could close it. 
 
    “Lead on.” 
 
    Outside, Lyonette followed Purple Smile through the rain. Neither one noticed their little follower. The tiny Shield Spider scurried after Lyonette, moving fast to avoid the water that threatened to sweep it into a sewer drain. 
 
    Sitting in the inn, Pisces sat back and closed his eyes. He could sense the Shield Spider moving, just as he could sense his rat-hunter Bone Horrors scouring Liscor’s sewers. He took direct control of the Shield Spider, letting it scurry in the shadows as it followed Lyonette and Purple Smile. They were headed straight for the entrance to Liscor’s Hive. Pisces smiled wider as he heard Lyonette asking Purple Smile anxiously about Pawn. He murmured to himself as he tapped his lips with one finger. 
 
    “Well now, this should be interesting.” 
 
      
 
    —— 
 
      
 
    Lyonette strode through dark, claustrophobic dirt hallways. She walked through crowds of Antinium who paused to stare at her. She felt like an intruder. Because she was. This was foreign ground. Alien. But she followed Purple Smile as he led her down into the darkness because she was worried. 
 
    About Pawn. Something must have happened if Purple Smile had come for her. Lyonette couldn’t imagine what. Was Pawn hurt? Had Erin not helped him? Or— 
 
    Lyonette turned another bend in the dimly lit corridors. There was virtually no light in the Hive. No torches, lanterns, or any fire. The only illumination came from some kind of strange glowing mold that the Antinium seemed to cultivate along the walls. It gave off a soft orange radiance, but the darkness was everywhere. Lyonette shivered. She tried not to give into her nerves as Purple Smile led her down a corridor. Then she saw light. She stepped into a brighter hallway and then saw an opening. She turned and saw the chamber. 
 
    It had been a barracks. It probably still was, as the rows of alcoves against the far wall were clearly meant for Soldiers to sleep in. But instead of the cramped, tight chambers where Antinium slept next to each other, someone had hollowed out this room. 
 
    And decorated it. On the far wall, in between the sleeping spots meant for Soldiers, were painted symbols. 
 
    A cup of brown and silver. A paw print in white. A picture of a bee on a plate, clumsily drawn. A smiley face. 
 
    Clumsy pieces of art. But all the more precious because they stood out on the plain earthen walls. Lyonette recognized them. They were the same symbols that adorned the Painted Soldiers. But each one was—she covered her mouth. 
 
    “I haven’t seen them. Any of them.” 
 
    Purple Smile gazed at the painted symbols. Each one was different. Unique. And Lyonette knew, knew that she hadn’t seen any of the Soldiers to whom they belonged. She understood then. That the wall was more than art. It was a memorial to the fallen. 
 
    For a second, that drew her attention. Then Lyonette stepped further into the barracks and had a shock. She’d thought that it was empty. But the light that burned from two lanterns had only concealed the room’s visitors in the shadows. They stood in rows along the far walls, silent, dark silhouettes. 
 
    Antinium. Workers and Soldiers alike, standing to attention. They stared at Lyonette as she stepped into the room. The breath caught in her chest. She was afraid. But she forced the fear down. Hadn’t she seen them eating? Hadn’t she known them? The silence was unnerving, but these were people. She knew that. So she took another step into the room. 
 
    And then she saw him. He was standing in between the two lanterns that he had hung from poles planted on the floor. He stood awkwardly in the center of the room. Pawn. Lyonette stared at him. The Worker was looking at her as Purple Smile took a position next to the doorway, next to Yellow Splatters. 
 
    “Pawn? What is all this?” 
 
    “Thank you for coming here, Lyonette.” 
 
    The Worker bowed awkwardly to her. He was standing very straight, and the other Antinium were focused as much on him as on her. Lyonette felt her heart pounding, but she didn’t know why. Pawn opened and closed his mandibles a few times. 
 
    “I regret calling you here without letting you know why. This is highly unusual. I did not ask Revalantor Klbkch for permission, but I think it had to be done. I hope you will not be angry. I wanted to apologize.” 
 
    “Oh. I’m…sorry too. I shouldn’t have yelled at you.” 
 
    Lyonette felt awkward. And terrible. And confused. Was that why Pawn had called her here? Surely not. The Worker was fidgeting. And as Lyonette moved closer, she saw there was something behind him. 
 
    “What is that, Pawn?” 
 
    He ducked his head, and Lyonette caught a flash of something bright. Yellow? The Worker cleared his throat a few times. 
 
    “I wanted this to be a surprise. It is an apology and—I hope you will like it.” 
 
    He stepped to one side. Lyonette’s eyes widened. She opened her mouth. 
 
    “What is—no!” 
 
    Pawn had moved to reveal a…stand. A piece of wood, shaped to hold something. A dress stand. Meant to hold a dress. And it held one, a long gown of yellow. It was not elegant. It was not rich or made of silk. But it was a dress. And it was beautiful in its own way. A dress for someone to wear. And Lyonette understood. 
 
    A ball is a formal occasion. It’s where we dress up in fancy clothing and dance in a big open space. Lyonette remembered telling Pawn that. She looked around and saw the newly excavated barracks, the waiting Antinium, the dress. She stared at Pawn as he waited, practically shaking with nerves. And she tried. She truly did. But the hurt in her chest rose and came out. 
 
    “Lyonette, I—” 
 
    “How could you? How could you?” 
 
    Pawn broke off as Lyonette strode towards him. The [Barmaid]’s hands balled into fists as she glared at Pawn. He was a Worker and thus shorter, but she was short too and so they were on a level. She stared at him. 
 
    “I told you last time that I didn’t want your help! I told you and you do this?” 
 
    She threw an arm out, indicating the dress, the waiting chamber. This was his idea? He hadn’t listened to her at all! 
 
    “I—wait. This isn’t—” 
 
    Pawn stammered, but Lyonette was too angry to care. Incensed, she shouted in Pawn’s face. 
 
    “Why won’t you just let me forget? Why can’t you let me be? Why can’t you just listen to me? Why do you have to do this? How could you? How could—” 
 
    She felt tears springing to her eyes again. Lyonette turned away. She felt betrayed! Let down. She saw Pawn look down at his feet. The other Antinium were silent as Lyonette covered her face, trying not to cry. 
 
    “I’m sorry.” 
 
    Pawn whispered the words. Lyonette didn’t turn back towards him. She spoke, her voice thick with sadness. 
 
    “Just let me be. Just drop it. Why can’t you do that? I asked you. I told you—” 
 
    The Worker bowed his head behind her. 
 
    “I know. I know. I understand it is your wish. I understand that it is not right for me to do this. Erin told me.” 
 
    “Then why—” 
 
    “It’s just that I can’t.” 
 
    Pawn interrupted Lyonette. She turned back to him. The Worker stood, awkward, defiant, speaking softly as the other Antinium looked on. 
 
    “Why not?” 
 
    The Worker stared at the [Barmaid]. 
 
    “Because you looked so unhappy that day. It can’t be better to lose your class. You were a [Princess]. It mattered to you. You still aren’t over it.” 
 
    “But I am. I am, Pawn. It’s fine this way. Fine.” 
 
    Lyonette whispered through bloodless lips. She didn’t know if she believed the words coming out of her mouth. And Pawn—he looked her in the eye and shook his head. 
 
    “No. I do not think you are. I do not think it is better. Because doing all of this is easier than seeing you cry. Because it matters to me.” 
 
    “But it’s my life. You can’t just interfere with it!” 
 
    “Can’t I?” 
 
    Pawn tilted his head. Lyonette opened her mouth, and he rushed on. 
 
    “Erin told me it was not right for me to interfere with other people all the time. I understood that. I know it is wrong. Socially. But I had to try. I had to do it for you.” 
 
    “Why, Pawn?” 
 
    The Worker was silent. 
 
    “Because if it were Erin, it would not matter as much, I think.” 
 
    “What?” 
 
    Pawn shrugged. 
 
    “That is what I feel. If Erin was grieving, I would give her space. As I would for others. If it were Relc who was crying, I would be concerned. But I would let him be himself. If it were Mrsha who wept, I would help and give her space when needed. If it were anyone else…I could do that. But not you. You are my friend. I cannot leave you alone. Not when you are hurting. Not when you are wrong. I am sorry.” 
 
    Lyonette was speechless for a moment. She tried to summon the words, to protest what Pawn was saying. 
 
    “Pawn, I know you think you know what’s right. But what if you don’t? I’m happy as a [Barmaid]. I still have that. I don’t need my [Princess] class anymore. I’m just a [Barmaid] now.” 
 
    “No.” 
 
    This time, the word was authoritative. Pawn looked up. He stared at Lyonette, and there was something fierce in his gaze. Defiant. 
 
    “I am an [Acolyte], Lyonette. I pray. I have faith. I believe. I believe in things that may not exist, may never exist. I believe in heaven for the Antinium. I believe in redemption, in the salvation of souls. I believe there is a place after death for my people, that we might make it ourselves. I believe in gods. I believe in gods. But when you tell me you are a simple [Barmaid], I cannot believe in that.” 
 
    His voice rang in the chamber. Lyonette was speechless. She tried to form an argument, but Pawn’s voice was too loud. He spoke to her and her alone. 
 
    “You are a [Princess]. You showed me how to lead. You wept for your class when you left it. You have not been happy since you lost your class. I see it. I am your friend, and I see your grief. You must have it back. It may not be my place to interfere, but it would be just as wrong for me not to. And if you tell me again not to interfere, to go, I will. But I have to tell you directly. Lyonette, I think you are wrong. And I want to help you. Please. Let me.” 
 
    Pawn held out his hands. Lyonette stared at them. She looked up at him and didn’t know what to say. 
 
    “You really believe I need my class back?” 
 
    “I do.” 
 
    Pawn took a shuddering breath, and then another. He looked around, helplessly. 
 
    “I am sorry. Again. I did this wrong. I should not have said all that so…suddenly. I should have done it after.” 
 
    “After?” 
 
    Pawn nodded. He scuffed a toe on the floor. 
 
    “After the dancing. You see, this ball is to restore your class. Well, not just for that. It is really for something else. Miss Krshia told me it would be most suitable.” 
 
    Lyonette started in surprise. 
 
    “Krshia did?” 
 
    How had the Gnoll thought that any of this was a good idea? Pawn nodded energetically. 
 
    “She told me to come here and tell you how I felt. I did that. Only—she said you might be angry, but I should tell you how I felt even if you shouted. She said you would understand.” 
 
    “Understand? Understand wh—” 
 
    Lyonette stared around at the ball. She stared at the newly-excavated barracks, the dress, at Pawn, helplessly insisting on helping her, and then thought about Krshia. Her eyes widened. 
 
    “Oh.” 
 
    And suddenly it all made sense. Lyonette blinked. She looked around and stumbled slightly. Her entire world shifted. And suddenly she looked at Pawn and saw something else. 
 
    Pawn. A Worker. He had come to the inn every day after learning she was sad. He had tried to cheer her up, tried in his way to make her happy. And when she had shouted at him, he had curled up, refused to talk to anyone. And now, even after knowing she didn’t want help, he had tried to cheer her up. Yes, the ball was for her class. But it was also something Lyonette had said she liked. And that meant… 
 
    The Worker was babbling on nervously as Lyonette stared at him, stunned. 
 
    “Miss Krshia says that Erin got it wrong. I do not think Erin was wrong, but Miss Krshia told me to do this. She told me to tell you how I feel. About you as my friend.” 
 
    “Did she?” 
 
    Pawn nodded. 
 
    “So I did. I am sorry if it makes you angry, but I had to say it.” 
 
    He paused. 
 
    “It is strange, though.” 
 
    “Oh? How so?” 
 
    The Worker hesitated and scratched at his head. 
 
    “She asked me if I liked you, Miss Krshia, I mean. I said yes. She kept asking how much. And I told her. I like Erin. I owe her my identity and my life and more than I can give. But for some reason, I like you more.” 
 
    Lyonette opened her mouth, and her head went white. Pawn went on, oblivious. 
 
    “Erin is very kind. So are you. But I miss talking with you. I miss the days when you and I talked and you gave me advice. When I looked at you crying, I hurt. I still hurt when you are angry because of me. But when I don’t see you, I feel bad. When I think of you, I am confused. But all of that feels good, too. Is it not strange?” 
 
    He looked at Lyonette. She shut her mouth, opened it again, and had to turn away. 
 
    “Oh no. No, no…is that what all of this was? Really?” 
 
    “What?” 
 
    Lyonette looked at Pawn. Despairingly. About to laugh. She covered her face. Her cheeks felt hot. How had she not seen it? She spoke, her voice muffled by her hands. 
 
    “You like me.” 
 
    “I do.” 
 
    “You…like me.” 
 
    “That is what I said.” 
 
    “No, Pawn. You like me. Not as a friend. You like me as…in a different way.” 
 
    “Which way is that?” 
 
    “Romantically!” 
 
    Lyonette burst out. Pawn opened his mandibles wide. Around the room, the watching Antinium froze in shock. 
 
    “I do?” 
 
    “Yes! Maybe!” 
 
    Lyonette was blushing. She looked at Pawn and turned beet red. Of course that was what it was! It wasn’t just concern. He liked her more than Erin? More than Erin? Lyonette didn’t know what to say. Pawn didn’t either. He looked around, confused. 
 
    “No one told me. How do you know?” 
 
    “I just do! It’s obvious! Krshia must have known. She must have—why didn’t anyone tell me? Why didn’t—” 
 
    I believe that you are rather missing the point. 
 
    Pisces’ words echoed in Lyonette’s head. She froze. He had noticed. But what he had noticed was different from Krshia. She thought back to what she’d done. Yell at Pawn. Feel guilty for hurting him. When he’d gone to talk to Erin before, she’d been hurt. She’d missed— 
 
    “Oh no.” 
 
    “What?” 
 
    Pawn was vibrating with nerves. But Lyonette was stock-still. She looked at him. She looked at the dress. She wanted to laugh and cry, and felt more afraid than when she’d faced down the swarm of Ashfire Bees. She looked at Pawn, and they stood there in silence for a long time. At last, at long last, Lyonette croaked. 
 
    “You made this ball for me.” 
 
    “Yes. So you could dance and be happy. I bought this dress, too. Miss Krshia helped me pick it out.” 
 
    Lyonette looked at the dress. She looked at Pawn. And she giggled as she realized something. 
 
    “Wait, dance? By myself?” 
 
    “Um. Yes?” 
 
    The young woman shook her head. 
 
    “You know, a ball isn’t really meant for one person to dance alone, Pawn.” 
 
    “It isn’t?” 
 
    The Antinium was devastated. He looked around wildly. 
 
    “I can fix this! I will get Miss Erin! Or Miss Krshia! Just wait—” 
 
    He wanted to run off, but Lyonette grabbed his hand. It was so sudden that both [Barmaid] and Worker froze. Then Lyonette spoke. 
 
    “Erin isn’t who I want to dance with, Pawn. Neither is Krshia. A ball needs two. So does a waltz. Why don’t I dance with you?” 
 
    “Oh.” 
 
    Pawn turned to Lyonette. He stared at her hand. She held out her other one. 
 
    “Take my hand, Pawn.” 
 
    “Your hand?” 
 
    He hesitated. Lyonette held it out. Pawn took it. She felt his strange, cool, smooth fingers take hers. The shock of contact made her jump, and Pawn’s antennae waved wildly. 
 
    “Is this—is this how it works? I have seen Erin dancing.” 
 
    “She does it a bit differently. A ball is formal. You have to hold your partner. Here, let me show you.” 
 
    Lyonette held her hands up with Pawn. She didn’t know what she was doing. She felt flushed, dizzy. Pisces couldn’t be—Krshia was just—she looked at Pawn. He stared back. Lyonette’s head went empty, and she let years of training take over. 
 
    “Like this. Raise your arms. Stand closer—and step. When I step forwards, you step back. When you step forwards—yes. Keep your feet together. Like this. See? One, and two, and one, and two—” 
 
    “Oh. How fascinating. Is this dancing in a ball?” 
 
    “A bit. But you don’t just step back and forth. You turn—yes, like this! And there’s more moves. And there would be music.” 
 
    “Music? Oh no. I can get some—” 
 
    “No. We can dance without it. If you want to.” 
 
    “I think I do.” 
 
    Pawn held Lyonette’s hand as she showed him the moves of the dance. He remembered them all well. She had to adjust for his different body, his less graceful steps. But as they stepped together, Lyonette stopped feeling silly and remembered. Yes, this was what it felt like. She turned, and suddenly, the barracks opened up in front of her. It was truly large. She spun with Pawn, and though there was no music, suddenly she felt caught up. 
 
    “What a strange activity. How pleasing. I am glad you did not grow angry. And I am sorry again for upsetting you.” 
 
    The Worker babbled as he waltzed with Lyonette. She wanted to laugh again and suppressed the urge. They danced past the dress stand, ignoring the yellow dress. It wasn’t needed. 
 
    “I want to say sorry too, Pawn. I didn’t notice how you felt.” 
 
    “No. I did not either. Are you sure I like you? Romantically? I thought that was a thing only Drakes, Humans, and Gnolls did.” 
 
    “I’m pretty sure. The signs are all there.” 
 
    “Oh.” 
 
    Pawn thought about this as they spun. Lyonette showed him how to spin with her. She felt too close to him. She hadn’t been this close to anyone but Mrsha. But she didn’t pull away. 
 
    “Should I do something about it? I understand that romantic interests lead to death and fighting.” 
 
    “Who told you that?” 
 
    “Revalantor Klbkch. He says that a third of the disputes he must settle are based in romantic conflict. Will I start attacking you? I could not bear to do that.” 
 
    “No, Pawn. That’s not—do you understand what I’ve been telling you?” 
 
    “…Maybe?” 
 
    “You like me. You like me romantically. Pawn, that means you might love me.” 
 
    “Love?” 
 
    The Worker slowed as Lyonette walked across the floor with him. He copied her flawlessly, absently. It was as if the dance came to him as naturally as breathing. Of course, it was just following orders. It was effortless for him, and Lyonette found herself moving into more advanced positions absently. 
 
    “I do not understand love. Is it like liking?” 
 
    “Yes. Sort of.” 
 
    “And I love you?” 
 
    “I don’t know.” 
 
    “Is it inconvenient for you? I would hate for that to be so.” 
 
    “No. It’s not. It’s…flattering, really. Mostly. Sometimes it can be awful, if someone likes you and you don’t like them back. But not always. And I—I think I like you too, Pawn. Maybe.” 
 
    “I see.” 
 
    The Worker just stared at Lyonette. She turned beet red. 
 
    “Well?” 
 
    “That makes me happy. Am I supposed to have another reaction?” 
 
    “No! Yes! Aren’t you embarrassed?” 
 
    Abruptly, Lyonette stopped the waltz. Pawn stopped too. He let go of her hands and took a step back. 
 
    “I’m sorry. I don’t know. This is all so surprising. I only know that I like dancing with you.” 
 
    “No, don’t be—” 
 
    Lyonette was embarrassed again. She looked at Pawn. 
 
    “Pawn, this is a mess. I thought you were obsessed with my class. With helping me.” 
 
    “I am.” 
 
    “But you like me, don’t you see?” 
 
    “That is why I want to help you.” 
 
    “But does it mean you want my [Princess] class back?” 
 
    “Of course! It defines you. It is who you are.” 
 
    “But can’t I be someone without it? That’s what I want.” 
 
    Lyonette spread her hands out helplessly. Pawn waited, trying to comprehend, and she spoke. 
 
    “For so long I’ve been defined only by my class! Only by being a princess! Now I have a job. I’m leveling in other classes! I think part of me, a large part, wanted to lose my class. So I could be someone else.” 
 
    “But why do you have to be? Why can you not be a [Princess] and everything else?” 
 
    “I—it’s because it’s so huge. And I don’t want it. All the things I could never live up to, all the duties I’m abandoning by being here—it’s too much. Do you understand?” 
 
    “No. Is the dance over?” 
 
    Pawn looked at Lyonette. She threw up her hands. 
 
    “I don’t know!” 
 
    In the silence, Pawn shuffled his feet. 
 
    “I enjoyed dancing with you.” 
 
    “So did I. We could try again.” 
 
    Lyonette reached for Pawn’s hands, but both Antinium and Human turned as they realized they had company. A Soldier stood next to the two. Lyonette stared up at Yellow Splatters. He wasn’t the only one. Every Soldier and Worker in the barracks had abandoned their posts along the walls. They were neatly lined up in front of Lyonette and Pawn. 
 
    “Pawn? What do they want?” 
 
    “Oh.” 
 
    Pawn sounded disappointed. He looked at Yellow Splatters and turned to Lyonette apologetically. 
 
    “I am sorry, Lyonette. They want to dance too.” 
 
    “With me?” 
 
    “No. With me.” 
 
    Lyonette gaped. But the Antinium were looking at Pawn. He hesitated and glanced at Lyonette. 
 
    “I—” 
 
    Someone brushed past him. Pawn and Lyonette saw Purple Smile interpose himself in between Yellow Splatters and the two. He raised two hands and blocked the [Sergeant]. He held up his other two hands and gave Pawn a thumbs up. The Worker nodded gratefully as the other Antinium were shepherded by Purple Smile into their own pairs. 
 
    “It seems Purple Smile will take over teaching.” 
 
    “Teaching? But they didn’t do anything but watch. How can—” 
 
    Lyonette nearly choked on her tongue. As one, the Workers and Soldiers began waltzing in pairs. At first, it was only simple moves. Step forwards, step back. Turn. But then they began moving and performing more complex moves. Lyonette watched in amazement as the Antinium performed a spin turn, a flawless peel off, and then a promenade down the floor. The bulky Soldiers and Workers moved down the floor, passing by Lyonette and Pawn. 
 
    “It is a wonderful thing. This form of dancing. It is relaxing. Elegant. Both Workers and Soldiers can do it together. I think it is what we were looking for.” 
 
    Pawn looked back at Lyonette. She stared at him. 
 
    “This?” 
 
    He nodded. 
 
    “The Antinium cannot go outside now. Many of us do not know what to do. We have no purpose outside our function. But this? This is not what we were designed for. This is something special that we can do with each other. It is beautiful, and we can make it.” 
 
    “That’s true.” 
 
    Lyonette remembered balls with gold and magic. She remembered rooms packed with the famous, the powerful. She had seen wonderful dancing, seen the Lord of the Dance himself take to the floor. But this was magical in its own way. The dancing Antinium lit something in her. She looked at Pawn. 
 
    He was a Worker. The same as so many others. But different. Oh, so different. Lyonette felt it. Did she like him? Did he really like her? She didn’t know, but something in her prompted to hold out her hands. 
 
    “Shall we?” 
 
    “I would be delighted.” 
 
    The two took hands. They stepped out into the pairs of the Antinium. Alone in a room filled with bodies. Together. Lyonette whirled with Pawn holding her. In that moment as she danced with him, they spoke, honestly, close together. 
 
    “I’m not a good [Princess], Pawn. I never was.” 
 
    “That does not matter to me. I just wanted you to be happy.” 
 
    “And I can’t be without my class?” 
 
    “I think you could be. But I think you do not have to lose something to be happy.” 
 
    “Nothing stays the same, Pawn. Things change.” 
 
    “But nothing ever disappears. The past matters.” 
 
    “That’s true. But what would I be?” 
 
    She felt Pawn’s other two hands pick her up. Lyonette felt her feet leave the ground as he gently lifted her. She felt breathless. The Antinium were made for such a maneuver. Pawn stared at her. 
 
    “You would be a [Princess] in an inn.” 
 
    “That’s not enough. I need something else. A [Princess] must have subjects. She must have a kingdom. I have neither.” 
 
    “What about me?” 
 
    “What about you?” 
 
    “I could be your subject. I think I would be a good one. I follow orders.” 
 
    Pawn. 
 
    Lyonette grabbed his hands and looked seriously into his eyes. 
 
    “You have subjects. You can’t abandon them.” 
 
    “I know. But I cannot leave you alone either. Is that love?” 
 
    “I think so.” 
 
    Lyonette closed her eyes. She stepped with Pawn, showing him more forms as they moved on. In silence, they danced. Until Pawn spoke. 
 
    “Is that why you gave up your class? Because you left them?” 
 
    “Who?” 
 
    “Your subjects. Your kingdom.” 
 
    “My subjects?” 
 
    Lyonette froze. She opened her mouth to protest that they weren’t hers and stopped. Wasn’t she a [Princess]? Weren’t they hers? Even a sixth princess had duties. She hesitated. 
 
    “I…I never thought of them.” 
 
    “I see.” 
 
    Distracted, Lyonette looked away. She bit her lip. 
 
    “I might not be able to get my class back, Pawn.” 
 
    “I think you will. If you want to.” 
 
    “Why are you so certain?” 
 
    “Because I know you. Because I believe in you. Because you are wonderful.” 
 
    Lyonette’s head turned back. Pawn stared at her. She looked into his eyes. The dark, multi-faceted eyes of an Antinium. Eyes without pupils. But not without soul. And when Lyonette looked into them, she saw something that frightened her. Because in Pawn’s gaze there was nothing else in the entire world but her. For a moment, she was the center of the universe. 
 
    “You really do like me, don’t you?” 
 
    “I am afraid I do. Is it bad after all?” 
 
    “No. I think it’s nice.” 
 
    The two fell silent after that. Lyonette watched the room spin around her. There was no music. She wore only a [Barmaid]’s outfit. Her partner was an Antinium, naked save for a loincloth. But in this moment, it felt like she was dancing back in a ballroom back home. She whirled, and Pawn held her hand as she spun. Lyonette felt tears springing to her eyes. 
 
    “I’ll try. Okay?” 
 
    “Okay.” 
 
    “And Pawn?” 
 
    “Yes, Lyonette?” 
 
    “Thank you.” 
 
    “It was my pleasure.” 
 
      
 
    —— 
 
      
 
    She didn’t know how long she danced. Long enough for her feet to tire. Long enough to hurt. But only after they were done. Lyonette curtsied, and Pawn imitated her until she told him he should bow. Then Lyonette straightened and looked around. 
 
    The Antinium had stopped with them. They looked at Lyonette and Pawn. Some of them still held hands. Lyonette realized she was still holding Pawn’s. She let go and then wished for a second that she hadn’t. 
 
    The ball was over. Pawn looked around and noticed Purple Smile standing back. He’d danced less than the others, content to watch. The Soldier was crunching on something. He must have found a bug roaming around, a rare treat. 
 
    “Do you feel better now, Lyonette?” 
 
    She turned to him and smiled. 
 
    “I think I do. But I have to go now, Pawn. I’ll talk to you later.” 
 
    “Okay. I enjoyed the dancing.” 
 
    Lyonette waited, but Pawn didn’t seem to have anything else to say. She nodded at last and turned away. He watched her go. Lyonette looked at Purple Smile, and the Soldier beckoned. Silently, he led her back out of the Hive. Lyonette walked, trying to make sense of her emotions. 
 
    She walked out of the Hive. It was already dark. The rain poured down, drenching Lyonette. She didn’t pay it any mind. She walked into the inn. 
 
    “Lyonette? Are you okay? Is Pawn okay?” 
 
    Erin hovered around Lyonette. The [Barmaid] looked at her. 
 
    “Pawn? He’s fine. I think. I—I’m going to sleep early.” 
 
    “Okay. Are you sure you’re—” 
 
    Lyonette walked up the stairs. She sensed someone following her and saw Mrsha padding along. The Gnoll sniffed her, and Apista buzzed around Lyonette. The young woman managed a smile. 
 
    “I’m fine. Thank you, Mrsha, Apista. I just had a talk with Pawn. A dance, actually.” 
 
    She went into her room. Lyonette sat and saw the rain coming down through the windowpane. She blinked a few times. 
 
    “Was that all?” 
 
    She patted her breast, felt her face. She didn’t feel so different. She’d danced with Pawn for hours! She’d looked into his eyes. But she had a bad feeling. Well, not a bad one. 
 
    It was just that she wasn’t swept away. She wasn’t head-over-heels in love. And that was bad because Lyonette felt she should be. But she didn’t feel the rush of emotions she’d felt with her obsessions in youth. She didn’t feel…besmitten. 
 
    And that hurt. Because Lyonette felt she should be. Pawn was so honest, so earnest! So…new. And he was Antinium. She couldn’t answer his feelings honestly. 
 
    That was what Lyonette told herself. She kept telling herself that, as Mrsha tried to get her to play and Apista crawled over her head. She wasn’t in love. And that presented a whole new set of problems. For that matter, what about her class? Pawn had reminded her that she had duties. He had told her he believed in her. 
 
    But—Lyonette’s mind drifted back to the dance. She closed her eyes and felt herself whirling in the cool, stale air far underground. She didn’t love Pawn. But she remembered him looking at her. 
 
    A dress in yellow, a room full of dancing Antinium. Lyonette told herself it wasn’t love. But she couldn’t forget it either. It was something else. And as she sat in her room and Mrsha curled up next to her, Lyonette wondered. 
 
    “Will it happen?” 
 
    She put her head back on her pillow, willing herself to sleep. It couldn’t happen. It shouldn’t. But part of her hoped. Why had she lost her class to begin with? Because she had no subjects? No kingdom? Hadn’t she just left it behind? 
 
    A [Princess] in an inn. Surely there was something else. Surely there was something more. Lyonette’s head felt foggy. She was falling asleep. She tried to imagine it. But all she could see was a Worker’s face as they danced together in the lantern light. It wasn’t love. But if it wasn’t that, what could it be? 
 
      
 
    [Class Conditions: Princess met.] 
 
    [Class – Princess restored.] 
 
    [Skill – Detect Poison restored.] 
 
    [Skill – Royal Tax restored.] 
 
      
 
    [Princess → Worldly Princess Class!] 
 
    [Class Consolidation: Warrior removed.] 
 
    [Class Consolidation: Barmaid removed.] 
 
    [Class Consolidation: Beast Tamer removed.] 
 
    [Class Consolidation: Tactician removed.] 
 
    [Class Consolidation: Carer removed.] 
 
      
 
    [Worldly Princess Level 11!] 
 
    [Skill – Basic Crafting obtained!] 
 
    [Skill – Weapon Proficiency: Sword obtained!] 
 
    [Skill – Basic Negotiator obtained!] 
 
    [Skill – Basic Leadership obtained!] 
 
    [Skill – Flawless Attempt obtained!] 
 
      
 
    “Oh!” 
 
    In the darkness a young woman sat up. She looked around and touched her face. 
 
    “That’s one way of looking at it.” 
 
    Then she lay back down. Lyonette felt like she should shout. Or celebrate. But she just felt a bit empty. It was almost like all of what she’d gone through didn’t matter. She frowned up at the ceiling. 
 
    “Huh.” 
 
    It wasn’t what she expected at all. 
 
      
 
    —— 
 
      
 
    The next day, Lyonette avoided Erin’s questions about what had happened. She fed Mrsha and Apista breakfast, dutifully helped serve the guests, and felt nothing different at all. It was disappointing. Her new Skill, [Flawless Attempt], was in her mind, but Lyonette didn’t feel like using it. She just…waited. She didn’t know for what. Until when, a few hours past morning, the door opened and Pawn poked his head through. 
 
    “Am I too early?” 
 
    Lyonette turned and blinked at him. And then she did feel something. Lyonette’s face turned bright crimson. Pawn stared at her. 
 
    “Lyonette?” 
 
    “Come over here.” 
 
    She hurried him over to a table before Erin could poke her head out of the kitchen. Lyonette sat at a table with Pawn. He peered at her anxiously. 
 
    “Are you okay, Lyonette? I mean—” 
 
    He caught himself. 
 
    “I should not ask that. Correct?” 
 
    “No, I’m well. Better than well, actually. I…got my class back.” 
 
    “You did?” 
 
    Pawn half-rose out of his seat. Lyonette grabbed him. 
 
    “Sit, please.” 
 
    He did. Lyonette breathed in and out until she could control herself. Then she looked at Pawn. 
 
    “I guess it worked. The ball, I mean.” 
 
    “I am relieved. I had hoped that was so, but I was not sure. Are you…happy now?” 
 
    “Happy? I don’t know. I think I’m more surprised than anything else. Classes shouldn’t disappear and come back like that. I don’t know why it happened.” 
 
    “I don’t know either. But I am glad for you. Truly.” 
 
    Pawn fidgeted in his seat. Lyonette looked at him. 
 
    “What is it?” 
 
    “I was…thinking about yesterday. A lot, actually. I realize now that Miss Krshia may be right. And you too, of course. I may indeed be in love with you.” 
 
    “Really?” 
 
    “Yes. I realize this may be inconvenient for you. So I will try not to be. In love, that is. I will remove myself and go back to my duties now that you are well.” 
 
    Pawn awkwardly nodded his head. Lyonette stared at him. 
 
    “No.” 
 
    “No?” 
 
    Why didn’t he get it? Lyonette hesitated, and then reached across the table and grabbed Pawn’s arm. 
 
    “Pawn, you don’t give up when you’re in love. Not like that.” 
 
    “But it may be inconvenient for you.” 
 
    “But I like you, Pawn. As a friend. And if you love me, how could you just give up and not see me?” 
 
    The Worker tilted his head. 
 
    “Is that not love? Giving up for someone else?” 
 
    Lyonette was speechless. She let go of Pawn and sat back. Eventually, she spoke. 
 
    “Maybe. But love is more than that. Much more, Pawn.” 
 
    “Will you tell me what it is?” 
 
    “Love is…coming back every day. To see me. Even if I’m not crying. Even if I have my class back.” 
 
    “I see. What else is it?” 
 
    “It’s…a lot of things. And I don’t know if I love you! I like you.” 
 
    “I see. And I do not know if I love you. The Antinium have never loved, I think. How might we be able to tell the difference between like and love?” 
 
    Lyonette stared at Pawn. He looked so matter-of-fact. She laughed, abruptly, and then held out her hand. 
 
    “Maybe like this. Take my hand, Pawn.” 
 
    “Are we dancing again?” 
 
    The Worker took Lyonette’s hand uncertainly. She held it and then stood up. As Pawn watched, she edged around the table to sit by his side. He shifted, looking at her and his hand. 
 
    “How strange. What an odd sensation. Is something supposed to happen?” 
 
    “Maybe. But holding hands is sort of the point.” 
 
    Lyonette gently squeezed Pawn’s hand in hers. His hand was smooth. Foreign. Cool. But there was something familiar about it. She closed her eyes and remembered dancing. And next to her, Pawn shivered. 
 
    “When do you let go?” 
 
    “When you want to, I suppose. Do you want to?” 
 
    “No.” 
 
    “Okay then.” 
 
    The Human girl looked at Pawn and then looked away. He looked away as well. Both felt awkward. Embarrassed. They sat there like that, looking away. Lyonette felt her cheeks turning red. She couldn’t see Pawn’s face change and was disappointed—until she saw how violently his antennae were twitching. She felt so awkward and yet she didn’t let go of his hand. She didn’t want to. 
 
    Pawn stared at Lyonette and looked around. The inn was the same. Lyonette was the same. He was the same. But he couldn’t help but feel different. He looked at their hands, at Lyonette. 
 
    “Is love like this all the time, Lyonette?” 
 
    “Like what?” 
 
    She looked at him, her face flushed. Pawn searched for the words. Then he spoke. 
 
    “Something new.” 
 
    She paused. And then she smiled. 
 
    “Maybe. It might not be love, you know. I’m still not sure myself. But it could be. Would you like to find out?” 
 
    Pawn nodded. 
 
    “Yes, please.” 
 
    They looked at each other and then away. And they didn’t stop holding hands. Lyonette sat in The Wandering Inn. A [Princess] in an inn. And she smiled. The class had nothing to do with her smile. She and Pawn sat there. 
 
    Together. 

  

 
   
    5.27 
 
      
 
    There were about two hundred varieties of fish in the waters outside of her inn. Erin had been told at least a quarter of them were objectionable in some way, so she stared hard at the dead Quillfish’s insides. 
 
    “It doesn’t look poisonous. And my [Dangersense] isn’t going off. My [Advanced Cooking] says I can cook it—what do you think, Mrsha?” 
 
    She held up the Gnoll and let Mrsha eagerly sniff the fish, which had been carefully descaled and dequilled by Erin. She’d been wearing gloves. Now the fish was in fillet form. Mrsha sniffed it a few seconds longer and then gave Erin the nod. 
 
    Having passed three of her tests, Erin decided the Quillfish was safe to eat. So she cut the fillet into smaller pieces and found a lemon. She squeezed it, rubbed it into the fillet, and then found flour and put a pan on the stove. The fire was already going, and Erin had put enough fuel in the stove to last her a while. 
 
    “Pass me an egg, Mrsha?” 
 
    Erin mixed the flour up with a bit of dried breadcrumbs and a tiny bit of powdery cheese. Then she pressed the fillets into the mixture. She took the egg Mrsha handed her, cracked it into a bowl, added some water, and then dipped the fillet in the egg before returning it to the flour. Soon she had a coating on each fillet and her pan was hot. 
 
    “Oil—thanks, Mrsha. Stay back from the pan, you might get hit by oil spatters!” 
 
    The [Innkeeper] ushered Mrsha back as the Gnoll greedily watched her place the first fillet on the pan. The fish pieces browned quickly, and soon, Erin had many little fried pieces of fish. They were mostly circular and looked sort of like potato chips. They were meant to be bite-sized, and the result pleased Erin. She absently smacked Mrsha’s paw as the Gnoll reached for one. 
 
    “Not yet. It needs the finishing touch.” 
 
    So saying, Erin reached for a dark brown bottle of sauce filled with little seeds and dried spices. Erin tasted a bit. Her eyebrows shot up in approval. 
 
    “Mm. Gnolls make good sauces. This one’s spicy. Want some, Mrsha?” 
 
    She fed the Gnoll a spoonful of the spicy fish sauce, watching Mrsha lick her chops, and then poured it over the fish pieces. Lightly—she could always add more. Erin thought for a moment and then found her mayonnaise. The condiment was hard to make, but she felt it had a place here. 
 
    “Chives? Where are…oh, there they are.” 
 
    Erin found a bunch of fresh chives sitting out in the open, ignoring all health codes or refrigeration standards. She checked them carefully before she began chopping them up. 
 
    “It’s not that they get bad, but now some of my veggies start growing! And bugs still love eating them. You tell me if you see any of them crawling in here, okay, Mrsha?” 
 
    The Gnoll nodded and snatched her paw back from the fish flakes as Erin turned her head. She watched as Erin mixed the chives into the yellow mayonnaise, her tail beating impatiently. When Erin added the bowl of chived mayonnaise to her plate, Mrsha gave her a look that said quite clearly that she would die without food in the next moment. 
 
    “Fine. Here. You may have one piece.” 
 
    Erin let Mrsha carefully select the biggest flake and dip it in the mayonnaise. The two sauces mixed as Mrsha chewed the flake carefully. The Gnoll closed her eyes as she chewed, and Erin waited. Mrsha’s tail started beating faster, and a smile appeared on her face. Erin smiled too. 
 
    “That’s a good endorsement.” 
 
    With that, she took the food out of the kitchen and into the common room. Mrsha jumped off the kitchen counter to follow her. 
 
    “Experimental fish flakes are ready! Anyone want a bite? On the house!” 
 
    She approached two of her early-morning guests. They were sitting apart from each other, but both looked up at Erin’s voice. Selys, tail swishing idly, and Ylawes, sitting with perfect posture in his seat. 
 
    “What’s that, Miss Solstice?” 
 
    “Breaded fish…flakes. Fresh from outside! They look like flakes. It’s a snack. Or dinner if I find a bigger fish to cut up. Want a try?” 
 
    Erin offered the plate to him. Ylawes hesitated, and she wondered if breaded fish were not a thing he’d ever tried before. But Selys clearly had, and Mrsha’s leaping up on the table to peer greedily at the platter convinced him. He took a piece and bit into it. Erin watched him chew and swallow before the [Knight] smiled at her. 
 
    “Ah. That is delicious. May I?” 
 
    “Sure. Selys, you want in on this?” 
 
    “Sure. Hey Mrsha, do you want to eat with me?” 
 
    Selys smiled at Mrsha as the Gnoll realized she’d get a helping too. They began eating at Ylawes’ table. The [Knight] glanced sideways at Selys and then helped himself to another fish flake. 
 
    “Did you say this was freshly caught?” 
 
    “Yup. Bird shot it this morning. He says there aren’t enough birds, so he practices on the fish when he’s bored.” 
 
    “He can’t swim. How did he fetch them?” 
 
    “Oh, I had one of the Goblins go pick it up. Actually, this fish isn’t the one I got. A bunch of Quillfish were nibbling at the one Bird shot, so Headscratcher grabbed them all. With his bare hands.” 
 
    “Ah, the Goblins.” 
 
    Ylawes paused in eating. He looked around, but the Goblins weren’t here. Neither were most of Erin’s guests. It was a bit too early for that; both he and Selys had arrived at the early morning shift, before Erin’s usual crowd showed up. The Goblins were, in fact, busy sparring outside of Erin’s inn. If she listened, she could sometimes hear a thud when one of them hit another particularly hard. 
 
    As for her adventurers, neither the Halfseekers nor the Horns of Hammerad liked getting up early. Back when Griffon Hunt had been around they would come down early, but the other teams liked sleeping in. 
 
    You got to know your guests. Erin knew she had about thirty minutes before the adventurers would come down, so she settled down at the table. She bit into her fish flake and smiled as the hot oil and spices made her mouth water. 
 
    “Yum. Spicy, though. Hey, try dipping it in the mayonnaise, Selys.” 
 
    “Mm. This is good too. But I like spices.” 
 
    “Drakes love spices. But I’ve gotta think about my Gnoll and Human customers. You want a drink, Ylawes?” 
 
    The armored man had gotten a hot pepper seed and was flushing slightly. He nodded. 
 
    “I would be grateful.” 
 
    Erin found a tankard and filled it with milk behind the bar. She passed it to him, and Ylawes drank quickly. Selys looked around. 
 
    “No Lyonette today? Is she still having…issues?” 
 
    Erin smiled. 
 
    “The opposite, actually. She’s doing well. I sent her into Liscor to do shopping while we wait to test her Skill again.” 
 
    “Oh? She got a new Skill?” 
 
    “Yeah. Would you believe it? She leveled again. She won’t tell me what level she is now, but get this—she got a rare Skill! [Flawless Attempt]!” 
 
    Ylawes looked up with interest as he dipped a fish flake in mayonnaise. Mrsha looked up as well, her mouth stuffed. Selys frowned. 
 
    “That is rare. I’ve never heard of that variation before. I’ve heard of the flawless line of Skills of course—[Flawless Strike], [Flawless Dodge], uh—” 
 
    “[Flawless Defence]. That’s a [Knight] or [Warrior]’s Skill.” 
 
    Selys nodded gratefully at Ylawes. 
 
    “Exactly. They’re good Skills. You can perform a perfect attack once every few hours. But attempt? What does that do?” 
 
    “We’re not sure. Lyonette says it’s not like the others. She can’t do things perfectly, but she does it…to the best of her abilities? She made Mrsha an omelette with it this morning.” 
 
    Both Drake and Human immediately glanced sideways at Mrsha. She looked up, her face smeared with sauce. Erin handed her a napkin which Mrsha ignored. The Gnoll started licking her fur instead. 
 
    “Doesn’t sound too impressive.” 
 
    “You’d think so, but this was a great omelette. One of the best! It wasn’t perfect, but it was close! I think that’s what the Skill does. Anything Lyonette can do she does at her best. But we have to wait for it to recharge or something.” 
 
    “Right. You can’t use active Skills right away. There’s always a cool down. But that’s a nice Skill.” 
 
    Erin grinned. 
 
    “Isn’t it? We’ve been brainstorming how to use it best. The thing is, Lyonette doesn’t need to use it for most things. I can cook and I have [Advanced Cooking], so there’s really no point in her using it there. I was sort of hoping she’d use it to play chess with me.” 
 
    “Of course you would.” 
 
    Selys rolled her eyes. Ylawes chewed his actual breakfast, a half-finished omelette, and took another sip from his cup. Erin shrugged. 
 
    “What? She said it would be interesting, and my magic chessboard’s been inactive recently. Besides, new opponents are always fun. I hardly get to play as much with all the plays going on every day.” 
 
    “I heard about that. A bunch of Drakes I know are talking about visiting tonight. Something about you putting on a new play?” 
 
    “Right. We put on the Triumph of Liscor and Othello, but now the Players of Celum want to really draw in an audience so they’re going to put on Juliet and Romeo for our audience tonight. I think it’ll be a hit!” 
 
    “I haven’t seen that one. I think. I saw the one with the angry Human who kills his [King].” 
 
    “Hamlet. Or maybe you’re thinking of Macbeth? There’s a lot of killing of [Kings] in Shakespeare’s stuff.” 
 
    “Well, I’ll watch the one tonight if I have time. But I’m really here just to talk to your Goblins. It’s my day off but Grandmother insisted, so here I am.” 
 
    Selys twitched her tail as she reached for a fish flake and discovered only crumbs. Ylawes brushed at his clean-shaven face with his handkerchief and glanced at Erin. 
 
    “Have they been causing trouble? Your, ah, security?” 
 
    Erin glanced at him. 
 
    “Not a problem. Why?” 
 
    The [Knight] glanced at Mrsha and then cleared his throat. 
 
    “No reason in particular. Forgive me, Miss Solstice. As an adventurer, I worry. Hobgoblins are a far cry from regular Goblins, and ordinary Goblins are dangerous enough. I can’t help but feel as though the ones in your inn are similar to a group I met in Esthelm. Those were dangerous fighters. Although, they were honorable in their own way.” 
 
    He broke off, musing to himself. Erin paused as Selys rubbed Mrsha’s tummy. The Gnoll was happily stuffed and content to let the Drake comb through her fur with one claw. 
 
    “Well, you can listen to Selys lecture them about becoming adventurers.” 
 
    Ylawes nearly spat his drink out. 
 
    “Becoming—are you serious?” 
 
    “Mhm. Selys got her grandmother to approve the paperwork. They’ll be a Bronze-rank team. They won’t go into Liscor, obviously, but this way they can earn money killing monsters.” 
 
    The [Knight] stared at Erin, aghast. He shifted his gaze to Selys, and the Drake gave him a nod and a rueful grin. 
 
    “You are serious. Silver and steel. Miss Solstice, I must protest. Goblins are not—” 
 
    “Adventurer material? Funny, I bet people say the same thing about Antinium. And guess who’s on your sister’s team?” 
 
    Erin sat back at the table as Ylawes frowned. She glanced at her stairs. Yvlon was probably still upstairs. She always came down with her hair combed and her armor on. That was dedication. 
 
    “You’re here to see Yvlon, right?” 
 
    Ylawes frowned, caught off-guard by the change in conversation. He hesitated and then nodded. 
 
    “I’d like to talk with her, yes. I can’t help but feel she’s been avoiding me of late.” 
 
    “Gee, I wonder why.” 
 
    Erin rolled her eyes. Ylawes frowned. 
 
    “Is she?” 
 
    For a second, Erin wished she had a mug to polish. That was a very [Innkeepery] thing to do, she felt. She shrugged as she poked Mrsha’s stomach and made the Gnoll giggle silently. 
 
    “She’s your sister. You tell me.” 
 
    “Would that I could. But I’ve never been able to understand my sister’s mind. I would be grateful if you could advise me.” 
 
    Erin paused, frowning. 
 
    “I’m just an [Innkeeper]. I shouldn’t have to tell you. Although I could give you psychiatric help. The doctor is in!” 
 
    She grinned, struck by a nostalgic thought. Ylawes just looked blank. 
 
    “Pysc—what?” 
 
    “Advice. For five copper coins.” 
 
    Erin didn’t really expect Ylawes to bite. She was just teasing him and indulging herself. But when the [Knight] reached for his belt pouch and produced the coins, Erin had to find a mug to shake them in. Selys and Ylawes watched, although the Drake knew enough to know Erin was just being weird. 
 
    “Alright, I’ve had enough fun. You want advice, Ylawes? When your sister comes down the stairs, don’t ask her to come back to your home or tell her your family misses her. In fact, don’t tell her what to do. Just say hi and have a nice chat.” 
 
    “I wasn’t going to—” 
 
    Ylawes broke off, and Erin nodded knowingly. 
 
    “See? That’s honesty. Which is good! You were going to ask her if she wanted to return home, weren’t you? She’d hate that. That’s why she doesn’t want to talk to you. That and she resents you being here.” 
 
    “She resents me being here? Why?” 
 
    This time both Selys and Erin sighed as one. Mrsha copied them happily. Ylawes looked at them, confused. Erin looked at him, exasperated and amused. 
 
    “Why do you think? You’re her big older brother, coming to tell her what to do and ‘protect’ her when she’s a grown woman! Plus, you’re the thing she wants to be. A [Knight], a Gold-rank adventurer…all the things she failed to become. I just bet she always got compared to you growing up, didn’t she?” 
 
    “She did. I never gave it any thought. But how could you know that?” 
 
    Ylawes looked stunned, which greatly pleased Erin. She gave him her most mysterious smile. 
 
    “Let’s just say I had a feeling. Do you trust me now?” 
 
    The [Knight] had to nod. Selys gave Erin an admiring look. 
 
    “You’re pretty good at this advice thing, Erin. Is it because of your class? Or a Skill?” 
 
    “Nah. I mean, maybe it is, but this kind of story was really common back in my—uh, country. In any…country, I bet. But you’re right, I am good at this! Hey, maybe I should open up a side business!” 
 
    “Before you do that—” 
 
    Ylawes coughed, and all three females turned their gaze back to him. Mrsha, Selys, and Erin—three races, alike in their exasperation for a brother’s lack of understanding. Well, maybe not Mrsha. She was just pretending. But she was having fun, which was the key. Ylawes stroked his chin, frowning. 
 
    “You say Yvlon’s trying to get out of my…shadow. But then why did she agree to let me help her explore the dungeon? And why hasn’t her team entered the dungeon yet? I know they’re prepared. But every time I ask Miss Springwalker, I get only evasive answers. That was why I came to talk to them today, actually.” 
 
    Erin’s smiled faded a bit. She took a deep breath. 
 
    “Hoo boy. Um…that’s a different reason altogether.” 
 
    “Would you explain it? My teammates are growing tired of waiting. As am I.” 
 
    Again, Ylawes reached for his belt pouch, but Erin stopped him. She chewed her lip and threw a quick glance up the stairs. No one was coming down yet. 
 
    “Alright, but this is secret.” 
 
    “You want me to leave?” 
 
    “Not that secret, Selys. It’s just—okay, here’s why. Ylawes, I know Calruz might be alive in the dungeon. Even though the odds are like a thousand to one.” 
 
    “Quite. The idea of someone surviving down there is remote. But there is a possibility, which makes it imperative to act now. I cannot understand why the Horns hesitate.” 
 
    Erin toyed with the empty platter. 
 
    “Maybe because of the past. If I told you that Ceria casts [Silence] on her and Yvlon’s room every night, would you understand?” 
 
    “Not in the slightest. Why would that be all important?” 
 
    Ylawes looked mystified. Erin sighed. Again, she looked towards the empty stairs and then lowered her voice. 
 
    “It’s because Ceria wakes up screaming every other night. And Yvlon too. Pisces tells me they did it while they were exploring Albez, too.” 
 
    “Screaming? Why—” 
 
    “Because of the dungeons, Ylawes.” 
 
    The [Knight] paused. His furrowed brows unknitted, and he sat back. He closed his eyes. 
 
    “Of course.” 
 
    Selys looked at the two Humans and then stroked Mrsha’s head. She shook her own sadly. 
 
    “Nightmares about the crypt?” 
 
    Erin nodded. 
 
    “They still remember it. Obviously. Both of them lost their entire team—Yvlon was in charge. And they fought Skinner, and Ceria was trapped for days inside a coffin with nothing to eat. I think Olesm has nightmares too, but he doesn’t talk about them.” 
 
    “I can’t imagine he would. Even the best adventurers have to deal with trauma. We’re told to prescribe sleeping potions and get them to good [Healers], but most never go.” 
 
    Selys looked sadly at her claws. Lines appeared around Ylawes’ eyes as he grimaced. 
 
    “I should have recalled. Yvlon didn’t talk long about it, but of course—of course she remembers. And fears going into the dungeon again.” 
 
    He shook his head bitterly. 
 
    “If that’s the case, I should go in with my team and tell her—“ 
 
    “No.” 
 
    Erin cut him off forcefully. Ylawes stared at her. She frowned, vexed. 
 
    “Haven’t you been listening? The worst thing you could do is bring that up. Leave them be, Ylawes. Let them enter the dungeon when they’re ready. It won’t be long.” 
 
    “But if they fear it—” 
 
    “Ceria won’t abandon Calruz. She’s going to enter the dungeon.” 
 
    “And if she waits longer?” 
 
    Erin shrugged. 
 
    “Then the Halfseekers or Griffon Hunt will get in there. They’ve been untrapping the dungeon’s entrance for nearly a month now. Either way, someone will find Calruz if he’s alive. But telling them not to enter, telling them you’ll handle it? Don’t do that. How would you react if someone said that to you?” 
 
    Ylawes was silent. Caught, perhaps, with the novel idea of introspection. At last he raised his head. 
 
    “I see. Thank you for your advice, Miss Solstice. The best course would be to handle matters…differently.” 
 
    She eyed him. 
 
    “Planning on entering the dungeon without telling Yvlon?” 
 
    The golden-haired adventurer jumped. Erin sighed again. He really was easy to read. Like an open book with big letters and pictures. 
 
    “I won’t stop you. If Calruz is alive, someone has to save him. Just promise me—” 
 
    She broke off as she heard a creak from the stairs. Everyone looked up as Ksmvr marched down the stairs. 
 
    “We are arriving at breakfast approximately two minutes later than average, Captain Ceria.” 
 
    “Thanks, Ksmvr.” 
 
    A dark brown Antinium descended the stairs, followed by a bleary half-Elf, a yawning [Necromancer], and a woman with gold hair and bright metal armor. Behind them, Moore edged down behind the pale-scaled Jelaqua, and Seborn appeared at the foot of the stairs, scratching at the crustacean half of his face with his claw. The Horns of Hammerad were up, as were the Halfseekers. Jelaqua sniffed the air happily and wagged her tail. 
 
    “Hey, what’s that smell? Isn’t it great to have a working nose? Well, nose holes. Hey, if it isn’t Ylawes.” 
 
    “Brother.” 
 
    Yvlon nodded cautiously at Ylawes. Erin shot him a quick glance, but the [Knight] only smiled. 
 
    “Good morning, Yv. I was just stopping for the morning. Erin treated me to her latest creation. I won’t be stopping long.” 
 
    A look of relief flashed by Yvlon’s face, and Erin mentally raised Ylawes’ subtlety score a few points in her mind. She hurried towards the kitchen as the adventurers took seats nearby and saw the door open. Lyonette stumbled into the inn, drenched. Mrsha ran over to her, and Erin saw a bee take wing. The young woman was holding several bulky bags filled with food and supplies. 
 
    “Lyonette! Good timing! Need a towel?” 
 
    The [Barmaid] already had one, courtesy of the towel rack and Mrsha. She wiped her face, smiling happily. And then the front door opened and the Redfang Goblins, wet, sweaty and bruised, trooped in. They paused when they saw the crowd. Erin made a face. Her inn had a habit of getting busy real fast. She counted heads. 
 
    “Alright, who wants fish flakes and who wants omelettes? Hands?” 
 
    Everyone looked at her. They exchanged glances. Jelaqua leaned forwards, excitedly. 
 
    “What’s a fish flake?” 
 
      
 
    —— 
 
      
 
    The rest of the Silver Swords and Griffon Hunt appeared for breakfast not ten minutes later. They trooped into the inn. Neither team of Gold-rank adventurers was wet—the three [Mages], Revi, Typhenous, and Falene had seen to that. They were just in time to try Erin’s new fish flake snack and get some regular food of their own. The inn was noisy with conversation as the adventurers began a strategy meeting for the umpteenth time. Selys listened with one earhole as she sat in front of the Redfang Goblins. 
 
    “So. I’m, uh, a [Receptionist] for the Adventurer’s Guild in Liscor. Erin asked me to talk to you. Well, my grandmother did. She’s the [Guildmistress], and we—we need to make a few things clear.” 
 
    She was trying not to babble. But Selys had somehow forgotten how scary five Hobs could be, especially when they were sitting right in front of her. She wished Erin was here. Or Mrsha. But Erin was busy cooking and the traitorous Gnoll had left to go play tag with Apista, which mainly involved her leaping from table to table as the bee flew away. Selys cleared her throat again. 
 
    “Erin proposed this, not me. But I agreed to it. The thing is, you’re Goblins.” 
 
    The Goblins stared at Selys. They exchanged glances as if this was news. Selys went on. 
 
    “And you’re…good fighters. In fact, you went into the dungeon. And came back with treasure. That’s phenomenal. Really. So—and Erin proposed this—we thought you’d be able to earn the city money. And yourselves money. Fighting monsters. As adventurers. We’re going to make you a Bronze-rank team.” 
 
    The Redfang Warriors’ jaws dropped. Selys, who had been nervously expecting their reaction, blinked in gratified surprise. The Hobgoblins stared at her, and one of them—Numbtongue?—croaked. 
 
    “Us? Adventurers?” 
 
    “That’s right. We’ll grant you the rank and let you turn in bounties. Uh, by proxy. But you’ll be paid for certified monster kills and turning in useful parts—you could even do a request. If anyone agrees to work with you, that is.” 
 
    The Redfang Goblins exchanged glances. They looked dumbstruck. Adventurers. It seemed to matter greatly to them for reasons Selys didn’t understand. 
 
    “Does this sound like something you’d want?” 
 
    Instantly, all five Goblins nodded energetically. Erin, who’d been hurrying to their table with a plate of fish flakes, beamed. 
 
    “Did they say yes? Selys, you should have waited! Congrats, guys! I thought it would be a cool thing to do!” 
 
    The Goblins stared at her and then at Selys. The Drake nodded, feeling less nervous than before. 
 
    “It is good, Erin. They’ll be able to earn money and they’ll be sanctioned—even if I doubt Watch Captain Zevara would ever open the gates for them. But they can still earn money. They just have to know the rules. There are things adventurers have to do. For instance, there is a yearly fee as well as an entrance fee which Erin paid on your behalf—” 
 
    The Goblins shifted their attention to Erin. She smiled at them as she sat. The Goblins looked back at the [Receptionist] sitting across from her. Adventurers? Like Garen Redfang? They were agog. They listened with rapt attention as Selys went over their obligations, many of which Erin had never known about. 
 
    Adventurers were bound by more than just a varied interest in treasure. There were many small rules that varied between Adventurer’s Guilds, but a few common ones united adventurers universally. They were subject to the Guild’s authority, and while that usually depended on the [Guildmaster] for enforcement, it also depended on the city they worked from. 
 
    “In times of crisis, any city with an Adventurer’s Guild can demand for you to aid in its defense. You can refuse, but you stand to lose your rank and even be expelled from the Guild, especially if your reasons for refusing are bad. Generally if the request is reasonable and you don’t believe you’ll be in mortal peril, you’re required to lend your assistance. And the city is also required to compensate you for your time and effort.” 
 
    “Like with the moths, right?” 
 
    “That’s a good example, Erin. Also, a city collects a fee on any artifacts recovered within its jurisdiction. As does the Adventurer’s Guild. I think that’s why Grandmother agreed to making you adventurers, really. Next time you recover treasure or anything from the dungeon, you’ll have to pay a small tax on that to the guild.” 
 
    The Goblins exchanged a glance. One of them looked worriedly towards a table. There were three mages sitting around it. Typhenous, Pisces, and Falene. All three were inspecting the artifacts the Redfang Warriors had recovered. 
 
    A white bundle of cloth. A bell made of two types of metal. And a necklace with a glowing symbol etched on the black stone. All three mages were taking extreme care not to touch any of the artifacts directly, and that went double for the bell. Selys noticed their anxious looks. 
 
    “Don’t worry. Those don’t count. But if you get items next time—did I mention you could earn money through bounties?” 
 
    The glowing red eyes swung back towards her. Selys nodded carefully. 
 
    “There’s bounties on all kinds of monsters. Sometimes because they’re a nuisance—you can earn money by turning in dead Quillfish, although it’s not much.” 
 
    “Just give them to me and I’ll make food. That’s more profitable.” 
 
    “Right. But there’s stuff that’s worth a lot more! Shield Spider shells for instance. An unbroken shell is worth a lot, so the Guild will pay you for any you recover. You can earn money from killing the new Raskghar—the city’s put a bounty on them—killing Lurkersnatch Fish, turning in enchanted armor which is good for melting down, and so on. There’s all kinds of stuff you can earn money from collecting! Even low-level monsters can be worth a lot. There are slime cores, Dropbat teeth, Corusdeer horns—” 
 
    “Goblin’s ears.” 
 
    Numbtongue spoke softly. Selys gulped. Erin sat up. 
 
    “That’s right. Only no one’s attacking you. It would be a crime to attack another Bronze-rank team. Isn’t that right, Selys?” 
 
    The Drake nodded. 
 
    “They would have to identify themselves. But yes, it is illegal to attack an adventurer. So…” 
 
    She looked at the Hobgoblins. They stared at each other and made a few gestures she couldn’t explain. Then they stood up. Selys scooted her chair back as the Hobgoblins looked at her. Headscratcher spoke. 
 
    “We do it. We be adven—” 
 
    He stumbled over the word. He was a lot less fluent than Numbtongue. 
 
    “Adventurers.” 
 
    The word was almost reverential. Selys nodded and saw some heads staring her way. Revi shook her head slowly. 
 
    “So much for standards.” 
 
    Erin glared at her. The Stitch-Woman didn’t so much as blink. The Redfang Goblins stared at her and then seemed to put her out of their minds. They looked at each other and patted each other on the shoulders. Then their heads turned as Pisces pushed his chair back from the table. He looked around importantly. 
 
    “I am positive that the necklace is cursed.” 
 
    All the side conversations in the inn went quiet. Ceria looked up as she chewed on her second plate of fish flakes, extra spicy. 
 
    “You sure, Pisces?” 
 
    “Positive. The enchantment is simply too suspicious. The intent of casting, the gripping spell that would keep it from being removed—I can categorically state that it is cursed.” 
 
    “What an astute observation. Which I had made ten minutes ago.” 
 
    Falene smiled cattily at Pisces. He flushed and narrowed his eyes. 
 
    “You brought up the speculation. I am making a definitive statement.” 
 
    “I note the difference. The real question is, are the other two cursed? Or do they exude harmful effects?” 
 
    “That is uncertain. And I am getting a headache trying to puzzle it out. Neither artifact is straightforward—the cloth is certainly not spelled as a simple protective garb, if it is clothing at all.” 
 
    Typhenous rubbed at his eyes, frowning into his white beard. Pisces looked around, annoyed. 
 
    “Well, we have identified one of the possible dangers. It is entirely likely the other two are beneficial—the dungeon makers would have had to hide their treasures somewhere.” 
 
    “Assuming they didn’t make everything cursed.” 
 
    Revi muttered under her breath. Jelaqua nodded. 
 
    “Identifying the scary artifacts is good, kids, but even if you’re fairly certain the other ones aren’t trapped, who’s going to test them out? Any volunteers? I can replace my body and I wouldn’t do it if you paid me. This needs a real [Enchanter].” 
 
    All eyes swung towards the Redfang Goblins. They stared at the artifacts. Rabbiteater picked at his nose. Instantly, all eyes swung away in disgust. Erin sighed. It looked like there would be more trouble still. She wondered if she should see about making food in preparation for tonight—there would be a crowd from Liscor for the play! Then she glanced over her shoulder and swore. 
 
    “Damnit—Lyonette! When did we last check the door?” 
 
    “Oh no!” 
 
    Lyonette rushed over to the magic doorway. She checked it—the bright green mana stone told her it was attuned to Celum. The [Builders] still hadn’t finished the bridge to Liscor, so the only means of getting to the city was via the doorway. But that meant that if they didn’t check it, no one could get through via Celum or Liscor. 
 
    Normally they had Ishkr or Drassi or one of the new helpers change the door every ten minutes. It was a royal pain, but they’d gotten a system working. Unfortunately, the help only arrived at lunchtime, and until then, Erin and Lyonette had left people hanging. Lyonette fumbled with the little bowl beside the door. 
 
    “We’re late for our daily check in with Pallass!” 
 
    “Don’t worry. Venim just gives us a list of people going through, and it’s normally no one. He’ll just be mad is all, but I bet a [Guardsman] will have it if we ask—” 
 
    Erin broke off as Lyonette put the yellow mana stone on the door and opened it. She heard the voices. 
 
    “—do you think we must wait? Should we perhaps keep one of us here while the others—” 
 
    The door opened, bringing in sunshine, a cool breeze without a trace of rain, and an open street. Erin saw through the doorway to Pallass a group of furry people, armed with bows and light leather and hide armor, clustered in front of the doorway. They looked up and gaped as the door opened. 
 
    “By the tribes!” 
 
    “At last!” 
 
    One of them exclaimed. They stepped forwards as Lyonette backed up. Erin stared as the Gnolls clustered in front of the doorway. 
 
    “Oh wow.” 
 
    “Greetings! Are you in charge of the doorway? We are requesting entrance to Liscor. We have paid for transport, yes? The [Mage] will—what is the phrase? Supply the door with mana?” 
 
    A Gnoll with light grey fur called cautiously to Lyonette. She looked at Erin for instructions. Erin hesitated. 
 
    “Uh—sure! Come on in! Yeah! Just…step through!” 
 
    Cautiously, the Gnolls did. They came through in single-file, looking around, sniffing the air. Not just one or two of them. Not just three or four. Nine armed Gnolls came through, their pelts in every color from the light grey of their leader to a Gnoll with russet red fur and dark black stripes across his chest and ears. They all had bows of differing styles—Erin identified some as composite bows from her crash-course in bows from Krshia, while other Gnolls had different versions. They also carried shortswords, clubs, and in one case, a nasty looking barbed spear. When all the Gnolls were through, Erin saw a Drake [Mage] step back. 
 
    “Everyone through?” 
 
    “Yes. Thank you.” 
 
    The Drake nodded abruptly and walked away. Lyonette hesitated by the door and then closed it. Erin stared at the Gnolls. 
 
    “Uh.” 
 
    They regarded her with curious brown eyes. Even the shortest of them was taller than Erin by a good bit. They were lean and muscled, and as they looked at the other silent adventurers, Erin got a definite sense that they weren’t here for a social visit. She knew from the way they stayed together, even the way they deferred to the grey Gnoll. These were adventurers. 
 
    And they clearly recognized the others. Some of the nine Gnolls pointed surreptitiously at Halrac, and another looked straight at Ylawes. 
 
    “That is him, yes? The one who fell?” 
 
    The other adventurers exchanged glances as the Gnolls looked around as if they were spectators at some kind of show. Erin still had a lot of questions, but she put on her best smile. 
 
    “Hi there!” 
 
    All the Gnolls immediately looked at her. Erin waved at Lyonette covertly, and the young woman started. 
 
    “Sorry about the delay. Really sorry. We were a bit busy and, uh, forgot to check the door. Welcome to my inn! My name is Erin Solstice. I’m the [Innkeeper]. Can I get you something to drink? Something to eat? Where are you all from? You’re adventurers, aren’t you?” 
 
    The Gnoll in charge blinked down at Erin. He looked younger than some of his companions, but Erin guessed he was around her age. Younger? He bared his teeth and then seemed to realize that wasn’t socially polite in Human culture. He changed his smile to a more restrained, toothless one. 
 
    “Greetings, Miss Solstice. I am Nailren of the Fletchsing Tribe. We are adventurers. I am leader of my team—The Pride of Kelia. We thank you for your hospitality and allowing us use of your door.” 
 
    “Oh! It’s no problem. Sorry again for waiting. Wow, you’re a Gnollish adventurer team? I’ve never met an all-Gnoll team before!” 
 
    Nailren grinned proudly. 
 
    “No? Ah, it is not common in Liscor I suppose. But Gnoll adventurers are a common sight further south. We came north to tackle Liscor’s dungeon. We would be grateful to speak of it to you, yes? And to reach Liscor. We understand this inn is not part of the city and it is raining. Is there a route or boat we may hire?” 
 
    “Boat? We have something better! A magic door! But hold on—before you go to the Adventurer’s Guild, why not stay for breakfast? Er—brunch?” 
 
    Erin tried to usher the Gnolls to a seat. They looked at Nailren, and one of them, a female Gnoll with yellowish fur and a feather behind one ear, muttered. 
 
    “Look at the teams, Nailren! And this inn was the one in the moving pictures, yes?” 
 
    “Yes. That is, we would be honored to stay. Please, may we put our gear somewhere for a moment? We are armed for travel. I would not want to offend.” 
 
    “Oh no, I’m not offended! Please put them anywhere! Uh—how about that wall? Don’t mind the bee. That’s Apista. Lyonette, let’s get some drinks for our guests! Everyone else, move back!” 
 
    Shooing the other adventurers back, Erin scrambled to get food and drinks ready. Gnolls! They sat after putting their gear away. The other adventurers hadn’t yet spoken, but as Erin and Lyonette rushed into the kitchen, Jelaqua moved forwards. 
 
    “Adventurers from the south? Good to meet you. My name’s Jelaqua Ivirith! I lead the Halfseekers—don’t mind the smell. It’s a new dead body I’m using.” 
 
    She grinned at them, showing her teeth. One of the Gnolls sniffed her and audibly murmured. 
 
    “Selphid.” 
 
    Nailren didn’t miss a beat. He stood up and shook Jelaqua’s clawed hand, baring his teeth in a welcoming Gnoll smile. 
 
    “I am honored to meet a Gold-rank adventurer! And one of recent fame! May I ask who else is gathered here?” 
 
    The Gnolls in his team murmured agreement, looking at the other teams appreciatively. The adventurers preened a bit at that and began coming forwards to introduce themselves. As the ice broke, the mood instantly warmed, and Erin saw them standing around the table, asking exactly how far the Gnolls had travelled, what their team specialized in, and so on. She saw Mrsha pad forwards, her tail wagging as she stood up on two legs to see the new Gnoll team. 
 
    For a second, the Gnolls didn’t see her, but one sniffed and looked down. His gaze focused on Mrsha, and his eyes widened. The Gnoll leapt up from the table with a shout. 
 
    “White fur!” 
 
    The other Gnolls looked around. They stood up instantly, staring at Mrsha. She fell onto all fours, and her ears and tail went down. Instantly, she ran backwards and hid behind Moore. Erin stopped, hands filled with her plate full of fish flakes. Nailren was growling at the Gnoll who’d shouted. 
 
    “Hush, Bekr! It is a child!” 
 
    “But the fur—” 
 
    Nailren turned, saw Erin staring and reached back to cuff his teammate on the shoulder. 
 
    “Shush!” 
 
    “That’s Mrsha.” 
 
    Erin put the plate carefully on the table. She saw some of the Gnolls sniff as the scent of the hot fish flakes reached their noses, but they didn’t take their eyes off of Mrsha. Erin folded her arms. 
 
    “She’s a survivor of the Stone Spears tribe. They were attacked by the Goblin Lord. She lives here. Is that a problem?” 
 
    “No.” 
 
    Nailren replied instantly and authoritatively, although some of his teammates seemed less than sure. He glanced around, growled quietly, and they all sat down. Nailren lowered his head to Erin. 
 
    “My deepest apologies Miss Solstice. We are not as…traditional as our tribes. We do not bear hostility or fear towards those with white fur, but it is a surprise.” 
 
    “I understand. But Mrsha is friendly. Isn’t that right, Mrsha?” 
 
    Erin tried to coax Mrsha out from behind Moore’s back, but the Gnoll child was scared now and refused to budge. Nailren looked at his companions and then growled something softly. Erin had no idea what he said, but he seemed to repeat himself after a second. 
 
    Another Gnoll, the female with the feather and yellow fur, echoed the growl, and Mrsha slowly came out from behind Moore. She approached slowly as everyone watched, and her tail wagged a bit. She stood up and waved a paw at them. Nailren looked confused. He glanced at Erin, and she realized the second miscommunication. 
 
    “Mrsha can’t speak.” 
 
    “Ah.” 
 
    That second piece of information did its round across the Gnoll faces. Nailren looked at his companions and shook his head. 
 
    “Forgiveness. Again. We are glad to see a Gnoll child, especially after travelling the Drake cities. Please ignore our rudeness.” 
 
    He glanced at the others and then quite obviously changed the subject. 
 
    “Is this Deki paste that I smell? On fried fish, it seems? But what are the yellow-white things? And why do the fishes smell of flour and bread?” 
 
    Erin smiled, relieved, as Lyonette gathered Mrsha into her arms and Moore sat back so the Gnoll could watch with him. 
 
    “These are fish flakes! Here—try some.” 
 
    Crisis averted, the Gnolls sat, and the other adventurers found themselves hungry for a snack after breakfast. Erin rushed back into the kitchen and paused. 
 
    “Oh damn, I forgot. Lyonette? Check if anyone’s in Celum. Octavia might be starving to death. Again!” 
 
    The [Barmaid] put down Mrsha and stood up. Eager to help, Mrsha raced to the door and removed the yellow stone herself. As the others watched, she put another mana stone on the door and swung it open. Instantly, Erin heard another voice, a woman’s, speaking loudly and with great irritation. 
 
    “For the last time, Miss [Alchemist], we are not buying one of your potions. We already bought something out of courtesy. No, we don’t need another healing potion. Or a stamina potion. Or a mana potion. We have plenty! Please take that bottle away before I shove it up—” 
 
    There were more people standing in Octavia’s shop. A woman was arguing with the Stitch-Girl, poking her finger at Octavia, who was giving her a desperate smile and holding a glowing yellow potion. The adventurer was flanked by five teammates, all Human, and as they turned, they stared. 
 
    “Dead gods!” 
 
    One of them exclaimed. Erin saw the woman arguing with Octavia shift, and the weapon on her back, a sledgehammer of all things, caught the light. Her companions were decked out with other fighting gear including ropes slung across shoulders, crossbows, swords, and even a net! They were adventurers too. And they stared into Erin’s inn. 
 
    “It really is a magic doorway! Look at that, Earlia!” 
 
    “I see that! Hallo there! Is this inn open?” 
 
    Earlia, the woman with the sledgehammer, called at Mrsha, who was the one she could see. Mrsha immediately ran for it and hid behind Moore again. Erin hurried into view. 
 
    “Hello! Hello! We’re in! Come on through! Anyone want food? I’m Erin!” 
 
    The adventurers stared at her, and then Earlia grinned. 
 
    “Alright then! Pile on through, you lot!” 
 
    They hurried into the inn with a bit too much eagerness. Erin saw Octavia sigh and peered at her suspiciously. The [Alchemist] waved and then the door closed. Suddenly, the inn was full of people! Erin saw the adventurers gaping at the huge space behind her and was acutely grateful for her [Grand Theatre] Skill. 
 
    “Sit anywhere you like! Put your stuff anywhere you like! Hi, I’m Erin. This is my inn. I’m terribly sorry for the delay—you’re the second band of adventurers who’ve come through this morning! These are all other adventurers—want food?” 
 
    “Dead gods, what a lot of teams! Is this some kind of inn that caters to adventurers?” 
 
    Earlia stared around at the other teams. She shifted her warhammer and then caught sight of one of the Redfang Goblins standing at the back of the inn. She immediately changed grips. 
 
    “Hobs!” 
 
    Her teammates instantly grabbed for their weapons. Erin waved her hands frantically. 
 
    “Wait, wait, wait!” 
 
    She needn’t have shouted. As soon as Earlia had exclaimed, she was shouting at her teammates. 
 
    “Hold! Hold, damn it all! They’re not attacking!” 
 
    She’d made the obvious conclusion that if the Hobs were in the inn with the adventurers, they couldn’t exactly be rogue monsters. Still, half of her teammates refused to put down their weapons. Erin saw some of the Gnolls shifting uneasily too. She waved her hands for everyone’s attention. 
 
    “Excuse me! We have an important rule in this inn! Please read that!” 
 
    She pointed to the sign she’d put on the wall right by the doorway. The adventurers read it. 
 
    “No killing Goblins?” 
 
    They exchanged incredulous looks, but Earlia nodded as if she’d expected it. She whistled softly as she glanced at Erin and then looked around the giant common room. 
 
    “So the rumors are true after all.” 
 
    “Rumors?” 
 
    The adventurer nodded. She stowed her warhammer against a wall and held out a hand. Erin shook it, feeling her rough calluses. Earlia gave her a cocksure grin. 
 
    “Sorry about that, Miss. Yes, the rumors! I didn’t believe it myself—thought we’d have to travel for another four days to get to Liscor! But we heard all manner of talk the closer we got to Celum. People say there’s a crazy inn just outside of Liscor with Hobgoblin security and a magic doorway. They say the inn’s guarded by Hobs and Hollowstone Deceivers, and that the innkeeper can melt folks with her eyes!” 
 
    “They do?” 
 
    Erin was flattered. Earlia laughed. 
 
    “Not just that! We heard for a fact that the inn’s got more than a few tricks up its sleeve. This place fought off hundreds of moths during the Face-Eater Moth attack on Liscor! It’s famous! Uh, what’s the name of it?” 
 
    “The Wandering Inn!” 
 
    She didn’t know whether to be indignant or happy. Erin propped her hands on her hips. 
 
    “And I’m Erin! Erin Solstice! I told you that. Do people talk about me?” 
 
    Rumors had already spread about the attack on Liscor? That made sense—Wistram had broadcast the images of the battle across the world. But to Erin’s great disappointment, Earlia bit her lip. 
 
    “Uh—no. We heard there’s a crazy Human living here—that you?” 
 
    “That’s me! They don’t even mention my name? What about me during the battle? What about the city?” 
 
    The adventurers were seated now, and Lyonette was running from the kitchen to the common room. They were out of fish flakes, so she brought out Erin’s other snacky foods. Earlia grabbed some bread and soft cheese and bit into it as she spoke, talking around her mouthful. 
 
    “Not much, honestly! Everyone’s talking about the battle for Liscor, but only how intense it was. We heard all about it as we were headed this way. Second-hand. Apparently there are recordings, but no one had a scrying orb to show us, so we got it out of a [Mage] who’d seen most of it.” 
 
    “Recordings of the battle?” 
 
    Erin saw a stir among the adventurers. It was Nailren who nodded and replied. 
 
    “Pallass is selling the recollection. It is an expensive thing. A playback of events. Apparently Wistram has created many minor magical artifacts that replay the battle in its entirety. They call them…what was the word? Movies, yes? We paid to see the battle. The price was dear, but worthwhile, yes?” 
 
    “Movies?” 
 
    Erin’s jaw dropped. Pisces glanced at her face, and his eyes narrowed. The other team of Humans looked envious. 
 
    “You saw it? I heard it was a hell of a fight! Of course, some adventurers lived it. Real badasses helped hold the line I heard! Took down a moth as tall as the walls of the city themselves!” 
 
    At her words, some of the aforementioned badass adventurers turned red. Earlia glanced at them. Her eyes widened. 
 
    “Five Houses! Look, you lot!” 
 
    She pointed straight at Moore. The half-Giant blinked. Earlia’s jaw dropped. Her eyes found Seborn and then swung to Jelaqua as she identified the Selphid. She got to her feet in amazement. 
 
    “You must be the Halfseekers! And are you the Silver Swords?” 
 
    She’d spotted Ylawes, Falene, and Dawil as well. The adventurers nodded or bowed or, in Moore’s case, waved a gigantic hand. Earlia’s team exclaimed and all stood up. They wanted to shake hands, but a loud sound interrupted them. 
 
    “There’s another famous team here as well, you know.” 
 
    Revi and Typhenous looked disgruntled at not being identified. The Stitch-Woman folded her arms, and Earlia’s team of Humans exchanged looks. The young woman stared at Revi and Typhenous and then looked at Halrac. His answering scowl made her eyes flicker. 
 
    “Halrac the Grim? Griffon Hunt?” 
 
    They nodded, and Earlia’s team was star-struck all over again. One of them exclaimed as they turned to shake hands. 
 
    “I heard you were a team of four!” 
 
    “We were.” 
 
    And like that, the good mood in the inn went out. Erin looked at Halrac sadly and guiltily and then clapped her hands. Everyone turned towards her. 
 
    “Alright, let’s get this sorted so I’m not confused! We have Goblins! Yes! We have Mrsha! Wave, Mrsha. She’s cute. I’m Erin! This is Lyonette! And we have six adventuring teams in here so far! Griffon Hunt! The Halfseekers! The Silver Swords! The Horns of Hammerad! The Pride of Kelia and…” 
 
    Erin looked expectantly at Earlia. The adventurer stood up. 
 
    “Sorry you all! Should have done that sooner. We’re Gemhammer! A Silver-rank team from the north! The name’s Earlia—I’m the Captain.” 
 
    “And we are a Silver-rank team from the south. I failed to mention that. I am Nailren, leader of my team.” 
 
    Nailren spoke, bowing slightly. The new adventurers looked around, surprised. 
 
    “Three Gold-rank teams here? That’s a sight you wouldn’t see that often in Invrisil! Sorry we didn’t recognize you. It’s just that the Halfseekers are a lot more noticeable.” 
 
    Earlia turned towards Griffon Hunt, all of whom shrugged moodily. Nailren looked at the other teams and bowed slightly to Jelaqua. 
 
    “The Halfseekers are known in the south of Izril as well. We were impressed by the battling of all three of your teams. Truly courageous. Sir Halrac’s defeat of the giant moth by himself was astounding, as was the Silver Swords’ prowess. But the Horns of Hammerad also astounded, truly.” 
 
    At that, Earlia glanced towards the Horns, who were sitting back, slightly overshadowed by their illustrious colleagues. She offered them an apologetic smile. 
 
    “Horns of Hammerad? I’m afraid we haven’t even heard of your team. We’re from far up north, past Invrisil. We’ve been on the road for the last month, ever since we heard about the dungeon!” 
 
    “They were part of the fighting against the moths. One of them actually cast the weather spell that ended the battle.” 
 
    “You did? Incredible! We heard about that! Are you a [Weather Mage]?” 
 
    Earlia looked at Pisces and then Ceria. Both demurred, and then Earlia spotted Ksmvr. 
 
    “An Antinium?” 
 
    “I am Ksmvr. Hello.” 
 
    Erin looked around desperately. There was no end to the explanations! She looked at Lyonette and pointed. 
 
    “Break out the whiskey, Lyonette. I think we need a few drinks so everyone can get to know one another.” 
 
    That idea was received well by all parties, except by the newcomers, strangely enough. Earlia raised a hand. 
 
    “Oh, not for us. We can’t drink now.” 
 
    “Neither we.” 
 
    Nailren nodded. He was looking out the window at the pouring rain and sniffing. He coughed politely and looked to Erin. 
 
    “As much as we would delight in talking, we cannot drink or eat overlong. We are bound for the dungeon as quickly as possible. And we would greatly appreciate directions.” 
 
    “Same here.” 
 
    Earlia nodded and shifted her grip on her warhammer. The other adventurers stared at them. Revi was the first to speak up. 
 
    “Are you serious?” 
 
      
 
    —— 
 
      
 
    “A Gold-rank dungeon. When was the last time one of those has been discovered? A century ago? Two?” 
 
    Earlia shook her head wonderingly. She hadn’t heard the latest news about the dungeon, that Tekshia had proclaimed it suitable for teams of Gold-rank or higher. Neither had The Pride of Kelia. They sat at their tables as Ylawes, Jelaqua, and Revi delivered the bad news in turns. Earlia shook her head. 
 
    “I can see why, though. Isn’t the dungeon underwater at the moment? It’d be a hell of a thing for a Bronze-rank team to enter. And the moths that came out—that’s Gold-rank for sure.” 
 
    “Exactly. So sorry that the Adventurer’s Guild hasn’t spread the word. But that’s the way it is. You can probably find some work dealing with the fish or something, but I’m afraid you’ve come all this way for nothing.” 
 
    Revi gave both teams a sweet, fake smile of regret. Earlia eyed her and looked at Nailren. The Silver-rank Gnoll Captain was looking at his team. He bowed his head, his ears twitching slightly. 
 
    “A danger indeed. We have heard rumors about the dungeon. Treasure obtained, monster hordes…it is a threat worthy of the rank.” 
 
    “Yeah.” 
 
    Earlia sighed. Then she slapped her knees and stood up. 
 
    “Alright, let’s go in. Nailren, want to cooperate until we get into the dungeon? Word is it’s a labyrinth, so we can split up easily.” 
 
    The Gnoll grinned as he stood with his team. 
 
    “You read my mind, yes? We can at least hire a boat together. Shall we?” 
 
    They strode for the doors. The Gold-rank teams scrambled to stop them. 
 
    “Wait, wait! Didn’t you hear? This is a Gold-rank dungeon!” 
 
    Revi looked outraged. Earlia stared at her and then frowned. 
 
    “So?” 
 
    “So? So it’s dangerous, you moronic—” 
 
    Revi was muffled by Ylawes as he moved to block her. The [Knight] smiled apologetically. 
 
    “I’m sorry, Miss Earlia, but the dungeon is truly dangerous. A Silver-rank team should not enter it. Even we Gold-rank teams hesitate to venture further in unwary. The Halfseekers have been cooperating with Griffon Hunt to enter via one entrance for two months, and they have still encountered many, many setbacks. It would not be right for us to let another team enter when so many have perished or unleashed horrors by mistake.” 
 
    Earlia heard Ylawes out, nodding and looking concerned. Then she shrugged. 
 
    “Thanks, but we didn’t come this way to turn back now. Gold-rank or not, we’re entering this dungeon.” 
 
    She tried to brush past Ylawes. He moved to block her. Earlia frowned and put a hand on her warhammer’s hilt. 
 
    “Hey. Stop joking around here.” 
 
    “We’re not.” 
 
    Jelaqua answered for the others. She folded her arms, her tail curling up around one leg. 
 
    “I know you came all this way, but you kids are in over your heads. We can’t let you enter the dungeon. And the Adventurer’s Guild and the city will back us.” 
 
    “Really?” 
 
    The Human and Gnoll adventurers looked at each other. Earlia stood straighter to confer with Nailren. 
 
    “Might be best to head in right now if the Adventurer’s Guild and the city’s going to cause a fuss.” 
 
    “Are you insane?” 
 
    Revi burst out. Earlia gave her an impatient look. 
 
    “Maybe? Move aside, Gold-ranks. We’re going in. My team and I did not ride for a month straight just to turn back now.” 
 
    “What about caution for your lives?” 
 
    Ylawes folded his arms. Earlia snorted. 
 
    “Caution is for Gold-rank teams, old man. We’ll never succeed if we hide and run from every challenge. Or have you forgotten what makes us adventurers?” 
 
    She jabbed a thumb at her chest. 
 
    “We know the dungeon’s above our pay grade. But that doesn’t mean we can’t handle it with luck and Skill. We’ll go in, get our measure of the place, and go out. We might get killed, we might not. But if we don’t try, who’ll conquer it? You lot? No thanks. There’s treasure down there, and we mean to have it.” 
 
    “Exactly. We have come for the dungeon. It is wrong of you to try and stop us. If it is death we seek, let us find it and fight it with tooth and claw.” 
 
    Nailren growled, and his team growled with him. The Gold-rank adventurers looked at each other uncertainly. Earlia tried to step around Ylawes and this time ran straight into Dawil. 
 
    “Hold on, Human. You may not know this, but the last group of adventurers set off the attack on Liscor.” 
 
    The others looked at him askance, but Dawil went on, never taking his eyes off of Earlia. 
 
    “They had no idea what they were doing, bumbling about. How’ll you lot account for the dead if you screw up?” 
 
    He looked up challengingly at Earlia, and Erin held her breath. But the young woman didn’t so much as blink. She bent down and grinned toothily at Dawil. 
 
    “We’ll figure that out when it happens, Dwarf. But if we were good at planning ahead, we wouldn’t be adventurers.” 
 
    Her team laughed at that and cheered, lifting their weapons. Earlia looked around and raised her voice. 
 
    “We’re going in. Danger or not. We’re adventurers. Not Gold-rank. Not yet. And we’re not running from a challenge.” 
 
    Nailren nodded. His ears slowly flattened, and he drew his bow. 
 
    “It is perhaps best we met you so we could say it to your faces first, no? We will not abide by your rules. We will enter ourselves. And if you would stop us, then try.” 
 
    The Silver-rank adventurers raised their weapons. The Gold-rank ones, the ones blocking the way, put a hand on theirs but looked uneasy about a fight. Earlia looked around and called out. 
 
    “You! Horns of Hammerad! Are you with us?” 
 
    The Horns of Hammerad jumped. Ceria looked at the Humans and Gnolls. 
 
    “Who? Us?” 
 
    “That’s right! We’re going in. Are you being held back by these Gold-rank teams too? Join us! We could fight down there together or join forces for reconnaissance!” 
 
    Ceria looked uncertainly at her team. Erin saw her hesitate, bite a lip. The [Innkeeper] watched as Ceria looked at the two Silver-rank teams, shining with confidence and bravado, and hesitated. Ceria’s heart pounded. Her hands, flesh and skeletal, shook. Her mouth went dry. 
 
    Terror. Skinner dragged himself down the hallways, the armor of flesh on his body gaping at her. The undead charged forwards as Skinner’s red eyes shone at her. Ceria saw Gerial stride forwards, saw the hand descend. Calruz’s scream etched itself in her ears. The coffin’s stone lid was hard as she pressed her hands against it, trying not to scream. 
 
    “I—” 
 
    “We’re not letting you through. Any of you.” 
 
    Ylawes drew his sword and grabbed his shield. Earlia unslung her warhammer. The adventurers in the inn braced. Erin saw Moore glance at Jelaqua, who nodded slightly, and Falene stood up, grasping her staff. She saw Revi raise a wand and be yanked backwards by Halrac who said something to Typhenous. But all of that was a blur because Erin was running forwards. She leapt in front of Ylawes and Earlia. 
 
    “Stop!” 
 
    Her shout echoed in the inn, and the pressure that went with it stayed all hands. Every eye fixed on Erin as she stood in front of the adventurers. She turned around slowly, and the pressure that had gripped everyone but Mrsha, Lyonette, and Apista faded. 
 
    “Wait one second. Put away your weapons. Listen.” 
 
    She looked at Earlia and Nailren. The two adventurer Captains stared at her with wide eyes. Erin took a deep breath. 
 
    “Look. You’ve just got here, so let me lay this on you. Liscor is flooded. To get anywhere, you need my magic door or a boat. And there are two entrances to the dungeon. One through the main entrance which is aboveground. But there’s tons of magical traps. It’s not been cleared yet. The other way’s through the underwater rift, which is what you’re suggesting. You’d need a boat to get out there, and you’d need to hold your breath just to sink all the way down. There are evil fish in the water. And if you get into the dungeon itself, the odds are you will be ambushed in the first five seconds.” 
 
    Earlia glanced at her team. She shook her head impatiently. 
 
    “Thanks Miss Innkeeper, but you can’t—” 
 
    “Wait.” 
 
    Erin’s command halted Earlia’s tongue. The [Innkeeper] took a deep breath and went on. 
 
    “The ambushers are Raskghar, the distant ancestors of Gnolls. They’re big, really strong, but can’t level. They can see in the dark and use poison-tipped arrows to shoot you from afar when you enter. That’s how a lot of teams have gotten killed or maybe captured.” 
 
    Nailren snarled softly. 
 
    “We know the Raskghar. It is one of the reasons why we came. To do battle against our ancient, traitorous brethren. They do not scare us.” 
 
    “Yeah? Well, watch out for them when you enter. Get a shield. And maybe try my patented, special magic food. Lyonette?” 
 
    Erin turned. Lyonette nearly tripped as she ran forwards with a bowl of what looked like blackened rocks mixed with limes. Erin offered it to Earlia and Nailren, who sniffed it dubiously. 
 
    “Free sample. Try it. It tastes awful.” 
 
    “Why would we want to try that?” 
 
    “Because it makes you stronger? Or how about my scale soup? I have another one that makes you warm even if you’re naked in the snow. I have magic food. It won’t last forever, but it’ll even the odds.” 
 
    Earlia hesitated and looked at Nailren. She lowered her warhammer a bit. 
 
    “That’s…useful. Are you telling us you’ll sell us the food?” 
 
    “And I’ll get you a boat and escort. I know where the dungeon is.” 
 
    “What? Erin, you can’t be serious!” 
 
    Jelaqua was outraged. The Selphid strode forwards. 
 
    “You’re planning on letting this lot enter?” 
 
    “Absolutely. And I’m going to need a copy of that map. Which I will buy from you and which other people can buy from me. If you need potions, Octavia can get you extras. And I’d get more because Raskghar are the least of your worries down there! There’s Flesh Worms, undead, giant metal armor dudes, this thing that collects heads—Selys will write up a list.” 
 
    “I will?” 
 
    Erin ignored Selys. She locked gazes with Earlia and Nailren, looking from face to face. 
 
    “It’ll all be here tomorrow. Information, transport, everything. You can find an inn in Liscor or Celum. I’ll keep my door open. Find an inn, get settled, and if you need to, talk with the Adventurer’s Guild. But regardless, come back here, and I’ll help you get into the dungeon.” 
 
    “Erin!” 
 
    She spun and glared at Jelaqua. 
 
    “What?” 
 
    Jelaqua looked furious. She pointed at the Silver-ranked adventurers. 
 
    “You’re going to get those kids killed! This is insane, even for you. If you let them go in—” 
 
    “If I don’t, they’ll find another way. Or are you planning on beating them up and locking them up?” 
 
    Erin challenged the Selphid. Jelaqua opened her mouth furiously and tried to come up with a response. 
 
    “We—” 
 
    She hesitated and looked at Ylawes and Halrac uncertainly. The [Knight] was scrubbing a hand through his hair, looking frustrated. Halrac folded his arms. 
 
    “Erin’s right.” 
 
    “Halrac! You too?” 
 
    The [Scout] nodded. Erin gave him a grateful look. She turned and faced the others. 
 
    “You can’t stop Silver-ranked teams from going in. That’s what being an adventurer is all about, right? However, I can help. This inn will be more than a place for people to rest. If adventurers are going into the dungeon, I’ll try and make sure they come back out.” 
 
    “You are insane.” 
 
    Revi poked a finger at Erin. She glared back. 
 
    “Oh yeah? You do something then! Go ahead and stop them. I’ll try and stitch you back together once the fight is over, but no promises! I’m bad with needles.” 
 
    The Stitch-Girl looked around helplessly, mouth open in outrage. But Erin knew she was right. Both The Pride of Kelia and Gemhammer were ready to fight. And they were right, in a way. Erin didn’t quite look at the Horns of Hammerad. 
 
    “Playing it safe is all very well, but if they want to enter the dungeon responsibly, that’s their call. All I can do is help. That’s why I’m an [Innkeeper], not an adventurer. With that said—” 
 
    She swung back to both teams and looked at them. 
 
    “Tomorrow. You don’t rush this. You get some sleep, figure out where you’re sleeping, and come back when you’re ready. You can try going now, but I guarantee you that my magic stuff and maps and so on will help. Got it?” 
 
    Earlia and Nailren looked at her. It was the Human who lowered her sledgehammer first. 
 
    “You’re as crazy as they say. I like you! We’ll do it your way, Miss Erin. You wouldn’t happen to have any rooms for us, would you?” 
 
    Erin gave her a wide, relieved smile. 
 
    “Sorry. My Hobgoblins took all but two. I have a basement open if you can’t find any inns in Liscor, though. But I’m sure Celum has space.” 
 
      
 
    —— 
 
      
 
    Later, Erin found herself carefully writing on a piece of parchment with a quill and ink. It wasn’t easy. She had cramped handwriting, and she had trouble getting it to look good, since it was meant to be read from afar. At last she gave up, had a smart idea, and went to get Lyonette. 
 
    “Why don’t you do it with your [Flawless Attempt]?” 
 
    That made everything incredibly easy. Erin watched with envy as Lyonette wrote huge words on the parchment, even managing to add a rough sketch in charcoal. When it was done, Erin plastered the parchment to the wall of her inn by the magic doorway. She paused. 
 
    “We might need a bulletin board. This works for now, though.” 
 
    Lyonette went to stand by her. She looked up and read the words she’d so carefully inscribed on the parchment. 
 
      
 
    Wanted. Information on the sightings of the Minotaur known as Calruz. He has one arm, possibly wields a battleaxe, and is bad-tempered sometimes. Credible information provided under [Detect Truth] spell will be rewarded with 50 gold coins. 
 
      
 
    “Do you think it’ll work?” 
 
    “If adventurers are going down into the dungeon? Why not? This way they’ll all keep an eye out, even if they’re not actively looking. And I’m going to make sure they all come through my inn before they enter.” 
 
    Erin folded her arms and frowned with determination. Her ears still rang from her shouting match with Revi. But she knew she was right. The dungeon was a threat. It had to be entered. And adventurers would keep going in. And if they were going to go in, they might as well go in prepared. 
 
    The Gold-rank teams were smart. They were cautious. They planned ahead. But they were also sort of elitist. They wanted to keep the map, the information about the dungeon, and the right to enter to themselves. Erin understood that, but she knew it wasn’t practical. And if something wasn’t practical, what was the point? She nodded at Lyonette. 
 
    “Think the bridge is ready?” 
 
    “I think so. The Gnoll in charge told me it was nearly done.” 
 
    “Good! Then let’s check it out.” 
 
    Erin left the inn and stepped out into the rain. Still raining? Yup. Her cozy, well-lit inn was at odds with the downpour outside. Erin thought she might get more business if she let people from Liscor go to Celum or Pallass for a holiday in the sun. She stared down her hill to where the water met the land. 
 
    There was a bridge there. It was simple, made of wooden planks tied onto rope with two rope handrails. The bridge sat on the water, and it stretched to a tall pole jutting out of the water. A hill, or the top of one. The [Builders] had anchored the bridge there and stretched it to another hill. Thus, the bridge zigzagged from the top of hill to hill until it reached the city. 
 
    “Weird. But they said it’s good, right?” 
 
    “It should be.” 
 
    Lyonette watched as Erin walked down the hill, slipping a bit with all the wetness, and reached the bridge. As Erin stepped onto the first plank, she saw it sink into the water. Instantly, cold water filled the bottom of her indoor slippers. 
 
    “Gah! Cold!” 
 
    Still, Erin didn’t pull back. She took another step, further onto the bridge, letting it hold her weight. The bridge sunk a tiny bit as she stepped onto the wooden boards, but it was remarkably stable. Erin wiggled her toes and smiled. 
 
    “It’s so cool! It’s underwater but not! This is great!” 
 
    “It’s also dangerous.” 
 
    Lyonette observed as she stared across the bridge as it networked from hill to hill and then finally reached Liscor’s walls. From there, one had to climb a ladder up to the battlements. She frowned at the rain-thrashed waters. 
 
    “Anything could still pop out. If you’re an Antinium or unprepared for a fight, it could be risky. I won’t let Mrsha go on the bridge, and I think I’d prefer to use the magic door too.” 
 
    Erin nodded. 
 
    “Definitely. But this is a way for other people to get here. Look! I think we already have visitors!” 
 
    She pointed. In the distance, Drakes were headed across the bridge. Drakes and Gnolls and a few Humans. Lots of them. Dozens already, and Erin suspected there would be more to come. Behind her, she could hear the inn humming with life. The Players of Celum had already set up, and they were getting ready for The Triumph of Liscor performed by their second-string cast, before they put on Juliet and Romeo for the first time in her inn for Liscor’s crowd. 
 
    “Lyonette, I feel like we’re actually successful, don’t you?” 
 
    “If your inn becomes a hub for adventurers on top of a place where plays happen every night, I don’t see how it wouldn’t be.” 
 
    Lyonette smiled at Erin. The [Innkeeper] grinned back. She looked speculatively back at the inn and shivered as the rain drenched her. 
 
    “Think it’ll work?” 
 
    “What, the plan with the adventurers?” 
 
    “No. Yes. I mean, the plan to get them to overcome their fear.” 
 
    There was a reason Ylawes had stopped objecting. Erin sighed as she looked back up to the inn. Lyonette shook her head. 
 
    “I don’t know, Erin. They’ve been through so much. Do they have to do it? Wouldn’t it be kinder to let them—” 
 
    “What? Stay here? Keep talking about doing it and never go in? Calruz might be alive, Lyonette. If this is anything like a story—he is. It might be dangerous. They might die.” 
 
    Erin gulped as her throat suddenly closed. The thought of her friends dying made her want to cry. But she didn’t. She wiped rain out of her eyes instead and took a deep breath. 
 
    “But that’s what makes them adventurers.” 
 
      
 
    —— 
 
      
 
    The Drake stood on the balcony, dressed in rich, elegant clothing fit for a noblewoman. She looked down and spoke, her chin raised, her manner refined. 
 
    “If they do see thee they will murder thee.” 
 
    Below her, concealed in the bushes, a Human man looked up. His clothes were no less fine, but the colors muted. He had snuck here uninvited, and his life was in as much jeopardy as she said. But he responded with brash confidence. 
 
    “Alack, there lies more peril in thine eye than twenty of their swords. Look thou but sweet, and I am proof against their enmity.” 
 
    His words made the Drake smile unwillingly. She opened a fan to conceal her expression and replied. Pisces didn’t have to hear her to know what she’d said. He’d watched Juliet and Romeo performed countless times in Celum. Wesle and Jasi had refined their craft since then, and they embodied the [Lord] and [Lady] they were supposed to be. 
 
    “A fine performance, wouldn’t you say?” 
 
    He glanced sideways at the others sitting at his table. Ceria looked up moodily from her beef casserole. She hadn’t set into it yet, which was uncharacteristic of the half-Elf; by her side, Yvlon’s plate was equally untouched. Ksmvr was shoveling down his food like there was no tomorrow. 
 
    “What? The play? There’s certainly enough people for it.” 
 
    She glanced around the room. Erin’s [Grand Theatre] Skill afforded her a room three times as big as a normal inn, already large. It was nearly packed by Drakes, Gnolls, and Humans. Celum’s theater-loving crowd had filled some seats, but Liscor’s citizenry had finally heard of the wonders of the stage, and they had come to see what all the fuss was about. So far, they hadn’t been disappointed. 
 
    “A standing ovation for The Triumph of Liscor. Subpar writing, an unctuous display of patriotism—from Humans to Drakes, I note—only redeemed by the star of the cast. Me. What would be the appropriate response to a true work of art? Wild orgies in the streets?” 
 
    Yvlon snorted and then glared. Pisces smiled, pleased at himself. Ceria grinned unwillingly and then looked morose again. Ksmvr looked up. 
 
    “What are—” 
 
    “Later, Ksmvr.” 
 
    The Horns of Hammerad sat as they looked around the room. The Wandering Inn had risen fast, hadn’t it? From an empty house, it was now a full one and populated by movers and shakers and dancers as it were. Wall Lord Ilvriss was there, sitting with a group of Drakes. So were three Gold-rank teams, and now, three Silver-rank ones as well. The Pride of Kelia and Gemhammer had come back to eat and see the play, and they were entranced. Ceria couldn’t take her eyes off them for different reasons. She played with her fork, spreading her cheese around the plate listlessly. 
 
    “Do you think they’re right, Pisces?” 
 
    He looked at her, distracted by the play. 
 
    “Hm? Ah, well, they are certainly forthright.” 
 
    “Confident to the point of suicide, perhaps.” 
 
    Yvlon frowned, looking at the Human team. She touched her arm unconsciously, and Ceria glanced at her. 
 
    “Yeah. Yeah. The Gold-rankers certainly seem to think so. It’s just that they’re…well, they’re our level, aren’t they? Silver-rank. And they’re good too, according to what Selys managed to dig up on them.” 
 
    “Good isn’t enough for this dungeon.” 
 
    The armored [Wounded Warrior] spoke through tight lips. Ceria hesitated. 
 
    “Maybe. But they’re still willing to risk it. And here we are. We haven’t gone into the dungeon. It’s been a long time since Pisces told us that Calruz might be alive. So are we—I mean, am I—a coward?” 
 
    She choked on the words. Pisces looked up. Ksmvr stopped noshing, and Yvlon turned. 
 
    “Ceria—” 
 
    “I’m the team leader. I was part of Calruz’s team! He was my leader. I should be telling us to go in now, but every time I want to, I freeze up. I know we have to move. I know, but—” 
 
    Ceria gestured at her hands. Pisces saw her skeletal hand, holding her fork. It was shaking so badly she could barely hold on. She tried to hold her hand with her other one, but they were both shaking. Ceria shook her head, tears springing to her eyes. 
 
    “I’m a coward! I shouldn’t be Captain. But I—I know what’s down there. I know. Things like Skinner. Maybe worse. I’m afraid, but I can’t back down! And you all need a leader! I shouldn’t be a Captain. I—” 
 
    “It’s my fault too.” 
 
    Yvlon grabbed Ceria’s arm. The half-Elf looked at her. Yvlon looked pained. 
 
    “I’m afraid too. I haven’t said anything. I agreed with you—because I lost too much too. I should have asked if we wanted to go in, really wanted to risk our lives. But I was afraid of looking cowardly. I was afraid of disappointing my brother. It’s not just you, Ceria. It’s…I’m scared.” 
 
    “I know. It’s not fair to ask you to go in. Not for Calruz. Not when we could die. When it’s so likely.” 
 
    Ceria looked at Yvlon, then at Pisces. He met her gaze and then fiddled with his utensils. Ksmvr looked around. 
 
    “But you are our Captain, Captain Springwalker. How else should we move if not by your will?” 
 
    “Oh, Ksmvr. I can’t ask you to die for me. And this—I’m not worthy to do it.” 
 
    The half-Elf closed her eyes. She sat still as the play went on in the background. Pisces was still for a while, his eyes flicking to the play behind Ceria, and then he sighed. 
 
    “And yet, we follow you.” 
 
    Ceria looked up. Pisces pushed his plate back and looked at her, looked at Yvlon. 
 
    “You are afraid. You fear for our lives, rightly so. You have declined to enter the dungeon. Of course I was aware of this.” 
 
    “I was not.” 
 
    Ksmvr raised a hand. Everyone looked at him. Pisces cleared his throat. 
 
    “Friend Ksmvr. Now you are aware. By her own admission, Ceria calls herself a coward. Unfit for duty. Does that change your opinion of her? Of your position in the group?” 
 
    The Antinium cocked his head, thinking. He shook it. 
 
    “Never. If Captain Ceria and Yvlon fear to enter, command me. I will go in alone and find this Minotaur. I am part of the team. If my Captain fears, I will be fearless. If there is death, I will fight it.” 
 
    He looked around proudly and saw the pain in Ceria and Yvlon’s eyes. Ksmvr hesitated. 
 
    “What? You gave me purpose. You gave me a place. How could I offer you anything less?” 
 
    “Ksmvr.” 
 
    Ceria closed her eyes, and Yvlon reached out to grab his hand. Pisces sniffed. 
 
    “Well spoken. For my part, I do not intend to die. But neither do I intend to leave this group. I have waited. The other teams prepare. Ceria, Yvlon. If you fear to enter the dungeon, say so. I will not think twice at walking away. But if you do not—” 
 
    Pisces’ eyes glittered. 
 
    “Then say so and we will follow you into that hell.” 
 
    “Even if we die?” 
 
    The [Necromancer]’s eyes shone in the dim lighting. 
 
    “I do not plan on dying. If you intend to order us to our deaths, then by all means step down. But tell me there is a chance of victory and I will seize it. Point us to glory, Ceria. Did we not enter Albez ourselves? Are we adventurers or cowards? If we are the latter, why have we risked our lives and fought together? If we are the former, why are you afraid?” 
 
    A shock ran through the other three adventurers. The Horns of Hammerad looked up. Ceria felt strength return to her shaking hands. She made a fist and looked Pisces in the eye. There was a shining light there, a burning passion. She had seen it once before, in a younger man’s eyes. She felt her limbs stop shaking. She opened her mouth and heard a voice from the stage. 
 
    “If that thy bent of love be honourable, thy purpose marriage, send me word tomorrow.” 
 
    Jasi bent to stage-whisper to Wesle. The Drake gave the Human a smile full of young, reckless love. Ceria heard a sigh from the Humans and nothing from the Drakes. And then a voice. 
 
    “A Drake marrying a Human? Outrageous!” 
 
    A shout broke through the sacred silence of the play. Wall Lord Ilvriss leapt to his feet, bursting with outrage. He tried to rush the stage. Two Hobgoblins ran to stop him. 
 
    “This play is a disgrace!” 
 
    “Disgusting!” 
 
    The Drakes in the audience were getting to their feet. Their beatific smiles were replaced by pure hostility as they hurled drinks and food at the shocked actors. The Humans in the crowd were stunned—until that shock turned to anger. 
 
    “What’s wrong with that? Let the girl marry him!” 
 
    “It’s not like we like your scaly faces either! Get lost you tailed freaks!” 
 
    The audience turned on each other. Shouting about the sanctity of Drake species turned into threats. The Drakes and Humans shook fists and claws and thrashed tails, and then began to hurl things at each other. From their seats, the Horns of Hammerad didn’t see who threw the first punch, but as soon as it started a brawl broke out. 
 
    Drakes leapt onto tables and kicked Humans to the ground while Humans grabbed chairs, mugs, anything they could get their hands on. The five Hobgoblins began hitting Humans and Drakes alike, but the angry mob was too far gone and they turned on the Goblins as well. 
 
    “Dead gods.” 
 
    Ceria was shocked by the sudden turn of events. She saw Erin trying to restore order—right until someone hurled their plate of spaghetti in her face. On the stage, the Players of Celum defended themselves as Drakes rushed at them. Ceria got to her feet and saw the adventurers in the room get mixed up in the fighting too. 
 
    Jelaqua was already defending herself from angry Drakes who were using this moment to object in no uncertain terms to her using a Drake’s body. Moore was a target purely based on his size. Ylawes had gotten into a brawl by trying to break it up. Griffon Hunt was standing against the walls as was The Pride of Kelia, but Gemhammer was already on their feet. Earlia punched a Drake, laughing as her friends upended their table for cover from the flying projectiles. 
 
    “Whoa. This inn is great!” 
 
    The Horns tended to disagree. They were sitting at a far wall, but the fighting was spreading fast. Yvlon spotted Ishkr pulling Drassi back to the kitchen while he tried to shield himself with a platter. 
 
    “What a mess!” 
 
    There were multiple sides. Drakes, Humans, the Gnolls who seemed keen to either escape or fight indiscriminately, and Erin’s faction. They were badly outnumbered, however. Yvlon saw Headscratcher vault over a table and kick Ilvriss in the chest. The Wall Lord roared, punched the Hobgoblin, and then was struck on the back of the head by an angry [Actor]. 
 
    Ilvriss turned, decked the Human with a single blow, and then grabbed a chair. Headscratcher was borne to the ground by a trio of Humans, but they all staggered as a piece of firewood cracked into their backs. Erin lowered her hands and strode forwards. The Horns could hear her shouting angrily. 
 
    “I just bought those. Can I go for one month without my inn being wrecked? One month?” 
 
    The Hobgoblins rushed to protect her as Erin expertly poked a man in the eyes and kneed him in the groin. [Bar Fighting] at its best. Ceria shook her head. 
 
    “We’ve got to get in there.” 
 
    “You’re sure?” 
 
    Yvlon and Pisces looked at her. Ceria hesitated. She looked at the other two. She wasn’t talking just about the fight. She smiled ruefully. 
 
    “Yeah. I’m sure. Glory? Wealth? Power? I want all those things. I’ll be honest. This thing scares the crap out of me. We lost once. But we have a friend who might be in there. This is about more than pride, more than fear. This is personal. Let’s go kick some teeth in.” 
 
    Ceria shook as she spoke. But she was right. She looked at her friends helplessly. She was afraid—until she saw their faces. Pisces smiled, and Yvlon grinned ruefully. They nodded, and Ceria felt warm inside. Ksmvr stood straight and nodded. 
 
    “Well said! I will be the first to fight!” 
 
    “Wait, what? Ksmvr! I was talking about—” 
 
    The Antinium didn’t hear her. He charged into the melee, received a [Minotaur Punch] from Erin, and spun once before a pair of burly Drakes smashed him to the ground. 
 
    “Cat guts! I’m going to get him!” 
 
    “Get Lyonette too!” 
 
    Ceria saw a frightened Gnoll running through the feet, being pursued by Lyonette. A Drake woman tried to attack the barmaid and received a flawless counter in return. Lyonette ran after Mrsha as Apista flew overhead, bravely stinging everything and anyone she could find. Yvlon nodded. 
 
    “I’ll get Ksmvr! You get Mrsha and the others!” 
 
    “Got it!” 
 
    No one had drawn blades yet, although there were a lot of pieces of wood and jagged glass being waved around. Ceria knew that bearing steel would make the brawl a lot deadlier. Still, that didn’t mean she was going in weaponless. She made a club of ice with one hand and charged with Yvlon, shouting. 
 
    Pisces stayed back. He ducked a thrown tankard and observed the chaos at his table. He sighed. Good art had been ruined once more. Well, it was to be expected. He watched his teammates enter the fighting and rolled his eyes. But he couldn’t help but contain a smile. He muttered to himself, so softly no one else would hear. 
 
    “It’s about time.” 
 
    Then he grinned, disappeared with an [Invisibility] spell, and entered the fray. Twelve seconds later, Ilvriss kicked him over a table. The Wall Lord shifted one of the rings on his clawed hand and grunted. 
 
    “Damn [Mages].” 
 
    He turned, and Erin punched him in the stomach. 

  

 
   
    5.28 
 
      
 
    Erin stood in her wrecked inn and looked around. Broken chairs, upended tables, spilled drinks and food marked what had been a very nice setup. She stared aimlessly at a chair lying on the ground with only one remaining leg and then spotted an unconscious Drake lying behind it. She stared around at the comatose bodies, the broken wood, and shook her head. 
 
    She knew it was traditional. In stories, that was. She knew it was normal for drunk people to be violent. Sometimes. But, and here was the thing…not everyone who drank got violent. In fact, the aggressive drunks quickly learned that there were some fights you shouldn’t pick. Especially in an inn with Hobgoblin bouncers. And in a world where healing potions cured all wounds but didn’t regrow teeth…being a jerk was a dangerous proposition. 
 
    “But here we are.” 
 
    Erin kicked at a mug and watched it skitter across the floor. Someone groaned. Erin ignored the sound. Right, so bar fights were traditional. And this wasn’t even the worst aftermath Erin had had to clean up. Just this month, the inn had been full of dead moths for crying out loud! Alcohol stains were a lot more pleasant to wipe away than moth blood. 
 
    Still, she didn’t have to like it. And she really didn’t. Erin wondered how much it would cost to replace all her tables and chairs again. She mentally added up the damages of broken plates, mugs, bent silverware, and so on until someone interrupted her train of thought. 
 
    “So who won?” 
 
    “Huh?” 
 
    She looked back over her shoulder. Relc was clumsily scribbling on a piece of parchment as he stood amidst the debris. Relc and five other [Guardsmen]—and three [Guardswomen]—had come after the fight had ended. They were now tossing people through the door to Liscor, where the rain would wake up the unhappy unconscious Drakes, or forcing their Human counterparts to wait until the door could take them to Celum. 
 
    Almost all of the injured guests were Human or Drake, and it was telling that Relc was one of only three Drakes that Zevara had sent to clean things up. The Gnolls had stayed out of the fighting by and large and had left peacefully once the fight had ended. 
 
    “Well?” 
 
    Relc clumsily dipped his quill in the inkpot he held in one huge clawed fist as he stared at Erin. She stared back. 
 
    “Who won?” 
 
    “Yeah. There’s gotta be a winner in a fight like this, right? I’m so annoyed I missed it!” 
 
    The Drake looked around enviously, noting how many unconscious bodies were still there. Erin’s inn had been able to hold several dozen people comfortably within its walls before she obtained the [Grand Theatre] Skill, and the room had been packed when the fight broke out. In fact, some people still hadn’t quite realized it was over. Relc spotted a Drake getting to his feet. The drunk Drake looked around, spotted a Human, and lurched towards Erin. Relc turned, punched the Drake off his feet, and grinned in satisfaction before turning back to Erin. 
 
    “Come on, Erin. Don’t leave me hanging. This is for the report!” 
 
    “Well…” 
 
    Erin had to think back on the night’s events. Her gaze slid sideways towards the door as it opened. Oh. Griffon Hunt was leaving. They didn’t have a scratch on them. Whereas the Halfseekers had retired to their room with bruises, and both Gemhammer and the Horns of Hammerad had stumbled away looking for healing potions after they’d been woken up. 
 
    “I guess if you had to say anyone won, it was Wall Lord Ilvriss and his lot.” 
 
    “Really?” 
 
    Erin nodded. 
 
    “He was the one who started the fight. And he kept it going. He took out Headscratcher, Badarrow, Pisces, Ylawes…all with his bare hands!” 
 
    “Claws.” 
 
    “Yeah. But he didn’t use his claws. I knew he was good because he was a Wall Lord and all, but he was good. The adventurers aren’t good with fighting with their hands. And all his cronies beat down anyone who attacked him. But still; he was knocking everyone around while I tried to get people to safety.” 
 
    What a mess that had been. Erin vaguely recalled punching Ilvriss in the stomach before Ceria and Yvlon had charged him to rescue her. Then it had been trying to restore order with her friends and employees while the main fighting burnt itself out. Erin scowled. 
 
    “We did a good job, but even four Hobgoblins had trouble keeping everything contained! In the end, everything stopped once eighty percent of the people were knocked out.” 
 
    “Yeah, that generally happens in a fight. But what about the Wall Lord guy? I can’t imagine he’d stop fighting just because everyone else was down. I’d have tried to take out everyone standing and then run for it before the Watch showed up.” 
 
    Erin glanced sideways at Relc. 
 
    “Aren’t you…” 
 
    He stared at her expectantly. She decided not to ask and continued. 
 
    “Well, he was winning right up until he wasn’t. Mrsha was running around, and she nearly got hurt. So then Moore got mad. He grabbed a table and started hitting people with it! Gently. I think Ilvriss tried to stop him—Moore picked him up and threw him across the room. That’s the wall he hit.” 
 
    Erin pointed at one of her walls. Relc peered at it. There wasn’t any visible damage thanks to another of Erin’s Skills, but there was a suspicious stain halfway up the wall, as if someone had thrown up a bit when they’d been hurled full-force into the wall. He grinned. 
 
    “Awesome.” 
 
    The young woman glared at him. Relc raised his claws innocently. 
 
    “What? It is! That is one of the coolest bar fights I’ve heard of in a while! And it started because they didn’t like your play?” 
 
    “Yup. They didn’t like it. Not one bit.” 
 
    Erin sighed. This entire affair had begun over Juliet and Romeo, a slightly updated take on the Shakespearian classic. Unfortunately, one of the updates had been casting a Drake as Juliet and a Human as Romeo. Both Wesle and Jasi had managed to escape the bar fight without many injuries, but the Players of Celum were understandably upset. Erin looked helplessly at Relc. 
 
    “Tell me I’m not going to have to replace all of my broken stuff? Please?” 
 
    “Nah, you’re cool.” 
 
    Relc finished scribbling on the piece of parchment, blew on it, and then tucked it into his leather armor. He waved a claw around carelessly as more people started waking up. It was just past dawn. 
 
    “Standard procedure is for us to compensate you for all your broken stuff. Fine the perpetrators all something or toss them in jail if they can’t pay. But since Wall Lord Ilvriss started the fight, we’ll probably just charge him.” 
 
    “Just like that?” 
 
    “He’s rich. And it’s easier that way.” 
 
    Relc shrugged nonchalantly. He spotted Ilvriss getting up—the Wall Lord had used a healing potion and so he looked furious but no worse for the wear. The Drake was having the rest of his retainers pick up the unconscious ones or kick the rest awake as Relc called out to him. 
 
    “Hey Wall Lord! We’ll tally the damages and send you a bill for it later, okay?” 
 
    Ilvriss looked up. He glared at Erin and shouted back, making most of the unconscious patrons groan and wake up. 
 
    “Do what you want! As for, you, Human—” 
 
    He jabbed a claw at Erin. 
 
    “That play is a disgrace! I demand it be changed!” 
 
    “No! Go away, you jerk!” 
 
    Erin shook a fist angrily at Ilvriss. She pointed back to her trashed stage. 
 
    “That was an innocent love story! What’s wrong with a Human loving a Drake?” 
 
    Ilvriss didn’t even deign to respond. His tail curled in contempt as he turned away. 
 
    “No self-respecting Drake in Liscor will visit your inn until that bile is taken off the stage! Out of my way!” 
 
    He stormed through the door to Liscor, glaring death at Numbtongue who was watching him and the other Drakes. The Hob had a table leg gripped in one hand. Erin shouted at Ilvriss’ back as he walked out into the night and rain. 
 
    “Yeah, go ahead and boycott my inn! It won’t be the first time!” 
 
    She turned back towards Relc and tried to shrug dismissively. 
 
    “He’ll come back after a week or something. No big deal.” 
 
    Relc looked skeptical as he glanced around the inn. 
 
    “I dunno about that. Drakes like Ilvriss get really touchy about stuff like that play. More than even getting insulted. You might lose a lot of Drake customers. Some Gnolls maybe.” 
 
    “So? I can manage. I’ve been a pariah before.” 
 
    Erin sighed. She felt tired, cranky, and she wanted to sleep. She gave Relc a pleading look. 
 
    “Look, is there anything else?” 
 
    He grinned. 
 
    “Nope! Looks open and shut to me. We’ll toss the rest of our people out, and you can let the poor Humans go to Celum. Oh, and Erin?” 
 
    She turned, already heading over to Headscratcher so he could help expedite the cleanup process. She looked at him expectantly, and Relc smiled again. 
 
    “Next time you put on that play, mind inviting me first? I’d love to bring a few of my buddies. Uh, but don’t tell Embria.” 
 
    Erin gave him a blank look. Then she turned and walked away. As she passed by an unconscious Human, she kicked him in the side. Sort of gently. 
 
      
 
    —— 
 
      
 
    The next day, Griffon Hunt and the Pride of Kelia returned to The Wandering Inn for a standing breakfast. There were some tables, but since Mrsha and Lyonette occupied one with the Halfseekers, the Goblins had the second, and there weren’t enough chairs for the third, they elected to stand. 
 
    “We should have eaten somewhere else.” 
 
    Revi grumbled until Typhenous cast a spell that created a rotating disc of shimmering air for the others to put their bowls and cups onto. The Gold-rank adventurers ate in silence, eying the Pride of Kelia as the nine Gnolls munched on fatty bacon and sniffed the air. 
 
    “Still planning on entering the dungeon?” 
 
    Nailren looked up and grinned toothily at Revi, ignoring her acerbic tone of voice. 
 
    “A bar fight will not stop our team, Miss Revi. We await Gemhammer’s decision, but we will enter the dungeon today regardless of whether we will be joined. We invite you as well, if you wish it.” 
 
    “Bah.” 
 
    Revi turned away and scowled at Halrac. He shook his head, and Nailren nodded. The adventurers looked up and saw Erin hurry over with a plate of hot bacon. 
 
    “Sorry! Ow! Sorry! This is hot off the stove! Don’t grab for it, Mrsha! Anyone want seconds?” 
 
    Hands were raised across the inn. Erin came over to Griffon Hunt and placed a rasher of bacon on Halrac’s plate. The [Scout] grunted his thanks. 
 
    “So…I hear that Gemhammer’s resting up, but they’ll be coming to the inn around lunch and then going to the dungeon after they eat my horrible magic food. What are you guys doing?” 
 
    The [Innkeeper] slid into the conversation with all the grace of a bloated wyvern. Typhenous smiled and accepted a single slice of greasy bacon to go with his bread as he replied. 
 
    “Ah, thank you Miss Solstice. I believe we will continue our job. That is, untrapping the dungeon’s main entrance with the Halfseekers. If they’re recovered?” 
 
    He glanced at the three non-Humans. Jelaqua waved a claw, grinning. 
 
    “We’re good! Moore’s the only one who got hurt, and that was only after the Drakes rushed him. I’d be more worried about the Silver Swords!” 
 
    “My brother’s fine.” 
 
    Yvlon spoke quietly from her seat. She kept adjusting the gauntlets on her arms, tapping at them and grimacing. By her side, Ceria was sharpening her dagger on a whetstone while Ksmvr ate. Pisces was reading from a spellbook. They looked normal on the surface, but the [Necromancer]’s leg was jiggling and Ksmvr was gobbling his food a bit too fast. 
 
    “We’re planning on entering the dungeon too. Today, I mean.” 
 
    Ceria met Nailren’s eyes. The Gnoll nodded at her. 
 
    “Interesting. We would welcome a joint expedition. Unless you plan on entering through the trapped area?” 
 
    Griffon Hunt and the Halfseekers frowned, but Ceria shook her head. She cast her head sideways and glanced at Pisces who stopped reading. 
 
    “We shall be using a different entrance.” 
 
    “A what?” 
 
    All the adventurers stared at Pisces. He sniffed smugly, clearly enjoying the situation. Revi leaned over and hissed at Halrac as Erin hurried into the kitchen, muttering about buying chairs in bulk from Celum. 
 
    “Another way in? How in the name of quilting did someone find—you don’t think they’ve got a leg up on us, do you?” 
 
    Halrac shook his head, his eyes flicking from Pisces’ face to Ceria’s nervous motions. 
 
    “If they have another entrance, it doesn’t matter. We’re all entering the dungeon from different areas, and no one knows where our objective is. They’ll be uncertain of their backs, and that’s more dangerous than our route.” 
 
    “But we’re still untrapping—” 
 
    Revi broke off as the door opened. Watch Captain Zevara strode in—not from the magic door, but from the regular entrance that now led across the water. She shook water off her boots onto the rug as Erin poked her head out of the kitchen. 
 
    “Uh oh. Here comes trouble.” 
 
    “Not yet, Human.” 
 
    Zevara looked tired but resigned as she met Erin in the inn, looking around. The first thing she handed Erin was a bag of coins—payment for her broken furniture. Erin’s eyes went round. 
 
    “Wow, you’re sure? But I’m not a part of Liscor! Am I?” 
 
    The Watch Captain shrugged. 
 
    “You are not. But the fight was started by citizens of the city and Wall Lord Ilvriss. And Drake law is clear—we compensate business owners for damage.” 
 
    Erin eyed the Watch Captain. 
 
    “What about Krshia?” 
 
    The Drake looked blank. 
 
    “What about her? We compensated her for her shop and goods. As much as we could after appraising the magical items the thief—er, Miss Lyonette’s seized possessions. We don’t pay out of the city’s funds.” 
 
    “But what about the—” 
 
    Erin hesitated. She bit her tongue as Zevara peered at her suspiciously. 
 
    “Well, thanks! I guess Ilvriss has a lot of money.” 
 
    “He is a Wall Lord. What about Miss Krshia?” 
 
    “Nothing! So, why are you here, Watch Captain? Just to give me money?” 
 
    The Drake grunted, folding her arms and peering at Erin. After a while, she gave up and shrugged. 
 
    “No, I am also investigating the cause of last night’s disturbance. This play. I’ve received a petition with a thousand signatures on it already. Can you arrange a viewing for me? Or recreate the offending scene?” 
 
    Erin sucked in her lips. 
 
    “Maybe. Let me see if I can find Wesle. If not…well, I’m no [Actor] but I could give it a shot.” 
 
    As it happened, Erin was able to send Lyonette into the city and locate Wesle within ten minutes thanks to Mrsha’s nose. By the time breakfast was over and the Halfseekers were conferring with Griffon Hunt, they saw Zevara watching Erin and Wesle acting out the controversial scene in question. The Watch Captain watched as Erin waved down at Wesle with a handkerchief and shook her head. Then the [Innkeeper] and [Actor] turned anxiously to Zevara. She looked at both of them and sighed. 
 
    “It’s not offensive.” 
 
    Both Humans sighed in relief. Watch Captain Zevara swished her tail as she studied Erin. 
 
    “This was played by a Drake, wasn’t it? Not offensive. Or rather, it’s not something I’d arrest anyone over. You can continue putting the play on. Just don’t expect many Drake visitors. Particularly the male ones. And consider staying out of the city for a day or two. There’s an uproar about the content of the play already.” 
 
    “Those jerks!” 
 
    Erin scowled, but Zevara had already turned her attention to the two Gold-rank teams. The Halfseekers were getting ready to go, and Griffon Hunt was already at the door. The Watch Captain stared at the fiery golden breastplate Jelaqua was carefully putting on. 
 
    “So Miss Selys really did lease the Heartflame Breastplate.” 
 
    “That’s right.” 
 
    Jelaqua turned, her pale body illuminated by the magical glow of the artifact. Every head in the room turned towards her. Zevara stared and then coughed. 
 
    “I’m told your group is entering the dungeon today? As is a pair of Silver-rank teams and the Horns of Hammerad?” 
 
    She stared at the other adventurers who looked wary. Jelaqua nodded carefully. 
 
    “That’s right. Do you have a problem with that?” 
 
    Zevara hesitated before grimacing and shaking her head. 
 
    “I’ve consulted with the Adventurer’s Guild, and Guildmistress Tekshia has declined to intervene. I will do the same on a few conditions.” 
 
    She turned her head and stared around the room, finding each team leader’s eyes, save for the absent Silver Swords and Gemhammer. 
 
    “I don’t care if you lot live or die down in the dungeon. That’s not my role. But the defense of the city is my role, and that means that if you wake up anything in the dungeon, I will hold you accountable for whatever comes out. This is classified information, but a Silver-rank team was responsible for the attack on Liscor.” 
 
    Zevara waited for a response, but even the Pride of Kelia didn’t react. Revi rolled her eyes. 
 
    “We know. We told you.” 
 
    The Watch Captain silenced her with a withering look. She turned up her glare a few notches. 
 
    “You have a responsibility as adventurers. I want a [Message] spell sent to the local Mage’s Guild the instant you find anything…extremely dangerous. Something that could threaten Liscor. I don’t care about treasure or adventuring secrets—if there’s something down there like the moths, I expect to hear about it.” 
 
    She stared around and then grudgingly nodded. 
 
    “Please.” 
 
    With that, she turned and strode out of the room. Erin looked around as Wesle walked back through the door to Celum. She smiled anxiously. 
 
    “So that was nice. You’re all going in then, huh?” 
 
    “We’re going right now. Good luck to you.” 
 
    Halrac nodded at the other adventurers. The Pride of Kelia came over to shake his hand. Typhenous touched staffs with a Gnoll wearing beads and feathers. A [Shaman]? The Halfseekers did likewise, and Jelaqua grabbed Ceria’s hand. 
 
    “You stay behind the Silver Swords. They’re good. I’ve seen them in action. It’s never wrong to retreat.” 
 
    Ceria nodded, trying not to let her hands shake. To everyone’s surprise, Revi hugged the half-Elf fiercely and then did the same to Nailren. 
 
    “Don’t you dare die, you idiotic rookies. I hate having to learn new names.” 
 
    She left them at that. Griffon Hunt lined up next to the door to Liscor, and the Halfseekers stepped over to join them. Moore looked at the small doorway with dismay and ducked his head. 
 
    “Everyone set?” 
 
    Halrac glanced over. The others nodded. Erin cleared her throat as she set the door to Liscor. 
 
    “I’m going with you.” 
 
    The room went silent. Ksmvr choked on his bacon, and Ceria nearly fell out of her chair. Erin looked around. 
 
    “Just to the entrance. I want to see. I’ll be back to see off the others.” 
 
    “Oh come on.” 
 
    Revi grumbled, but Halrac studied Erin’s face. She met his eyes, and he nodded briefly. 
 
    “Come, then.” 
 
    Then he opened the door and stepped out into the rain. 
 
      
 
    —— 
 
      
 
    The rain fell over Liscor. Unending. A torrent. It seemed some days as though it would never stop. But it would. It had been part of Liscor’s history since the city had been founded. And though the residents quickly grew accustomed to the gray skies, the never-ending background roar, the flooded waters, they never quite forgot the memory of clear skies. Of the sun. 
 
    And they were on the streets. Moving from building to building in clumps, or just giving up and letting the rain soak them. The Drakes and Gnolls of Liscor walked in a miserable fugue until they saw the fire. 
 
    It walked down the street. A burning, catching the eye. Light. Heat. A Drake walked forwards, her breastplate gleaming as her body burned. The Heartflame Breastplate shone as the Selphid walked down the street. But she was not alone. 
 
    A half-Giant walked by her side, his back stooped, a giant staff in his hands. He towered above the tallest Gnolls, made the fiercest warriors think twice about their strength. And in his shadow, a Drowned Man dressed in black flickered between shadows. His hands never left the enchanted daggers at his side. One Human hand, one crustacean claw. 
 
    Next to them walked a man with a scowl on his face. An unfriendly Human, but one that attracted as many looks as the Heartflame Breastplate. Because his face was a hero’s. His bow did not shine, but the arrows stowed in his quiver were magical. He walked silent through the rain. By his side strode a Stitch-Girl, tugging at the strings holding together her body. Next to her strode an old Human, white bearded, his eyes shining with magic. 
 
    Six adventurers. They walked out of a door at the western gates, headed straight through the center of the city without pause. The streets cleared before them. It wasn’t a conscious thing. It was simply instinct. The citizens of Liscor watched the Gold-rank adventurers pass and felt the rain intensify as they did. And they felt a chill. Of excitement? Or fear? It was impossible to say, but the passing of the adventurers struck a chord in those who saw them. 
 
    And behind them tripped a young woman, almost unnoticed by the crowds. She followed the adventurers to the northern gates—to the battlements and down a ladder, actually. There was another rope bridge leading north across the waters. The young woman stepped cautiously onto the bridge, watching her feet sink into the waters. Then she looked out at the distant plume of earth visible amid the flooded plains. She followed the adventurers as they headed across the bridge, looking around carefully for dangerous maritime life. 
 
    “Whoop, whoop. Whoa.” 
 
    Erin unsteadily walked across the bridge as it shifted slightly underwater. The footing was surprisingly firm given the downpour, but the dark skies and the way the bridge would sometimes move underfoot was unnerving. After a while, Revi glanced behind her and muttered to her companions. 
 
    “Why do we have to put up with her?” 
 
    The Halfseekers ignored her. So did Revi’s team at first. Her complaining was something they had gotten used to. But Halrac turned his head back to answer as they drew closer to the mound of earth guarded by a platoon of [Guardsmen] from Liscor. 
 
    “Because she’s helped us before. And because she sells us magical food cheap.” 
 
    “Ah. Right.” 
 
    Revi grimaced and tugged at her tongue as if she wanted to pull it out. Erin wondered if she actually could. Stitch-People did weird things. The Scale Soup she’d served the adventurers was certainly effective—according to Moore, it was like a lesser [Barkskin] spell. But it was also about as appealing as eating a bunch of fish scales mixed with glue, which, it had to be said, were major components of the actual soup. Now Revi’s stitch-flesh was tough enough to withstand cuts from an unenchanted dagger. But it was still unpleasant. 
 
    “So that’s the entrance to the dungeon?” 
 
    Erin called out as she followed Griffon Hunt. Ramparts made out of dirt and stone had been constructed at the end of the water bridge. And behind them, a large gaping tunnel led down into the earth. Drakes and Gnolls stood on the battlements, staring into the depths or peeking back at the approaching adventurers. 
 
    “That’s right. The Antinium dug up the ground around the entrance. It hasn’t begun to leak yet.” 
 
    Jelaqua called over her shoulder. Erin stared at the drenched fortifications ahead. She remembered the entrance sitting out in the open, surrounded by adventurers and [Merchants] eager to explore it. 
 
    Now the dungeon was a small dirt fort surrounded by water, abandoned by all but a few groups of adventurers. There was no sense of curiosity or excitement surrounding it anymore. It sat wetly in the pouring rain, the dark opening waiting. In that, Erin thought she liked the dungeon more now. It looked like what it was. A trap. 
 
    “Well, here we are. I don’t think you want to come further. You can go back now.” 
 
    Revi looked pointedly at Erin as the others began climbing the ramp leading up to the dungeon. The [Innkeeper] looked at the Stitch-Girl. 
 
    “You be careful, okay? If you’re in trouble, send a [Message].” 
 
    “As if you could do anything about it.” 
 
    The [Summoner]’s harsh words were betrayed by the way she let Erin hug her. She patted Erin awkwardly on the shoulder and headed into the dungeon. 
 
    “Better not hug me. I’m on fire.” 
 
    Jelaqua grinned at Erin. She nodded, and the girl tried to smile. Moore was next. Erin grabbed his hand. Typhenous let Erin hug him, and Halrac merely nodded. Erin looked around and frowned. 
 
    “Seborn?” 
 
    “Here.” 
 
    She jumped. The Drowned Man stood behind Erin. The Human half of his face looked unreadable as ever. Erin looked at Seborn and tried to smile. 
 
    “So you’re going in. Are you nervous?” 
 
    “We’ve done this dozens of times before. Don’t worry about us.” 
 
    “So I should worry about the others? Will they be okay?” 
 
    Seborn paused as he checked his daggers. The others were talking with the [Guardsmen] on the ramparts. 
 
    “No one’s ever not nervous. But I think we’re determined to make progress today.” 
 
    “Because of what the others said?” 
 
    The Drowned Man half-smiled. It was a strange look, watching half his face twist while the other half remained still. 
 
    “Let’s just say that they reminded us we’re not alone. It’s not pleasant, being called a coward.” 
 
    “They didn’t say—” 
 
    “They didn’t need to. And they’re right, in a way.” 
 
    “Really?” 
 
    Erin had never heard Seborn talk this much. It was a sign of nerves. The Drowned Man nodded as he drew an enchanted dagger that sent a fiery spark into the waters. 
 
    “We could be more aggressive. It’s true. What the Pride of Kelia and Gemhammer are doing is dangerous. Exceptionally so. But it’s not more than what we did when we were Silver-rank.” 
 
    “You did stuff like that?” 
 
    An obvious question. But Erin just wanted to let Seborn talk. He nodded. 
 
    “Silver-rank teams risk their lives to reach the level of Gold-rank adventurers. We’re more cautious with our lives because we have that much more to lose. It is cowardly, but it’s why we get to keep on living. Sometimes though, we have to remember to be bold. That’s what makes us Gold-rank. Not cowardice.” 
 
    “And Named Adventurers? What makes them?” 
 
    Seborn paused. He looked at Erin, and his gaze was…sad. 
 
    “They’re the ones who never stopped diving into the abyss. Some of them are heroes. Most are just insane.” 
 
    He turned. 
 
    “Thank you for coming. I think the others appreciate it more than they’ll say. We’ve done this dozens of times, but adventurers are superstitious too.” 
 
    “Hey.” 
 
    Erin stopped him as Seborn went for the entrance. He turned, and she held out a hand. 
 
    “Come back safe.” 
 
    He blinked at her. He shifted his dagger, but she waggled her hand. Slowly, the Drowned Man held out his claw hand. With exquisite care, he closed the crab-like hand over Erin’s. She shook it, feeling the cold, hard shell under her skin. Seborn looked at her and then smiled. 
 
    “We truly were thankful to meet you. Keep a table open. I still like seafood, you know.” 
 
    Then he turned and walked up the ramp. Erin watched him go. The first group entered the dungeon. The second departed at lunch. 
 
      
 
    —— 
 
      
 
    “We’re good. Thanks, Miss Solstice.” 
 
    “You’re sure?” 
 
    “We’ve got boats. We’ve got rocks to sink with—hell, we could probably do it with what we’re carrying. If we get chewed up on the way down that’s that. But we bought a potion of water breathing, and we’ll share it between us so we can get back up if we miss our target.” 
 
    “Indeed. Thank you for the soup.” 
 
    “I dunno if you should thank me. It’s awful, I know.” 
 
    “I’ve never found a potion that tasted great.” 
 
    Earlia smiled as she balanced in the rocking boat. Her team was already sitting, and there were two more boats. Both were crewed by Drakes hired from Liscor. They were going to head straight for the rift. 
 
    “Like Zevara said, send a [Message] if you’re in trouble. You can use that spell, right?” 
 
    “Our [Gem Mage] can. Not sure about the Pride’s [Shaman], but we’ll stick together. This is just testing the waters. Maybe more if we get rolling. Alright, we’ve got to go before the boats fill up.” 
 
    Earlia nodded to Erin and headed to her boat. Nailren smiled at her. 
 
    “Do not be so anxious. Not for our sakes. We are acquaintances, yes? You barely know us.” 
 
    “I want to get to know you more. Come back, okay?” 
 
    “If we can, we will.” 
 
    The Gnoll’s eyes were calm, but he gripped Erin’s hand tighter than he had before as he stepped towards the boats. She saw them cast off into the waters. 
 
    There were no waves. Only the churning rain. So the boats moved fairly quickly despite the load as the Drake [Rowers] carried the adventurers across the Floodplains. They attracted less attention. They did not shine. But a good number of Liscor’s population were on the walls. They cast fishing lines into the water or sat on the battlements as a social thing beneath temporary canopies. They watched the adventurers head to the rift in silence. 
 
    Silence and trepidation. The two teams looked so few in number, and the waters swallowed their vessels the further away they got. They floated out further on the waters, where things lurked in the depths. The sky, the mountains around Liscor were tall. But how far down did the waters go? Uncertainty filled the hearts of many. But there were still some, children and adults both, who stared at the Silver-rank teams with admiration as well as fear. 
 
    They dropped into the water as Erin watched. First one, and then in groups of three. Vanishing below without a trace. The boat Drakes watched the ripples fade and then rowed away. They would come back if the adventurers sent a request via spell. If they were contacted. 
 
    And then there was nothing. Erin went back into her inn and felt trepidation. She looked at the last group, at Ksmvr helping check Yvlon’s armor, at Pisces trying to fight Mrsha for her wand and then giving up despite Ceria’s scolding, at Ylawes rubbing his head and Dawil joking with Falene and her not joking back. 
 
    “Are you sure?” 
 
    “It’s time.” 
 
    Ceria hugged Erin, and then Lyonette, and then Mrsha. The Gnoll clung to her, not wanting to let go. She howled as the Horns of Hammerad walked outside. Not to go to Liscor, but to a pair of waiting boats. These ones had no Drakes attached—they’d been leased for the day. Yvlon was next. She held Erin’s hands, smiling. 
 
    “We’ll make it. This time is different.” 
 
    “I know. I know.” 
 
    Erin squeezed gently, trying not to look at Yvlon’s arms. Beneath their gauntlets, they looked normal. But metal had become part of her flesh. And that had been in Albez. What would happen…? 
 
    “I will defend my team with my life. But I will not die and abandon them.” 
 
    Ksmvr nodded at Erin. She hugged him. 
 
    “That’s good. Just be careful, okay?” 
 
    “Caution is not always a valid strategy.” 
 
    She laughed. Next came Ylawes, Dawil, Falene. She didn’t know them as well, so they didn’t try to hug her or shake her hand. But they smiled at her. 
 
    “We’ll take care of them, Miss Solstice.” 
 
    For once, Falene’s touch of superiority was comforting. Erin looked at Ylawes. 
 
    “Be a good brother, okay?” 
 
    “I will try.” 
 
    He saluted her. Dawil thrust him aside. 
 
    “I’ll take a hug, thanks. It’s nice to be shorter! Humans are at a comfortable level for my head!” 
 
    He laughed raucously as Ylawes covered his face and Falene looked disgusted. Dawil’s head was at breast-height. The Dwarf meant it as a joke, but Erin hugged him fiercely anyways. 
 
    “You silly Dwarf! Come back and I’ll give you another hug.” 
 
    “Ah, lass. I’ve no intention of biting it in this dungeon. Dwarves prefer to die in stone. Which this dungeon has, mind you. But there’s too much water for my tastes. Keep a keg ready when we get back!” 
 
    And that was that. The Silver Swords walked out. Pisces was the last one. He stood, looking paler than usual. He smiled at Erin. 
 
    “Well, Miss Solstice? Will you wish me well?” 
 
    “Of course I will.” 
 
    Erin hugged him. Pisces looked surprised. 
 
    “It feels like we met long ago. But it was not too long that I was threatening you for food, wasn’t it?” 
 
    “It does feel like that! And I don’t know why I’m making such a big deal of all this! Just come back, okay?” 
 
    Erin sniffed into Pisces’ robes. The [Necromancer] squeezed her ever so hesitantly and then stepped back. 
 
    “That you care matters. And this is the first time we are entering the dungeon. I…I will promise you this. It will not be the last.” 
 
    He turned and then hesitated. Pisces seemed to fight with himself for a moment and then turned back. 
 
    “We will be well.” 
 
    He left with that. No smug comments, no arrogance. Erin knew he really was worried. She sniffed as the Horns cast off with the Silver Swords following. 
 
    No one watched them go. A few people saw them head out, but when they headed away from the dungeon’s rift, they assumed the adventurers weren’t bound for the dungeon. There were more boats cautiously fishing with nets and hooks in the water. The two teams passed all of them by. They headed north, past the city and then towards a hill partially submerged in rain. The adventurers disappeared into the crypt, a spot almost forgotten. The horrors of Skinner were long vanquished. What reason had they to be there? Only Erin knew. She watched as they went. Then she turned. 
 
    Lyonette was holding Mrsha as the Gnoll sniffed. Drassi was staring out into the rain anxiously. Behind them, the five Redfang Goblins looked restless. They straightened as Erin looked at them. 
 
    “Do you want to go in there too?” 
 
    They didn’t respond. But Headscratcher met Erin’s eyes for a second and then looked away. She nodded. 
 
    “Wait.” 
 
    That was all they could do. So Erin sat at her table. Then she got up and pointed. 
 
    “I’m going out. Lyonette, wait there. I’ll be back. I need to set something up. Drassi, how would you like to be paid to sit and talk with people for an entire day?” 
 
    “Ooh, what did you have in mind?” 
 
    Erin opened the door to Liscor. She stepped out into the rain and strode through the streets. She was waiting. And in the dungeon, three teams stepped into the darkness. And the darkness was waiting. 
 
      
 
    —— 
 
      
 
    Three groups entered the dungeon. The first halted at a door tagged with glowing chalk. They formed up, Seborn and Halrac in front. The Drowned Man had a dagger in his hands. Halrac had an arrow glowing with frost drawn. 
 
    “Let’s begin.” 
 
    Behind the two trap experts stood Typhenous and Jelaqua. Revi and Moore brought up the rear. Seborn held up a hand as he inspected the door. They’d come through this door countless times, but he still checked it. Not just for traps; for signs someone had opened it. 
 
    “Hay’s still there.” 
 
    He plucked a piece of straw out of the doorjamb. Halrac nodded. He held up three fingers and counted down. Seborn waited and then yanked the door open. Both adventurers looked into the room. Halrac trained his bow on the first thing he saw until he recognized it. 
 
    “Metal pillar. We’ve been here.” 
 
    He nodded at a mark made on the far wall. Seborn squinted at it. 
 
    “Recheck.” 
 
    “Of course.” 
 
    Both [Scout] and [Rogue] used their Skills to check the room for changes. But there was no discernible difference, so Halrac motioned. 
 
    “The pillar’s a blade trap. Stay to the edges. We disarmed it without you, but you never know.” 
 
    Seborn nodded, and Jelaqua relayed the quiet words to Moore and Revi. 
 
    “We can get Moore to hit it on the way back out if we have time.” 
 
    “Does that…help?” 
 
    “He might be able to grow plants over the thing if he can make a gap. Or just break the mechanisms.” 
 
    The adventurers made their way through the room. Again, Halrac and Seborn checked the door. This time, they didn’t speak as they made their way to the next corridor. The first room was done. The next one would be random as well. Such was the nature of this dungeon; each room was selected from a group of trapped rooms and so the layout was different every time. It was meant to frustrate anyone trying to enter the dungeon safely. 
 
    However, there was a flaw to that kind of dungeon making. With time and patience, a good team could neutralize every trapped room and proceed freely regardless of which room they got. The next room was similarly neutralized; Seborn recognized the narrow corridor. 
 
    “Pit trap. Metalbite Slimes. We took out the pressure plate.” 
 
    “Understood.” 
 
    The two moved ahead. They spoke little, but their conversation alone hinted at the good relationship they had. They proceeded through the fourth room and fifth, each time running into a cleared trap. 
 
    “This is a record for us. You?” 
 
    “We made it this far before. Took out a trap that tried to boil us alive.” 
 
    “You mean burn.” 
 
    “Nope. Doubt we’ll get lucky again.” 
 
    The [Rogue] pushed open the door and nodded. 
 
    “Thought not. Look at that.” 
 
    This room was almost insultingly safe looking. A bed had been placed in the center of the room, a lovely-looking king-sized bed. It looked enchanted, which was probably the reason it had held up so long. Halrac grunted. 
 
    “They’re not even trying. What is—” 
 
    A hand blocked his view. Instantly, Halrac jerked back. Seborn averted his gaze. 
 
    “Some kind of spell on the bedposts.” 
 
    “Clever.” 
 
    Halrac had barely looked at the bed, but he felt something sting his sensitive eyes. He drew back, and Seborn shielded him from the doorway. 
 
    “Everything alright?” 
 
    Jelaqua looked at the two. Halrac relayed news of what lay ahead. Typhenous stroked his beard. 
 
    “Rune trap magic, most likely. I can try to dispel it—” 
 
    “Don’t bother. It’s not the only trap. They want us to try and get close to the bed. I’m sure it’ll do something. Turn out to be an illusionary golem or something. We’ll take it out from afar.” 
 
    “Ah. Let me know if you need a spell.” 
 
    Halrac looked back at Seborn. The Drowned Man was fishing at his belt. 
 
    “We could use a [Sticky Webs] spell. Or do you think it’s too risky?” 
 
    “I was going to try activating the spell by hitting the post with something cutting. See what we’re up against. We can always block off the doorway.” 
 
    “You’ve got something that will work? I could shoot it.” 
 
    “Too risky. Might activate and damage your eyes. I’ll hit it blind. I’ve got these bags of flour from that [Alchemist]. I’ll fill the room and make a—” 
 
    “Dust explosion. I know.” 
 
    Halrac nodded. He was familiar with the idea. Back in his village, he’d once seen a mill go up due to that very thing. It had been their only mill, in fact. They never built another one. Lost in thought, he waited, averting his eyes from the room beyond. There must have been a compulsion spell mixed in there too because he wanted to walk in there and lie on the bed. He did not. 
 
    Seborn busied himself, preparing the bags of densely packed powder. After a while, Halrac spoke absently. 
 
    “It’s called straw, actually. Hay is feed. Dried grass, legumes. Straw is dead stalks.” 
 
    The Drowned Man looked up briefly. 
 
    “Really? I didn’t know that. We don’t get much straw at sea. What’s the difference between a hay bale and a straw one?” 
 
    “You don’t feed straw to animals.” 
 
    Halrac said nothing more. He waited as Seborn tossed the bags of flour over his shoulder. They fountained up, filling the room with fine particles. Typhenous sneezed as everyone moved back. Then Seborn pulled out a tightly stoppered flask. 
 
    “Ready?” 
 
    The [Scout] nodded. He braced himself as Seborn lobbed the vial into the room. Then he slammed the door shut. Everyone waited. They heard a sound of something breaking, then a thump. Halrac waited behind the door calmly. The magical doorway held, but when he opened the door, the room was in flames. There was something thrashing around in the center. Halrac took one look. 
 
    “Mimic. Looks like the wards are covered or obscured.” 
 
    “Let me cast a spell first.” 
 
    Typhenous stepped forwards. Halrac waited until the mage threw long ropes of sticky webs into the fire and then nodded at Seborn. He stepped out, aimed at the mimic, and began loosing arrows. Typhenous threw a ball that ate part of the elongated mimic away and made it scream. 
 
    So far, so good. 
 
      
 
    —— 
 
      
 
    “Watch it!” 
 
    One of the adventurers from Gemhammer snapped a warning. The Gnoll from the Pride of Kelia froze. The Human pointed. 
 
    “Loose stone. Take another handhold.” 
 
    The Gnoll nodded. The descent continued as the adventurers shook water that fell to the dungeon floor below. They weren’t far up, only fifteen feet or so from the place where water met dungeon. But a fall from that height was still dangerous. 
 
    “Good catch.” 
 
    Nailren was descending with Earlia. The Gnolls were less burdened and moved faster, but Gemhammer was moving well too. Earlia slowly climbed downwards, grunting, taking care not to let the water slip her up. 
 
    “Let us go first. We’ve got shields, and your people can get up and down faster.” 
 
    The Gnoll grunted in agreement. He growled softly, and the Gnolls below him paused to let the Humans go past. Curiously, Nailren stared at the Humans. Gemhammer chose their grips carefully. They were not good climbers compared to the Gnolls, but they seemed oddly certain. 
 
    “Strange.” 
 
    “Not strange. They have Skills related to mining. We were all once [Miners] before we found out we could kill monsters with hammers and pickaxes.” 
 
    Earlia was about ten feet from the ground, next to an overhang that would expose her to the rest of the dungeon. She looked up. Nailren nodded and sniffed. He growled and made a gesture with his paws. He showed Earlia two fingers, then three. 
 
    “Shit.” 
 
    She didn’t say anything more. She looked at the other adventurers that had paused with her at the overhang. Then she nodded. Earlia grabbed the next handhold and moved down. She slipped, cursed, and then dropped. 
 
    “Shields up!” 
 
    She screamed an order as the rest of Gemhammer dropped. The adventurers swore as they landed, but three grabbed heavy shields and pulled them up. Just in time. Crude arrows shattered on the shields, and one struck one of the adventurers in the arm. She cried out, but the chainmail had absorbed the blow. 
 
    “Attack! Drop and take cover behind the Humans!” 
 
    Nailren roared as the rest of the Pride of Kelia scrambled down the cliff. He dropped, ignoring the pain of landing, and rolled behind an adventurer with a shield. He saw Earlia dive as she tried to bring her shield up. Arrows were flying everywhere. One missed her head. 
 
    “Loose!” 
 
    There were shapes in the darkness. Snarling. The Raskghar loosed arrows, unpleasantly surprised that they had been anticipated again. They attacked quietly, sniffing. The Gnolls growled as they smelled an ancient scent. They drew their bows and began to loose arrows, eliciting quiet howls. 
 
    “Gemhammer!” 
 
    Earlia kept her voice to a low snap. She grabbed her shield and raised it, hunkering behind it. The Humans formed a wall of their bodies and shields for the Gnolls. 
 
    “Hold the line! When the warriors come up, I want Timgal, Fea, and Blaik on me! The rest keep your shields up!” 
 
    The Gnolls kept loosing arrows, and the Raskghar moved back. One began to beat the walls in a quick rhythm with a stone mace. The sound echoed down the corridor. 
 
    “Calling for reinforcements.” 
 
    Nailren’s voice was tight as he aimed and loosed. He snarled as his [Double Shot] made a Raskghar fall with two arrows in his chest. Earlia snarled herself. 
 
    “It was an ambush! Just like the [Innkeeper] said! Hold tight! We’re getting through this!” 
 
    The adventurers and Raskghar fought, the sounds echoing but not too far. Both sides kept quiet for fear of what they might attract. But they were already being watched. And as more shapes moved out of the darkness, the adventurers realized there were a lot of Raskghar. And then the brutal ancient cousins of Gnolls moved in for the attack. 
 
      
 
    —— 
 
      
 
    “So this is the secret entrance you were talking about.” 
 
    Falene shook her head as she stared down the dark shaft of stone leading down that Pisces and Olesm had found. She peered into the darkness and looked back. 
 
    “I assume you checked for traps?” 
 
    “We did. Conduct your own investigation if you are so concerned.” 
 
    Pisces snapped back to her, then stepped to the edge as Falene whispered a spell. Behind him, Ceria looked on with Ylawes. 
 
    “Incredible. A third entrance to the dungeon, and this one connects to the crypts. One wonders how extensive this dungeon is.” 
 
    Ylawes stared into the pit, looking troubled. Dawil was more practical. He grunted as he squatted down over the edge, not bothered by the drop. 
 
    “That’s far down. What’s the plan for getting down there? Jump and [Featherfall]? Or rope?” 
 
    “It’s dangerous to leave an exit for monsters to get out of.” 
 
    “More dangerous than cutting off our escape route?” 
 
    Ceria countered, looking at Ylawes. He shrugged. 
 
    “I’d be more comfortable letting Falene toss a rope back up when we need to go. She can do it with [Telekinesis].” 
 
    “What if she’s dead? Or hurt?” 
 
    The [Knight] paused. 
 
    “She won’t be.” 
 
    Ceria exchanged a glance with Yvlon. The female warrior looked troubled. 
 
    “And if she is?” 
 
    Ylawes frowned, but in the end agreed to put down a rope for a quick exit. He waited until Ksmvr had declared it secure with Dawil’s approval before nodding. 
 
    “You take that rope down. We’ll go in first.” 
 
    “What?” 
 
    “I insist. We’re a Gold-rank team and prepared to deal with whatever is down there.” 
 
    “There should be just bones. Isn’t that right, Pisces?” 
 
    The [Necromancer] sniffed. 
 
    “There are bones. It is a burial chamber for the Raskghar. I scouted it with a Shield Spider before, and one is down there now.” 
 
    Everyone stared at him. Pisces raised his eyebrows. 
 
    “Oh, come now. Did you expect us to enter a dungeon without proper scouting?” 
 
    He looked pointedly at the Silver Swords. Falene narrowed her eyes slightly. Ylawes looked put out. 
 
    “So you intend to scout with…undead?” 
 
    “Far better than living beings. Unless one of you has a class specializing in trap detection? How were you planning on exploring the dungeon?” 
 
    Falene raised her eyebrows. 
 
    “I am quite capable of detecting magic.” 
 
    “And floor traps?” 
 
    Pisces didn’t wait for a response. He looked at Ceria and Yvlon. 
 
    “Once we arrive below, I intend to reanimate at least eight of the skeletons. They will form an advance guard and scout ahead. I can also fashion a Bone Horror.” 
 
    “One of those things?” 
 
    Ylawes looked appalled. Ceria just exchanged a glance with Yvlon. The blonde woman nodded. Her mouth compressed to a tight line, but she did nod. 
 
    “Do it, Pisces.” 
 
    The [Necromancer] smiled briefly and began climbing down the rope. Caught off-guard, the Silver Swords watched him climb down and then saw Ksmvr hurry after him. Ylawes gripped his sword hilt, frustrated. 
 
    “Incredible. Are you actually serious about this, Yvlon?” 
 
    “You knew he was a [Necromancer], Ylawes. What’s the point in having a teammate with that ability if we don’t use it to survive? His undead have saved our lives more than once.” 
 
    “Still.” 
 
    The Horns of Hammerad descended one at a time while the Silver Swords took a more direct method. They jumped and slowly floated down. Ceria rolled her eyes as Falene drifted past her, Dawil grumbling about his stomach. When they were in the burial chamber, they saw Pisces had already gotten to work. Six undead Raskghar were standing, and two more were striding out of the entrance. 
 
    “Feh.” 
 
    Dawil wrinkled his nose, but Pisces ignored him. He pointed. 
 
    “There is a trap ahead. It destroyed my Shield Spider the first time. I suggest we proceed carefully down the corridor checking for traps. There may be more that are only attuned to the living.” 
 
    “Indeed. I will inspect the trap, then.” 
 
    Falene strode forwards, but Pisces held an arm out. Affronted, she stared at him. He looked pointedly at Ylawes. 
 
    “Should not a warrior go first? In case of ambush? Perhaps Sir Ylawes and Dawil?” 
 
    Ceria nodded in agreement. Ylawes looked irate at being ordered, but he stepped forwards with Dawil. He held his shield up as the Dwarf gripped his hammer. 
 
    “Alright! Let’s explore this damn dungeon already!” 
 
    Dawil’s voice boomed down the corridor. Ceria nearly bit her tongue. 
 
    “Shut up! Do you want to attract attention?” 
 
    “What? Oh. Sorry.” 
 
    The Dwarf mitigated his voice a bit. Ylawes strode forwards, his eyes searching every direction. Ceria stared as Falene followed after them. Pisces blew out his cheeks, and Yvlon paused as Ksmvr brought up the rear. 
 
    “Hey, Ceria. You don’t think—” 
 
    “I think so. Rot, rot, rot. How did we not think of this?” 
 
    “They never said!” 
 
    “Said what?” 
 
    Ksmvr was watching the rear as he had volunteered to do. He glanced at Ceria and Yvlon as they conferred. Pisces was watching the two with a frown on his face. The Antinium glanced at his teammates and shook his head. He had a bow in his hand and the enchanted dagger in the other. 
 
    “I never understand what is going on.” 
 
      
 
    —— 
 
      
 
    Earlia didn’t know when she began shouting. She flung a bag filled with spreading vines ahead and watched the Tripvine Bag engulf a charging Raskghar. The huge not-Gnoll tripped as it tried to leap at her with club in hand. The club was crude stone and wood, but the monster was huge! A head taller than a Gnoll and a third again as wide! Its head was too small, and its claws could lay open her skin as it thrashed wildly. 
 
    No time to hesitate. No time to be afraid. Earlia charged with a shout. 
 
    “Cover me!” 
 
    She rushed the Raskghar. It was fighting to get free. It struggled up as she raised the warhammer and saw the metal head falling. It raised an arm. Too slow. Too late. The blow cracked the arm, and the thing howled. 
 
    Again! Earlia’s arms strained as she lifted the warhammer. She brought it down hard. This time, the blow cracked the Raskghar’s head. It made a horrible gurgling sound and slumped. The Tripvines continued to spread as Earlia staggered back. Something hit her chest—an arrow, breaking on her chainmail. 
 
    “Captain!” 
 
    A hand yanked her backwards. Earlia fell back behind the group of her people holding shields. She felt at her chest. The chainmail had held. If it had been a better bow, or if the arrow tips had been made of anything but crude stone— 
 
    “More coming!” 
 
    The Raskghar were assaulting their position. The Pride of Kelia and Gemhammer were entrenched, exchanging shots while the [Warriors] held their ground. But they were outnumbered and, frankly, outmatched. The Raskghar were terrifyingly huge and strong. Earlia wasn’t sure if she’d have been able to beat the one in front of her in a fair fight. But there was still a way to victory. 
 
    “Hit them with a Pepperspray Potion!” 
 
    She roared at one of her teammates. The man fumbled for a potion, and the charging forms visibly hesitated. They retreated, howling, as the man lifted the potion. Earlia grinned savagely. 
 
    Yes, that was it! The Raskghar didn’t have potions or alchemical equipment. And they didn’t have levels. One of the Gnolls behind her snatched at the air. Nailren lifted the arrow he’d caught and put it to his bowstring and sent it back into the darkness. There was another howl. 
 
    “How’re we doing?” 
 
    Earlia shouted at him. Nailren’s ears switched as he sniffed the air. 
 
    “Many are here! Many more—coming! They are howling for support!” 
 
    “Damn! They really want us dead!” 
 
    The Human woman cursed, glancing around. They knew they’d be walking into an ambush, but the innkeeper, Erin, had told her that the Goblins had fought off only a handful of Raskghar. Had they lied? Or had the monsters doubled their watch? 
 
    “Captain! More coming from the left!” 
 
    A wail came from Fea. The girl was the youngest, and her finger trembled as she pointed around her shield. Earlia saw a group of eight Raskghar approaching. 
 
    “Dead gods. Get me another Tripvine bag! Or one of our explosives! Hurry!” 
 
    She saw the adventurers fumbling as the Gnolls began showering the Raskghar with arrows. But the huge hulking creatures were tough! They charged, howling, impervious to arrows. Earlia shouted, and Gemhammer rushed forwards. Their warriors met the Raskghar in a melee of blows. 
 
    “[Hammer Blow]!” 
 
    Earlia used her Skill too early to crush a Raskghar’s guard and break the screaming monster’s ribs. The Raskghar were everywhere, hurling Blaik to the ground, fighting with the Gnolls who’d drawn their own weapons. And there was another group coming back on the right! Earlia’s heart beat faster and faster as she swung, keeping the Raskghar off Blaik. Too many! 
 
    Then she saw a flicker. Something raced out of the shadows and stabbed through a Raskghar about to leap at her. A masked woman pirouetted and slashed another Raskghar across the back. Earlia gaped. 
 
    “Who the hell are you?” 
 
    She received no answer. The adventurers closed ranks as the Raskghar howled. Several seemed to recognize the masked woman and beat more frantically on the walls. Gemhammer launched a desperate counterattack with the Pride of Kelia as the masked swordswoman cut and danced gracefully through the battle. She was good! But the fight wasn’t over yet. More were coming. 
 
    A lot more. Earlia knew they could beat them if the Raskghar bunched up. They had potions! Alchemy weapons! Spells! She was about to shout at the [Gem Mage] in their company to break a topaz and blast the Raskghar when she saw something move in the darkness. 
 
    “What is—” 
 
    Something moved. A giant Raskghar roared as he charged forwards. He was wearing armor. Not crude hide armor, not corroded metal or bone. Real armor. It shone, and Earlia knew it was enchanted. And then she saw the Raskghar with the bow. He raised it, but she couldn’t see an arrow. He made a gesture as if loosing something, and she didn’t see the arrow. But something struck her in the chest. It went right through her chainmail. She staggered and saw nothing. And she fell as more Raskghar charged. And behind them were Goblins. 
 
    Lots of Goblins. 
 
      
 
    —— 
 
      
 
    “Room eight. Think it’ll be another trap?” 
 
    “Unless we have to go through all of them, there has to be an end to it. We know there are monsters, even if we’ve only seen the ones in traps.” 
 
    “Right. Get ready.” 
 
    This time Halrac and Seborn stood well back from the door. Their clothing was ruffled. The last trap had been activated, but the razorblades of wind had nearly cut both men. They were on guard as they swung the door open to reveal— 
 
    “A path down.” 
 
    Halrac stared at the ramp heading down into the darkness. His internal sense of danger that was separate from his [Dangersense] immediately rang an alarm. Behind him, Jelaqua slowly breathed out. 
 
    “Looks like it’s my turn. Change formations. Unless you think it’s a trap?” 
 
    “I’ve got nothing. Halrac?” 
 
    “No. How do you want to do this?” 
 
    Jelaqua pursed her lips. She stared down into the darkness. Halrac’s eyes could see further, but even his sight had a limit. There was a larger room below. This might be another trapped room, but his instincts told him they were in another part of the dungeon. They’d done it. The seven layers of randomly generated rooms were at an end. Which meant that anything could be beyond. 
 
    “Let me and Seborn do it. I’ve got the armor, and Seborn’s quick.” 
 
    Halrac wanted to argue, but he didn’t. That made sense. You sent a [Warrior] forwards when you thought you might run into monsters, with a [Rogue] or [Scout] or [Treasure Hunter] or whatever you had following close behind. He elected to move back to the rear of the group since his bow was useful at all ranges. Moore stayed with him as Revi and Typhenous took the middle. 
 
    That was the other thing. You watched the rear as well. Halrac had the group pause at this new juncture to go over tactics. 
 
    “First sign of major trouble and we retreat to the doorway. Delaying spells?” 
 
    “[Sticky Webs] for me, and Revi uses her Face-Eater Moth or Corusdeer summons. Moore, do you have a barrier spell?” 
 
    “I could grow vines similar to a Tripvine Bag. It isn’t the most useful spell, though.” 
 
    “Huh. You don’t have another one?” 
 
    Moore shook his head. 
 
    “Not my specialty. Typhenous?” 
 
    “I know [Force Barrier]. Should I use it?” 
 
    “That spell is horrible. Barrier spells aren’t good at sealing off large spots. Not if something’s coming at us fast! Just web and let Moore use [Thorn Spray] or something.” 
 
    Revi objected, and the other adventurers nodded. Halrac checked his belongings. He had his own prepared weapons and potions. He nodded at Jelaqua and Seborn. 
 
    “Then we leave it to you.” 
 
    “Right. Let’s go. Seborn, tell me if I’m tripping on anything.” 
 
    Jelaqua stepped forwards, Seborn right behind her. She did not stride forwards but rather walked cautiously at a slow pace so Seborn could check for traps. If he so much as spoke or tapped her, she immediately froze. Halrac was reassured to see that—it was a sign of Jelaqua’s seniority. She did not rush forwards in a panic, and neither was she afraid to press on. The group moved down slowly into the room when they saw— 
 
    “Statues.” 
 
    Revi breathed the word as the adventurers stopped. They’d come to a large, winding corridor full of stone statues. Between them were scattered pedestals with gleaming necklaces. Only there were a few odd discrepancies. Halrac saw three instantly. 
 
    “Hold.” 
 
    The adventurers paused as he pointed out what he’d seen in the murk. 
 
    “Some of the pedestals are missing the necklaces.” 
 
    “You’re right. Hey, has someone come down here before? Or is that part of the trap? We’re assuming those statues are going to come to life, right?” 
 
    “Without a doubt.” 
 
    Typhenous peered over his staff at the pedestals. It did indeed seem like someone had been here before. Halrac confirmed this by pointing out the other two things he’d seen. 
 
    “Look there. The wall is caved in. It’s been resealed with rocks and dirt. But there was someone here. And I think I know who. Goblins.” 
 
    He pointed to a small pile of bones next to one of the statues. It was hard to see, but he thought the statue’s fingers still had blood on the tips. Jelaqua muttered an oath. 
 
    “Great. Goblins. Well, we knew they were down there. Wonder if they took all the loot.” 
 
    “If they did, the statues scared them off. I’m sure some of them are enchanted to attack if we get close.” 
 
    “What’s the plan then? Hit one and draw back? I can try to bash them up, but my flail is not enchanted and they could be pretty hard.” 
 
    “They don’t look like good Golems. Why don’t we change up our formation? How about—” 
 
    The corridor full of stone statues was still as the adventurers conferred. The deadly stone golems frozen in place did not move. They awaited their victims. When something finally triggered the spell to activate them, the stone statues moved at once. They surged to deadly attention— 
 
    “Hiyah!” 
 
    Jelaqua’s flail smashed the first one in the face, cracking the crude stone and sending fractures down the body. She immediately whirled and struck another of the statues that had come to life. The humanoid things reached for her but she was already moving back. Her flail whirled, striking repeatedly as a flaming, spectral Corusdeer slammed into another statue. 
 
    “[Sticky Webs]. Ah, what a lovely spell.” 
 
    More of the Golems found themselves caught in a barrier as Typhenous poured on the webbing. Behind him, Halrac calmly shot one statue with an arrow using his [Piercing Shot] Skill and watched it crumble. He waited as the other adventurers fought. Behind Jelaqua, Seborn flicked out of shadows, cutting at the golems, chipping away their bodies and jumping away. The adventurers weren’t doing much damage, and the Golems were pushing out of the web. One punched Jelaqua in the chest, and his fist cracked. The Selphid grinned. 
 
    “I didn’t feel that! This armor is good! Hey Moore, your turn.” 
 
    The stone statue raised another fist, and a giant hand engulfed its arm. Moore lifted the statue up with a groan and hurled it into its fellows. The adventurers heard a crack and then the half-Giant waded forwards. He brought his quarterstaff down like an avalanche on a statue’s head, swung a vine and thorn-covered fist into a second, and backed up by Jelaqua and Revi’s Corusdeer, began smashing the rest. 
 
    It was a brisk fight. It might have been a bad one but for Moore. The stone statues were relentless, but the half-Giant had the strength to break each one to pieces while the others covered him. By the time the last statue lay in pieces on the ground, Moore was sweating and dusty. Jelaqua offered him two stamina potions which the half-Giant gulped down. 
 
    “Amazing work, Moore.” 
 
    “That was impressive.” 
 
    Typhenous blinked around at the statues. Moore had crushed the one nearest him by swinging the thing into the dungeon’s wall repeatedly until it broke. Typhenous looked back at Halrac. 
 
    “Well, it seems these traps are getting simpler. Or am I simply becoming more naïve in my old age?” 
 
    Halrac shook his head. 
 
    “As traps went, that wasn’t bad. It would have been a bad fight if we’d picked it alone. Only Revi’s summons and your spells would have done any work.” 
 
    “And I suspect most adventurers armed with a warhammer aren’t as adept at fighting eight stone golems at once. Ah, yes. I see your point. But we have emerged victorious and to the victors go the spoils. I don’t suppose there’s even a chance these ones are safe, are they?” 
 
    “Don’t touch them.” 
 
    Typhenous nodded. The remaining pedestals did indeed hold wonderfully beautiful necklaces and jewelry, but all six Gold-rank adventurers would have rather gone back and fought twice as many stone golems as touch them. They were too inviting. 
 
    “I’m positive they’re cursed. How do you want to transport them? Should we?” 
 
    Typhenous peered at a necklace set with a huge diamond and tsked unhappily. Halrac reached for his belt. 
 
    “I’ve an empty bag of holding. Push it in here. Unless Revi can use her summons?” 
 
    “Stuff that idea! I don’t want to lose one to a cursed artifact!” 
 
    In the end, Halrac nudged each cursed ornament into his bag of holding after Typhenous and Moore had decided they weren’t going to explode by being handled, of course. The adventurers took a rest in the destroyed corridor and nodded to each other. Jelaqua grinned. 
 
    “Now isn’t this a welcome surprise? Actual progress! And look at that entrance! I wonder if we could excavate it, maybe find a real shortcut into the dungeon? Because we know exactly where we are now. What do you think?” 
 
    “Maybe don’t give monsters an alternate route in.” 
 
    “True. In that case, we need to shore up the wall. Damn. That’s a lot of work. A project for today, you think? We’ve already explored two more sets of rooms which I’m sure will be full of traps the next go around. And we have treasure! If we can get it disenchanted, those jewels and the gold will go for something.” 
 
    “True.” 
 
    Both teams knew they’d done a good day’s work. They’d earned money—deferred, true, but a good amount with the cursed loot which might not be cursed if they were extremely lucky—and gotten to a new part of the dungeon. A wise team would do just what Jelaqua had said and resume untrapping the dungeon before proceeding. However… 
 
    It was Seborn who gave voice to their thoughts. The [Rogue] lifted a flask of water and drained half of it. 
 
    “Let’s go a bit farther. See what else we can find. We’re all in good shape.” 
 
    The other adventurers looked at each other. No one said it. But they were all thinking of what Seborn had told Erin. The other Silver-rank teams. The unspoken accusation. 
 
    Cowards. The Halfseekers looked at each other. Griffon Hunt turned to Halrac. He nodded. 
 
    “Another room.” 
 
    The adventurers got up and headed down the corridor in higher spirits. They came to an opening to their left, inside of which was a huge, circular room. It was vast, a half-dome with an extraordinarily flat floor. While the walls and ceiling of the domed room looked weathered by time, the floor was perfect. 
 
    Too perfect. And while there was a door on the far side, the adventurers weren’t about to try crossing the floor to get to it. 
 
    “This is clearly a product of bad dungeon making. Look at the walls and ceiling! They might have fooled adventurers centuries ago, but whoever enchanted the floor didn’t think to account for the decay of stone and moss and lichen and so forth.” 
 
    Typhenous shook his head sadly as he peered at the floor. Halrac nodded. He stared at the door on the far side. 
 
    “What kind of trap are we looking at here, Seborn? Classic pit trap?” 
 
    “Something to do with the floor. Want to see what happens?” 
 
    The Halfseekers enjoyed setting off traps. Griffon Hunt did not, but Halrac respected the idea. A trap could be deadly, but not knowing what it did could be just as deadly. He nodded. 
 
    “Everyone stands up the corridor. We trigger it and get ready to run. Agreed?” 
 
    “Let’s do it.” 
 
    Seborn waited until the others pulled back and then found a good chunk of the stone statues. He lifted it, nodded at Halrac, and hurled the stone into the center of the room. It bounced off the suspicious floor and tumbled a bit. Halrac watched it with narrowed eyes. 
 
    “No good. Looks like the trigger’s something else. Revi?” 
 
    “I don’t want to lose a summon!” 
 
    “You only lose your ancestral spirits permanently. What about the Corusdeer?” 
 
    “I won’t be able to call on it for a week if the spirit is destroyed!” 
 
    “Good enough. Summon it.” 
 
    Revi cursed but did as Halrac asked. The [Scout] leaned back as the flaming spirit cantered down the hallway. Seborn, to whom fire and dryness were doubly unwelcome, moved further back. The Corusdeer walked slowly into the center of the dome as Revi crouched by them, controlling it and frowning. The summoned creature pawed at the ground and nudged the stone. 
 
    “Nothing. Do you think it’s a trap that reacts to living things?” 
 
    “Could be. Or it could be that the trap’s activated by the door. Can you—?” 
 
    “Got it.” 
 
    The Corusdeer walked over to the door. It lowered its head and butted the door a few times. Halrac waited, his breath held in his chest. The Corusdeer awkwardly scraped its antlers against the door, and then Revi made it bow its head. The handle was a lever, and the tall deer’s horns pushed against it gently. Halrac heard a click— 
 
    And the floor disappeared. Halrac jerked back as the Corusdeer plummeted, its fiery body falling into the depths. That wasn’t surprising. He’d expected something like that. What was surprising, what made Halrac shiver and Seborn curse and Revi panic was what they saw below. 
 
    The half-dome was a huge room. Large enough to hold Erin’s entire [Grand Theatre] and then some. It was also a pit trap. And it went down a long way. But that wasn’t dangerous. Not to a good Gold-rank team or even a decent Silver-rank one. And the dungeon architects had to know that. So they had put something else in there. Something that looked up and sensed the prey above them as the Corusdeer fell into their nest. 
 
    Halrac had the best vision. He was standing closest to the newly revealed pit. And the Corusdeer was still falling. He saw it fall down, down, and down past huge webs, past gigantic scuttling shapes that turned and looked up. Halrac stared down a mile of darkness as the Corusdeer fell past a Shield Spider the size of a house, past a giant spider twice as large as Erin’s inn, past thousands, tens of thousands of smaller Shield Spiders, down, until it landed on a web. Instantly, hundreds of smaller shapes smothered the blazing deer, tore it apart. Halrac stared at the spiders as they all looked up. Straight at him. And then they began to scuttle upwards in a silent rush. 
 
    “It’s a lair!” 
 
    Revi screamed. Seborn tossed a bottle down, and Halrac saw the explosion kick a dozen spiders off of the walls. There were several thousand for every one that fell. He had an arrow in his hands. He was loosing it before he could think. He shouted desperately. 
 
    “It’s a lair! A monster lair! It’s part of the damn dungeon!” 
 
    “What? What?” 
 
    Jelaqua charged down the corridor with Typhenous and Moore. Halrac was too busy loosing arrows and retreating to explain. But it was all clear. The huge, spiraling pit. The traps which were easy—a bit too easy. And the monsters who’d been given time, thousands of years in fact, to reproduce. To grow to unnatural sizes. 
 
    The Shield Spiders were here. The Face-Eater Moths had probably been in another trap like this one. And now they were coming out. Halrac’s arrow took the first giant spider that crawled out of the pit and sent it falling back down. A horde followed. And after that came tens of thousands more. 

  

 
   
    5.29 
 
      
 
    It was passing strange. A curious phenomenon. An odd thing. Headscratcher couldn’t describe it. He had been a warrior for six years, a Goblin’s lifetime. He had fought monsters far more terrible with his tribe, survived adventurer attacks and climbed the treacherous High Passes all his life. He had faced down great challenges with his tribe, following the back of his hero. 
 
    Garen Redfang, a Goblin hero. And all his life, Headscratcher thought he had known what strength was. He had leveled. He had become an elite among the strongest tribe of Goblins. Or so he had believed. But only now, over a hundred miles from his home, cut off from all but four of his fellow warriors, having lost his brothers in arms, did he feel as though he was changing. 
 
    Growing stronger. Headscratcher looked down at his hands. Large hands with jagged fingernails. Clean fingernails, though. Erin insisted he wash his hands before every meal. Absently, he chewed at them. Yes, it was strange. 
 
    This inn was a soft place. Full of too much food, too much niceness and…and safety. It was not a place Headscratcher would train a warrior in. And yet, and yet—he felt stronger. Stronger than he had ever been in his life. For the first time in the seven years he had been alive, Headscratcher’s belly no longer rumbled when he slept. He, a Hob, was full and didn’t have to worry about what tonight’s meal would be or how much of it there would be. 
 
    And he had leveled. So had Badarrow, Numbtongue, Shorthilt, and Rabbiteater. They had leveled defending the inn, surviving all these cold months away from their tribe. They had become Hobs. And now, in this soft inn, Headscratcher felt something in him hovering on the brink of change. 
 
    It felt like a gap in his chest. A wide, vast, mysterious feeling waiting to be set free. And his head! Sometimes it felt like Erin had cut the top off and exposed a new world to Headscratcher. A wonderful, strange, frightening, cruel, joyous world. Headscratcher stared at his hands and wondered what he would become. He was not afraid. He wanted to be more. To be like his hero. He wanted to protect his tribe, this inn— 
 
    And his friends. Headscratcher looked up. Badarrow was lounging against a window, fiddling with his shortbow. It was small in his claws. Too small for the Hob he’d become. Next to him, a box of bright yellow flowers bloomed. The [Archer] Goblin pretended to be staring out into the rain, but Headscratcher was sure that Badarrow was smelling and looking at the flowers. 
 
    The rasp of a stone moving down a blade’s edge made Headscratcher turn his attention to the Hob sitting across from him. Shorthilt was sharpening his blade, carefully maintaining the edge. He was engrossed in his work. It seemed as though he could sit there and maintain his weapon forever. It wasn’t in preparation for battle. It was just something the Goblin enjoyed doing in quiet. 
 
    Peaceful. That was a word Headscratcher had not known before coming here. He looked to his left, at Rabbiteater. The Hob wasn’t doing anything. He was sleeping at his table. Just sleeping. But he looked so content with that. Sleep was a luxury to Goblins. Rabbiteater’s ears twitched slightly as he dreamed without fear. 
 
    Tok. Tok. 
 
    Headscratcher heard a slight sound and looked up. He didn’t see Numbtongue, but the sound he heard, the sound of a claw striking the chords of a guitar, was impossible to miss. He stared towards the door leading to Erin’s basement and knew what the other Hob was doing. 
 
    He’d stolen the guitar Erin had bought. Again. No one had noticed, but Headscratcher’s stomach still knotted up with worry thinking about it. But the sounds that came from the basement weren’t just the random sounds of someone that didn’t know what they were doing. The rhythm of Numbtongue’s claw striking the chords was replaced by a note. 
 
    The Hob played a note, a single soft sound that only the Goblin’s sharp ears could hear. It wasn’t anything like the music they’d heard once, the beautiful sounds. But each night, whenever he could, Numbtongue would hide in the basement and play notes, laboriously learning each hold on the guitar to make different sounds. Recreating from memory what he’d heard. 
 
    Not a [Warrior]’s task. Not something that was useful. But something that was good. Headscratcher closed his eyes as he heard another soft sound. And his heart—he knew it would be soon. He would level. And what would he become then? When he dreamed of battle, he only felt rage. All-consuming. He would throw himself into battle before another of his comrades died. In battle, he was fire. But here— 
 
    It was peaceful. Just for a moment. Then Headscratcher’s ears twitched again, and he listened to the two Humans talking. They sat at the table. How curious they were too. He had been sent to kill Erin Solstice, but now he guarded her inn. He had thought of leaving a hundred times. And he would. But for now, he rested under her roof. Until they returned back to the dungeon. Until they risked their lives for more treasure. Headscratcher thought of the strange white cloth, the bell, the necklace, and his claws twitched reflexively. Soon. But just for a moment longer he listened to Numbtongue play. He could die later. For now, he wanted to live. 
 
      
 
    —— 
 
      
 
    “There it goes again! See?” 
 
    At their table, Lyonette and Erin watched Mrsha’s ears twitch. The Gnoll was closing her eyes as she let both young women comb her fur with brushes. But every now and then her little ears would twitch as she heard something. The other two couldn’t hear a thing, but watching Mrsha react was as amusing as anything else. And it was a distraction. 
 
    Erin was worried. She tried not to be restless. Everyone else was lounging around. The Goblins looked content, she was distracting Mrsha by brushing her, and Lyonette was doing the same. Apista waggled her antennae as she ate her honey in a bowl. Everything was quiet as the rain poured down outside. 
 
    But Erin couldn’t hold still. She felt worried. The adventurers were in the dungeon. Six teams in all. She hadn’t heard anything from them. It had been an hour—no problem! They could be down there for hours. But she felt worried. Why couldn’t she keep tabs on their progress? Why, yes, why did she have to sit here and worry? 
 
    “I should get an artifact.” 
 
    “Excuse me?” 
 
    Lyonette looked up. Erin gestured distractedly. 
 
    “An artifact. You know, like a book that can receive [Message] spells? Or a monitor. A big board on the wall where I can see any [Messages] people send me. Or what about a scrying orb? Would those work in the dungeon? Something so I know what’s happening at all times.” 
 
    Mrsha stirred a bit. Lyonette stroked her head. 
 
    “Erin, something like that would cost a fortune.” 
 
    “So I’ll have to earn a fortune. I could do it! We’ve got a good amount of gold saved up from the plays!” 
 
    “Which we had to spend to buy new chairs and tables. And dishes. And cutlery. Never mind that Wall Lord Ilvriss paid a fine. You have employees now, food expenses…and you paid for all those glass windows. We’re not earning that much money. And if the Drakes boycott us—” 
 
    “Yeah. I know.” 
 
    Erin sighed, feeling her stomach clench unpleasantly. She frowned. 
 
    “I don’t get why they’re doing it. Of all the things to get mad about! I’ve done way worse things! I think.” 
 
    “But the play had a Drake marrying a Human.” 
 
    “So? I have Hobgoblins living under my roof.” 
 
    “I’m sure they’re not happy about that. But the play—look Erin, Drakes and Humans sometimes get along, but marrying each other? There’s a reason why most Human cities don’t have any Drakes in them and vice versa. Even Liscor, a border city, has a lot of Drakes who hate Humans.” 
 
    “But they have Drakes who like Humans.” 
 
    “Yes, Erin. But think of it like this. Liscor is next to Human lands. They’re liberal compared to most Drake settlements.” 
 
    “…Ah.” 
 
    “And marriage really gets people upset. Back at home, there was a couple I heard about. A young [Lady] who married a half-Elf. A mob nearly tore both of them apart before they fled. The parents of the [Lady] disowned her and hired assassins to kill her.” 
 
    Erin looked appalled. 
 
    “Their own daughter?” 
 
    Lyonette nodded. 
 
    “Better to kill their daughter than let them marry the enemy. This could be a real problem.” 
 
    “I’m not going to ask the Players to change Jasi out for someone else! That’s not right!” 
 
    “Well…” 
 
    Erin heard the meaningful tone in Lyonette’s voice. It said that Erin was making a mistake. The [Innkeeper] crossed her arms and had another thought. 
 
    “I just hope those Drakes don’t come back for more trouble tonight! If they do, I’m gonna get Headscratcher and the other Hobgoblins big clubs to keep order!” 
 
    The Goblins looked up. Lyonette winced. 
 
    “Can’t you stop them from fighting without needing force?” 
 
    “You mean with threats? That’s what the clubs are for.” 
 
    “No, I mean, with your Skill! You have [Inn’s Aura], don’t you? Why didn’t you calm everyone down with that?” 
 
    “I tried!” 
 
    Erin protested indignantly. She paused and frowned. 
 
    “I tried. I mean, I think I tried. I’m pretty sure it didn’t work because of Ilvriss. And because everyone was so mad.” 
 
    “Oh. I guess your aura couldn’t handle the crowd. Or Wall Lord Ilvriss cancelled it with his own.” 
 
    “Wait a moment. He can do that?” 
 
    Erin sat up. Lyonette nodded. She scratched behind Mrsha’s ears as the Gnoll listened drowsily to the adults talking. 
 
    “[Lords] can do that. They have aura Skills, just like anyone else. It’s more impressive you can do anything against him.” 
 
    “I remember him trying to pressure me once. Crap. I mean—” 
 
    The young woman bit her tongue as Lyonette pointed at Mrsha. She adjusted her vocabulary. 
 
    “You know about auras, Lyonette?” 
 
    “Maybe. I do have…expertise in the matter.” 
 
    “Uh huh.” 
 
    The two shared a meaningful look. Erin knew that Lyonette knew that she knew that Lyonette knew that Erin knew…something. About her being a [Princess]. She put her hands on the table, grateful for something to occupy her nervous thoughts. 
 
    “Okay, lay it on me. Anything I should know about my Skill? I can’t believe none of these things come with an instruction manual.” 
 
    “It would be nice. Sometimes a Skill or class has a secret to it that only a few people know. Auras are rare among most classes, so you don’t hear of them much. Noble classes, leaders, sometimes [Mages]…it’s rare even for them. I can’t remember hearing of an [Innkeeper] with an aura, but it is confined to your inn so it makes sense. Although that’s odd too.” 
 
    “What is?” 
 
    “People have auras, Erin. Inns, objects, generally don’t. Actually, everyone probably has an aura of some kind. But a Skill lets you manipulate it. Still, anyone can learn to resist most aura effects.” 
 
    “Right, right. I think I get it from watching Ilvriss. Or Zel, maybe.” 
 
    Lyonette looked sadly down at Mrsha who’d stopped smiling. 
 
    “Yes. Zel did have an aura, I think. He might not have been trained, but it would have made him look more…impressive. You can imagine it. A shining [General] leading an army.” 
 
    “What about a [King]?” 
 
    “They could have auras that make other people kneel to them. See them as shining figures. Or make them afraid. I hear that some royalty have auras so powerful that people kneel before them as they pass.” 
 
    “Wow. Could I do any of that?” 
 
    Lyonette laughed. Erin looked hurt. 
 
    “Hey! I have a Skill!” 
 
    “Yes, but you don’t know how to use it, Erin. An aura expert can make their aura visible or even use it as a shield for their body. You can terrify people with it when you’re mad. But you don’t practice.” 
 
    “Well, I can practice now. Let me try!” 
 
    “If you want. But auras aren’t something you can master overnight.” 
 
    “I bet I could stop a fight if Ilvriss wasn’t here.” 
 
    The [Princess] shook her head. 
 
    “Erin, auras work on the unprepared. I don’t have a Skill, but I doubt you could get yours to work on me. Not if I tried to resist it. Maybe you’d have been able to a few days ago. Now? No.” 
 
    There was a newfound confidence in her eyes as she looked up. She wasn’t insulting Erin—rather, she was explaining. Erin smiled. 
 
    “But I could practice, right?” 
 
    “You could. And I could teach you how to use your Skill on purpose rather than unconsciously.” 
 
    Lyonette smiled. She patted Mrsha on the head and stood. The Gnoll looked up curiously. Erin smiled and noticed Headscratcher poking Rabbiteater awake. They had an audience. 
 
    “Okay, what do I do first?” 
 
    “Get mad.” 
 
    “Mad?” 
 
    Mrsha reached up, and Lyonette scooped her up into her arms. The Gnoll snuggled against her chest as Erin frowned. Lyonette nodded. 
 
    “Get angry. Use your emotions. Concentrate—an aura is something you focus like any part of your mind. Focus on what you want to do. Pressure me with your will.” 
 
    Erin tried. She reached into the core of her being, searching for…something. The force? A magic power inside her? She gritted her teeth. 
 
    “Okay, here goes. I’m getting mad! I’m pumped! I’m focusing my energy!” 
 
    “You don’t…have to say it out loud.” 
 
    “It helps! Okay! Here goes! Mad, mad—table flip! Getting really angry! I’m awakening my warrior instincts! You can’t stop me! This is not my final form! Graaah!” 
 
    Erin raised her arms and shouted, trying to push against Lyonette. The [Princess] and Mrsha stared at her wide-eyed as Erin shouted. In the silence, Erin lowered her raised arms. 
 
    “I feel silly.” 
 
    “I can’t imagine why.” 
 
    The sweet reply made Erin blush. Lyonette sighed as Mrsha smiled, looking not the least bit discomforted. 
 
    “Erin, you know how to use your aura. You’ve done it before. Don’t make a show. Just…project your authority. Remember when you used it?” 
 
    Erin thought back to when she’d been sitting across from the [Innkeepers] from Celum. Or when she’d yelled at Safry and Maran. She paused. 
 
    “Oh.” 
 
    This time, Headscratcher and the Goblins didn’t see Erin move. She didn’t make any flashy gestures or say anything. Her brows simply furrowed, and when she raised her head, her gaze was— 
 
    Something changed in the inn. Headscratcher heard the sound of Numbtongue playing softly below stop. Mrsha looked up. Badarrow looked up and uttered a Goblin curse. Suddenly, the air felt heavy. Headscratcher got up and staggered. He tried to take a step and felt slower, as though something was weighing him down. The other Redfang Warriors exchanged glances. 
 
    Erin glanced at them. Her gaze wasn’t angry, but it was focused like the edge of Shorthilt’s sword. She looked intense. She watched the Goblins get up, feeling at their bodies. 
 
    “Can you move?” 
 
    They could. The Redfang Warriors tried running, vaulting over tables, punching each other. All of these actions were possible and it wasn’t as if they were slowed, but everything took more energy. Headscratcher couldn’t put all of his strength into his hands. He glanced at Erin, impressed. Fighting in her inn would be dangerous! And then he saw Lyonette. 
 
    The [Barmaid]—or rather, former [Barmaid]—was standing in front of Erin, looking a bit pained. In her arms, Mrsha was squirming uncomfortably and whining. Lyonette took a deep breath and closed her eyes. She did nothing visible either, but when she opened her eyes, they had that same, focused look. And something changed. 
 
    Headscratcher could see her body relax as the invisible pressure dissipated around her and the Gnoll. But only around them. Amazed, he tried to copy her, but he had no idea what she’d done. Erin glanced at Lyonette and smiled. 
 
    “Cool. Okay, I’ll be Ilvriss and you be me. Do you want to put Mrsha down?” 
 
    “She’ll be fine.” 
 
    Lyonette held Mrsha confidently. Erin nodded and frowned harder. Headscratcher felt the weight on his shoulders increase. He sensed something in the air around Erin, a localized disturbance as her aura grew stronger. It concentrated on Lyonette. But the [Barmaid] didn’t move. She met Erin’s eyes and stood tall. Erin stared at her, and Headscratcher felt the aura in the inn, her will pushing at Lyonette. But the young woman refused to give in. 
 
    The two locked gazes and something clashed in the air between them. The Redfang Warriors watched, holding their breaths as the silent battle went on for seconds, and then minutes. The pressure Erin was exuding was powerful. But it seemed that whatever she tried, she was unable to pressure Lyonette like the others. The young woman stood before Erin, not backing down. And at last, Erin had to admit defeat. 
 
    “You’re good! Whew!” 
 
    The intensity in the air vanished, and the sense of conflict evaporated as she sat at a table. Lyonette sat with her, and Mrsha hopped out of her arms. The two young women shared a glance. They’d fought, not physically but in another sense. Erin got up and fetched cups for the two of them. She offered Lyonette some wine, and the [Princess] accepted. Erin poured her a glass, and Lyonette raised it. They touched glasses and smiled. 
 
    “Thanks.” 
 
    “The experience helped me too. I’ve never done that against anyone before. Not successfully, anyways.” 
 
    Lyonette sipped from her cup and shooed a curious Mrsha and Apista away. Erin nodded. She was about to ask Lyonette for more tips—could she use her aura to turn her hair golden and make it stand up, for instance? And then the door to Liscor burst open. 
 
    “Erin!” 
 
    Drassi stood in the doorway, breathless, panting. She was covered in rain—she wasn’t wearing her cloak! Erin turned, and her sense of calm vanished. 
 
    “What?” 
 
    “Griffon Hunt and the Halfseekers have found a Shield Spider nest in the dungeon! There are tens of thousands—hundreds of thousands! They’re attacking!” 
 
    “Oh no. No, not again!” 
 
    Lyonette gasped in horror. She rose as Erin leapt to her feet. The Redfang Goblins instantly rose. 
 
    “Are they hurt? Are they retreating?” 
 
    “I don’t know. That was the first [Message] that came through. I ran to get you—the guild sent a Street Runner to summon Watch Captain Zevara and Olesm!” 
 
    Erin strode towards Drassi and hesitated. She turned. 
 
    “Shield Spiders. A nest. You mean like the Face-Eater Moths?” 
 
    “Yes! What do we do? Are we going to be under attack again?” 
 
    Lyonette had grabbed Mrsha. She looked frightened. Erin felt terrified. But beneath her sudden panic, a cooler part of her took charge. She glanced out her windows, looked through the door to Liscor at the rainy streets, and shook her head. 
 
    “No. This won’t be the same. Lyonette?” 
 
    “Yes?” 
 
    “Get to Bird. Tell him what’s going on. Then open the door to Celum. Warn Octavia, tell Wesle, and send a Street Runner to let Celum’s Council know what’s going on. And then get back here.” 
 
    “Should we leave Mrsha in Octavia’s shop?” 
 
    Erin didn’t have to think. 
 
    “No. She’ll be okay here. But warn everyone just in case. Tell Pallass too. Headscratcher—” 
 
    She whirled. The Redfang Goblins had grabbed the weapons they’d stolen from the Raskghar. Shorthilt had his sharpened blade at the ready. Erin nodded. 
 
    “Stay here. I’ll come back if there’s more trouble or we need you. For now, secure the inn with Bird. Got that?” 
 
    They nodded. Rabbiteater rushed down the basement stairs to grab Numbtongue. Erin turned towards Lyonette. 
 
    “It’ll be fine this time.” 
 
    “You’re sure?” 
 
    “Pretty sure. I’ll go to the Mage’s Guild. You let everyone know, but don’t start evacuating. The threat’s not to us. It’s to the adventurers.” 
 
    So saying, Erin looked at Drassi. The Drake didn’t need an invitation. She turned and pelted through the streets, Erin following at a run. The Drake ran as fast as she could, but she didn’t exactly have Ryoka’s training. And she kept babbling worriedly. 
 
    “Oh Ancestors, what are we going to do, Erin? It’ll be the Face-Eater Moths all over again! Do you think Pallass will send reinforcements? What about Celum? Why are there so many monsters?” 
 
    “We’ll be fine, Drassi!” 
 
    Erin had to slow or wipe out on the slippery cobblestones. She slowed to a jog as Drassi ran just in front of her. The Drake wailed. 
 
    “How do you know?” 
 
    “Because we’ve done this before.” 
 
    Erin answered with confidence. She felt it. There was a certainty now in her chest. Drassi stared at her side-long as they ran. 
 
    “Really? That’s it?” 
 
    “Yes. We’ve survived one disaster. And we have experience.” 
 
    Experience. That was the key. Erin had survived Skinner. She’d survived fighting Regrika, Gazi, the moths, and Goblins. Each time she’d learned something more. She was no [Tactician], but she’d fortified her inn. Bought healing potions and other alchemical weapons. She pointed up. 
 
    “It’s raining. Liscor is flooded. The Shield Spiders have only one way into the city, and that’s over a bridge that can be cut. They’ll never reach the inn or Liscor’s walls. Maybe they can build webs and float? Either way, it won’t be the same as last time. The adventurers in the dungeon, though, are in danger. How long has it been since they reported the attack?” 
 
    Drassi gasped for air as she slowed further. 
 
    “Six—eight minutes? I ran here the instant I heard the [Message] come in! Like you told me!” 
 
    Erin nodded. She’d offered Drassi the chance to sit in the Mage’s Guild and gossip all day long in case an adventurer sent a [Message] in. She ran towards the Mage’s Guild and saw Drakes running through the street towards the Guild as well. Zevara, Olesm, Ilvriss—Erin let them go in first. 
 
    It wasn’t the same. Liscor couldn’t fall to the same disaster twice. Each time something bad happened, each time there was an attack, they grew. Erin grew. That was the point of leveling. And this time, Erin swore, she’d do all she could to bring back her friends safely. But that was only assuming they were still alive. She raced into the Mage’s Guild, while rain poured down from above. And below there were spiders. 
 
      
 
    —— 
 
      
 
    “Fall back! Fall back!” 
 
    Halrac shouted the order as Shield Spiders poured out of the massive shaft that had been converted into their nest. The mile-deep vertical drop was filled with their nests and the spiders, sensing light and life above, swarmed upwards in an unending torrent, intent on consuming all that lay above. 
 
    It was a trap. Halrac cursed and loosed two arrows that exploded, sending the first wave of spiders fleeing in burning agony. But more came after. He nearly ran into Jelaqua as she charged forwards. 
 
    “Back! We need to form a barrier!” 
 
    He roared at her. Jelaqua hesitated, but then raced backwards as Moore and Typhenous reversed direction. Revi sprinted past them, screaming and swearing, and Seborn flickered into view, a moving shadow. 
 
    “There’s hundreds of thousands!” 
 
    “Dead gods!” 
 
    “Typhenous, Moore, put up a barrier! Buy us a minute. Revi—” 
 
    “Give me time!” 
 
    The [Summoner] was already raising the instruments of her trade. Pieces of fallen monsters encased in amber and more precious, ornate talismans manufactured from fallen Stitch-People. Ghostly warriors appeared behind her as Revi summoned them one by one. But the Shield Spiders were already pouring up the corridor full of destroyed statues. Halrac loosed another arrow, watching the explosion barely faze the spider horde. 
 
    “Typhenous?” 
 
    The [Scout] glanced over his shoulder. Typhenous’ face was concentrated. The spiders were closing. Ten feet, five feet—Jelaqua whirled her flail, and Seborn braced. Then the [Mage] pointed his stave. A loud booming voice spoke at the same time he did. 
 
    “[Barrier of Thorns]!” 
 
    “[Flame Wall]!” 
 
    Moore and Typhenous cast the spells almost at the same time. A wall of thorns erupted from the ground as the first Shield Spiders scuttled forwards. The dense brambles engulfed the first group of spiders, making the second wave crash into the branches. Surprised, the spiders tried to climb for a second—before a burning wall of flames burst into life. It ignited the thorns, the spiders, and made the living ones screech. Halrac heard and saw the spiders crash against Moore’s barrier, but it held. 
 
    Three living Shield Spiders had been quick enough to escape being caught in the wall of thorns. They were all about the size of sheep, huge, horribly large spiders with armored carapaces and terribly sharp pincers. One reared up to bite. A pair of glowing daggers sliced its head off. The other two dashed forwards, and Halrac’s arrow went straight through the first at close range. A pair of spiked flail heads crushed the other in a single blow. The spiders twitched and fell still. 
 
    “We have a minute at best before the barrier fails.” 
 
    None of the Gold-rank adventurers wasted time exclaiming. Moore peered at his flaming wall of thorns, glancing back at Typhenous. 
 
    “Good spell. I thought you were doing webs?” 
 
    “Not against spiders.” 
 
    Typhenous grinned. Halrac stared past the flaming barrier. The Spiders were attacking it despite the intense flames. He looked around. At times like this, everything slowed. The idle banter, the sound of the spiders cracking the sturdy brambles, the feel of the bow in his hand—all of it crystallized. He looked around and saw the other Gold-rank adventurers were in the same state of mind. They didn’t speak normally, but in a rush that merged together, somehow making sense. 
 
    “We saw hundreds of thousands—” 
 
    “Big nest?” 
 
    “Illusory barrier. Lost my Corusdeer—” 
 
    “Send a [Message] spell to Liscor warning them.” 
 
    “Already on it. Plan of attack?” 
 
    “Has to be me. My armor—” 
 
    “Containment’s key. Can you hold if they rush you? If they knock you off—” 
 
    “I’ll cover her with arrows if larger ones appear. We need to narrow the corridor. Killing field.” 
 
    “Push them back to the pit. What about creating barriers? More walls of fire?” 
 
    “Do that. Revi, your summons will screen Jelaqua.” 
 
    “How do we want to do this? Push with warriors? I can use my trump spell—” 
 
    “Hold it, Typhenous. Don’t exhaust yourself. Smaller spells until we push them into the pit. Moore—” 
 
    “My staff will do the work.” 
 
    “Leave the big ones to me. Seborn, guard Jelaqua.” 
 
    “Got it.” 
 
    “Alright. Go!” 
 
    The conference had taken about thirty seconds. The Shield Spiders were already breaking down the flaming barrier when it vanished. A huge spider nearly as wide as the corridor reared up, surprised. Halrac aimed and loosed. The Phoenixflame Arrow he’d chosen was expensive. The flaming head penetrated the Shield Spider’s body and then the enchantment activated. Like a phoenix, the arrow exploded into flames bursting the spider’s body like a bubble of soap. The adventurers charged with a roar as the Shield Spiders rushed forwards. 
 
    “Here we go!” 
 
    Jelaqua was first into the waves of Shield Spiders. Her body was wreathed in flame, her flail swinging. The spiders were all around her, but the Selphid’s flail tore through them, smashing spiders, spinning, hitting and striking in every direction countless times per second. The Heartflame Armor burned as the Shield Spiders tried to bite Jelaqua. But their mandibles and legs glanced harmlessly off of her fiery body. Not off of an object, but deflected by the magical flames themselves. Jelaqua spun, her flail bashing a spider’s head, tearing another one’s eyes away. Strike, strike, strike, strike, strike— 
 
    “Contain them!” 
 
    The corridor was wide. Too wide for Jelaqua to hold it alone. Her flail couldn’t even stop all of the ones trying to push past her. But the adventurers were equal to that. Another barrier of thorns burst out of the walls beside Jelaqua, halving the corridor’s width. Moore grunted as he swept his staff like a broom, sending a wave of spiders flying back over Jelaqua’s head. Typhenous set both barriers alight and then there was a choke point. And behind Jelaqua, Seborn and Revi held the line. 
 
    “Go! Kill the damn spiders!” 
 
    Revi shouted at her summoned Stitch-Warriors as she shot glowing missiles of light from her wand. Her spells were weak—they sent a few Shield Spiders reeling backwards as the magical arrows cracked their armor or burnt their eyes away, but their armored carapaces usually deflected her spells. The summoned warriors were a different matter, however. 
 
    Eight glowing figures formed a line of steel and magic behind Jelaqua, cutting off both ends of the flaming barrier Moore and Typhenous had set up. They did not flinch from the flames and moved in tandem. They cut, sliced, kicked, and stabbed every Shield Spider that got past Jelaqua, moving tirelessly, holding the line. 
 
    And behind them, a shadow flickered between the gaps, slicing any Shield Spider that managed to pass the summoned warriors. Seborn had neither Jelaqua’s reach nor spells, but his blades were sharp enough to slice a Shield Spider in two, and he attacked from the shadows, always catching the spiders by surprise. 
 
    “[Light] spells.” 
 
    Halrac grunted as he shot an arrow past Jelaqua, catching a Shield Spider as tall as she was and piercing its small brain. Typhenous threw a ball of light up, illuminating the dark corridor. Halrac nodded. He didn’t need the light, but the warriors did. Now the Gold-rank adventurers could see each of their foes. They moved forwards, Jelaqua the tip of their spear. And the Shield Spiders began to be pushed back. 
 
    They filled the corridor. Thousands of them, trying to scuttle on top of each other, small ones, large ones—the offspring of centuries of breeding in the darkness. They could overwhelm a city. The giant ones in the pit might be able to cut a tower in two in a single bite. But the Gold-rank adventurers took not one step back. 
 
    No one had said retreat. No one had suggested it. The corridor was right next to the nest, but it was the perfect place to hold. And they were adventurers. They might not have faced this threat before, but they were equal to it. 
 
    “I’m wading through spiders here! We need to push!” 
 
    Jelaqua shouted as she moved forwards. Her flail was striking hard and fast, but the spiders were literally flooding the corridor. Piling up on each other. Soon, they’d be too thick to crush, and if that happened, she would be born down. Her armor might allow her to survive that, but the other adventurers wouldn’t. 
 
    “Typhenous!” 
 
    “My trump card?” 
 
    The white-haired mage turned to Halrac, his staff aglow with magic. Halrac shook his head. 
 
    “Fireballs first! Give me five! I’ll hit them with burst arrows!” 
 
    Typhenous nodded. He raised his staff, and Halrac selected a Lightningstrike Arrow from his quiver. He aimed, waited. A [Fireball] flashed from the tip of Typhenous’ staff. Revi covered her eyes, and Jelaqua turned, sensing the movement. The fireball struck the mass of spiders in front of her. 
 
    Halrac felt the kick in his chest. He heard a roar, saw pieces of Shield Spiders fountain upwards in flame and smoke. He aimed past the explosion and loosed. His arrow sped past Jelaqua and hit another clump of spiders. 
 
    Lightning boomed. Revi, Moore, Seborn, all couldn’t hear it. The ringing in their ears remained at the same pitch. But they saw the spiders blast apart. Jelaqua had been hit by the blast too. She staggered, shook her head, and shouted though no one could hear her. 
 
    “Dead gods that’s loud!” 
 
    Neither the flames nor electricity had touched her through the enchantment. She saw another fireball flash towards her and flinched reflexively. But as it landed among another group of Shield Spiders, she felt only the slightest nudge that knocked her back a step. Another arrow blew the Shield Spiders to bits. 
 
    “Forwards! Forwards!” 
 
    Jelaqua turned her head. She couldn’t hear Halrac, but she could see him pointing. She grinned and charged. 
 
    The Shield Spiders were limitless. They were ravenous. But they were not fearless. Nor were they stupid. As three more fireballs and arrows blew the oncoming horde to bits, the Shield Spiders retreated. The noise, the heat, the death was too much. And the flaming Selphid that charged them was invincible! They retreated back into the pit. And the adventurers pressed forwards. 
 
    “Revi, Seborn—kill the ones at our backs!” 
 
    “Dead gods, this is disgusting!” 
 
    The Stitch-Girl hung back, blasting the Shield Spiders that had survived the blasts with her wand as her summons covered the Gold-rank adventurers’ backs. Halrac, Typhenous, and Moore pushed forwards. Halrac kicked a Shield Spider aside as he ran towards Jelaqua. She was knocking Shield Spiders off the ledge, her flail moving. 
 
    “Jelaqua! Jelaqua!” 
 
    The Selphid spun as the other approached. She raised one hand to her ear. 
 
    “What? I’m deaf! I think the blasts damaged my ears!” 
 
    Halrac cursed as he realized the problem. The other Gold-rank adventurers had paused to pour healing potion down their ears which had helped them regain their hearing. But Jelaqua’s body was dead. 
 
    “Stand back!” 
 
    He motioned, and Jelaqua sprang back. Halrac stepped away as her flaming armor nearly struck him. Jelaqua shouted. 
 
    “I can repair the eardrums! But I need a minute!” 
 
    “Okay!” 
 
    “What?” 
 
    Halrac turned his back on her. The Shield Spiders were swarming back down the tunnel, but he could see giant ones crawling up from below. The mother spiders weren’t as afraid of fire, and they were coming up, squashing their offspring. He didn’t know if they could widen the dungeon corridor with brute strength. And he didn’t intend to find out. 
 
    “We’ve got them pushed back. Typhenous, Moore. I’ll shoot down any spider coming up. Give me your best spells. Typhenous, use your trump card.” 
 
    The old [Mage] grinned as Halrac began shooting spiders down from the ledge. He raised his staff, and the crystal on top began to glow brightly. He looked up at Moore. 
 
    “Do you have a Tier 5 spell, Moore?” 
 
    “No. I can use [Thorn Spray] to clear out the spiders.” 
 
    “Do that, then. Halrac could use the help. I will prepare my opus.” 
 
    The half-Giant nodded. He pointed his staff down, and a rain of wooden thorns as large as Typhenous’ hand shot downwards like hail. They perforated the first rank of spiders that swarmed up the ledge. The second shower was equally devastating. 
 
    Typhenous ignored the violence below. He raised his staff which shone even brighter. The Spiders rushed upwards, and a giant one three times as large as Moore approached, ignoring the thorns and Halrac’s arrows alike. It did not seem to realize the danger. 
 
    Typhenous’ eyes began to glow as the magic energy in him reached a critical point. He pointed his staff down, and a gentle smile crossed his face. The grandfatherly mage stared down at the spiders and whispered the name of his spell. 
 
    “[Valmira’s Comet Storm].” 
 
    In the dark shaft, there was light. Not the faint glow of a [Light] spell, but true light. Searing. Intense. The Shield Spiders far below looked up as something fell from above. Something bright which burned and hurled the first giant spider downwards. Vaporizing, crushing. It fell, a bright nova which burned through the darkness. 
 
    A comet. It struck one of the giant spiders, crushing its front two legs. The giant behemoth tried to hold onto the wall, but the impact and flash of magic knocked it off. It fell, taking thousands of the smaller spiders with it. The crunch as it landed on the floor was like thunder; the spiders around it swarmed the giant, devouring it, ignoring the twitching legs. The rest of the spiders still headed up. They did not realize what was happening. But then the second comet fell. 
 
    Jelaqua was still. Motionless. She looked like she’d passed out on her feet, but that wasn’t true. It was just that her body, her real body was in the head of her vessel, busily trying to repair the shattered eardrums. It wasn’t easy. True, she had a lot of material to work with since the body was fresh, but repairs weren’t something she liked to rush. Still, hearing was important, so as soon as she thought she’d restored most of her hearing, she reconnected herself to her body’s nerves. 
 
    Just in time to see the flash and hear the explosion. Jelaqua raised her flail instinctively and saw that it was damaged. The spiked heads of her two-handed flail were horribly dented, and the chain linking them to her handle looked like it was fatigued. It would break. Swearing, she tossed it aside and reached into her bag of holding. 
 
    “I need a damn enchanted flail! At least I have spares.” 
 
    She pulled out another one and strode forwards. Moore, Halrac, and Typhenous were standing at the edge of the pit. But none of them were moving. Jelaqua reached forwards and realized she was still on fire. She quietly hissed, and the flames on her armor went out. 
 
    “What’s going—” 
 
    She stopped as she saw a comet fall. The burning, blazing ball of light was magic, blue and green and red and purple surrounding a white core. It had weight, though. It fell and blew apart a group of Shield Spiders retreating down the cavern. Typhenous’ eyes blazed as he conjured another comet and hurled it down. This time, it struck one of the mother spiders. Jelaqua saw the mother’s face vanish, and the dead spider fell, curling up reflexively before it struck the ground. 
 
    “Dead gods.” 
 
    The Selphid whispered as Typhenous continued to call comet after comet out of the air. The attacks were slow, but where they struck, the Shield Spiders just…vanished. Halrac nodded. He reached for a stamina potion and drank half roughly before handing it to Jelaqua. She accepted it and drank. The [Scout] watched her hurl the bottle into the pit. 
 
    “That’s his trump card. We used to use it against Griffin flights when outnumbered.” 
 
    “It’s Tier 5?” 
 
    “Tier 5. His best spell. One of the reasons why Ulrien and I wanted to hire him so badly. As Tier 5 spells go, it’s apparently one of the better ones in the world.” 
 
    “I’d believe that. Tier 5. Moore doesn’t know a single one. Where’d he get the spellbook that taught him that?” 
 
    The next flash illuminated Halrac’s face. He glanced at Typhenous—the [Mage] didn’t hear him or Jelaqua. His eyes were glowing with magic as he shaped each comet. 
 
    “He never said.” 
 
    “Could have used that on the moths.” 
 
    Jelaqua leaned against the wall. Halrac shook his head. 
 
    “No. They’d swarm him because of the light. He has to form each comet close to him. And they could probably dodge some of the attacks. They’re slow.” 
 
    “Moths like light. But I get your point. How do you get it to work on Griffins, then?” 
 
    “Trade secret.” 
 
    Jelaqua left it at that. She felt the adrenaline running through her host body and adjusted the glands to stop it. The battle was over. She began checking the Drake body she was inhabiting for stress fractures, damaged muscles, and so on. Moore sighed heavily and leaned on his staff. Sweat and spider blood covered his face. 
 
    “How long will Typhenous’ spell last, Halrac?” 
 
    “A few more shots. He might be able to cast a few spells after that.” 
 
    Halrac watched Typhenous, keeping an eye on the pit. After a while, Revi and Seborn came over. 
 
    “He’s doing the spell? We got them?” 
 
    “We’ve cleaned up the Shield Spiders here. A few small ones might have escaped.” 
 
    Halrac nodded. Typhenous gasped as the last comet flew downwards. He sagged, and both Halrac and Revi caught him. 
 
    “Easy, Typhenous.” 
 
    Revi offered him two potions, a stamina potion and a mana potion. Typhenous reached for the mana potion first. His hands shook a bit with fatigue. All the Gold-rank adventurers congratulated him. Jelaqua slapped Typhenous on the back. 
 
    “For an old guy, you’ve got spirit! Wish we could contribute like that!” 
 
    “Your armor really let us cut those damn spiders off. As for the threat—” 
 
    Halrac glanced into the pit. Typhenous’ comets had wrought havoc among the spiders. But there were far, far too many hiding below for his comfort. He grimaced. 
 
    “We’ve pushed them back. I doubt they’ll make an attempt for the top for a while. But there’s no way we’ll be able to descend without clearing them out.” 
 
    “Not a task I’d relish performing alone.” 
 
    Typhenous grimaced as he took a swig from the mana potion. Seborn nodded as he gazed down. 
 
    “Clearing them out will be a difficult task. We could try poison. But the important part is making sure the spiders don’t escape up here. We’ll have to seal the entrance.” 
 
    “That’s our job. Moore can shift dirt, and we can use the caved in part of the dungeon. Excavate some stone, seal it up.” 
 
    Jelaqua flexed her arms, and the other Gold-rank adventurers nodded. Typhenous took a few deep breaths. 
 
    “All worthy tasks. Still, we do have a captive audience. I feel as though I could hurl a few more fireballs down there.” 
 
    “Don’t tax yourself. Depleting a monster nest isn’t an overnight job. And now that we know there’s one shaft like this…I’d bet that if we tried another route into the dungeon, we’d run into another shaft. The one the Face-Eater Moths came from, perhaps.” 
 
    Revi made a disgusted face. 
 
    “You think that’s the way the dungeon is set up? Horde style?” 
 
    “It makes sense. How else do you explain two mutually antagonistic monster populations thriving down here? They have to be separated from each other. Not to mention fed somehow.” 
 
    Halrac looked at the others and got reluctant nods. Jelaqua’s tail twisted through the Shield Spider blood and remains. 
 
    “Wonderful. But hey, we did it! Not much to salvage here with all the bits, but—” 
 
    She turned and gave the others a wide, toothy Drake grin. Revi’s scowl turned into a reluctant smile, and even Halrac had to nod. 
 
    “We did do it. The Adventurer’s Guild owes us a bounty, I think.” 
 
    “Our first mass-slaying bounty for clearing the dungeon. Think they even know what that is?” 
 
    “We’ll explain it to them repeatedly.” 
 
    The others laughed at Revi’s comment. All the tension they’d been feeling drained, and they took another look into the pit. Revi stared dreamily at the huge Shield Spiders clustered at the bottom out of range of any further comets. 
 
    “Look at those huge spiders. If we could poison one and somehow get to it with the body intact—Typhenous, I could summon one of them! The mana cost would be insane, but just think of it! Halrac, Typhenous, do you think…?” 
 
    “Anything for you, my dear.” 
 
    Typhenous stroked his beard. He tapped his staff, and a fireball appeared. 
 
    “But let’s save collecting monsters until we’ve thinned the nest a bit more, shall we? Not that it appears we need to do more work. There’s far fewer of them left than I thought—my comets must have been aimed well!” 
 
    Moore looked up. 
 
    “I’m receiving multiple [Message] spells from the Mage’s Guild in Liscor. They want to know how many spiders are down there. They’re threatening to cut the bridge if we don’t respond.” 
 
    “Hah. They’re probably panicking. Let them know it’s alright, Moore. I don’t fancy swimming back to Liscor.” 
 
    Jelaqua was inspecting her damaged flail to see if it was worth hauling back to be reforged. Halrac was still staring into the dark pit. His eyes narrowed. 
 
    “Hold on. Someone pass me a torch.” 
 
    “Here.” 
 
    Seborn pulled a torch out of his bag of holding, and Halrac lit it on the fireball Typhenous had conjured. He hurled the torch down into the pit. The flame became a speck that none of the other adventurers could see as it landed among the spiders. But Halrac’s eyes picked out something, and he cursed. 
 
    “Moore! Send a [Message]!” 
 
    The half-Giant had a finger to his temple. He looked up sharply. 
 
    “To the Mage’s Guild?” 
 
    “To the Silver-rank team if you know their [Mage]! If not, have the Mage’s Guild relay it! And tell the Silver Swords the same thing! We didn’t kill nearly as many Shield Spiders as we thought. They fled. Into the dungeon!” 
 
    “Aw, heck.” 
 
    Jelaqua grimaced. The other Gold-rank adventurers looked at each other and shook their heads. They’d stirred the nest and subdued it, but the cost was agitating the Shield Spiders. They’d fled Typhenous’ comets, and now they were flooding into the dungeon. They might run into other monsters and traps and that would be good. But there were adventurers down there. Halrac looked at the others. True to his nickname, his face was grim and resigned. 
 
    “Warn them. That’s all we can do. They’ll have to handle it. We need to seal this entrance off. Let’s get to work.” 
 
    The Gold-rank teams nodded. They allowed themselves a moment longer to enjoy their victory, and then they got to work. They could hear the spiders moving far below, a vast rustling sound as the ones capable of squeezing into the tunnels drained out of their nest and into the dungeon. 
 
      
 
    —— 
 
      
 
    The mood in the Mage’s Guild of Liscor was tense. Erin stood behind a gaggle of Drakes besieging the front desk. The nervous [Mage] on duty was not ready to have Watch Captain Zevara, Olesm, and Ilvriss demanding answers of him from all sides. Especially when he didn’t have any to give. 
 
    “I’ve cast the spell eighteen times, Wall Lord, Watch Captain! The mages must be busy!” 
 
    “Request another status update.” 
 
    Ilvriss glared at the shrinking Drake. 
 
    “Wall Lord, I did—” 
 
    “They can at least spare the energy to tell us whether they’re retreating or whether the spiders are moving out of the dungeon!” 
 
    “Wall Lord, I cannot force the [Mages] to respond. I only know what they’ve said.” 
 
    The Wall Lord stared at the [Mage] and then turned. 
 
    “Very well. Watch Captain, what is Liscor’s status?” 
 
    “Prepared, Wall Lord. I have already given orders to my men on the walls, and I’ve concentrated everyone on the north and eastern walls. We’re ready to cut the water bridges the instant we see Shield Spiders.” 
 
    Zevara didn’t blink. She folded her arms, and Ilvriss backed down slightly. From her position at the back, Erin thought she could feel him pull back his aura. Yes, now that Lyonette had mentioned it, she thought she could feel the Wall Lord trying to use it to take command! But Zevara was equal to the pressure because she didn’t blink. 
 
    “I have command of the walls, and Olesm assures me an assault on Liscor will fail, even if twice as many Shield Spiders crawl out of the dungeon than the moths. There is too much water. And Shield Spiders don’t swim.” 
 
    “Then we must simply worry about what will happen when the rain stops.” 
 
    Zevara nodded slightly. Olesm looked between the two and coughed nervously. 
 
    “I think the Gold-rank teams can hold them off. It’s rare that lower-level monsters can overwhelm a good team, and there are two currently fighting.” 
 
    “Understrength teams. Both have lost members. Although I agree with Swifttail’s appraisal. But they have not responded. Mage, tell them that I am requesting a report—” 
 
    Erin heard pounding footsteps and turned. She saw the Mage’s Guild doors flung open. Embria and two of her [Captains] strode into the room. The Wing Commander looked furious. 
 
    “Why was my command not informed about an attack on Liscor?” 
 
    The other Drakes stared at her. Erin saw Zevara turn her head. Olesm closed his eyes. She audibly heard Zevara whisper. 
 
    “Festering scale sores, I forgot.” 
 
    Embria advanced, and the Drakes in front of her cleared out of the way. She nodded curtly at Ilvriss and then Zevara. But it was Olesm she looked at. 
 
    “What is the situation, [Strategist]?” 
 
    Olesm straightened and saluted. His tail wagged nervously, although it wasn’t visible to anyone but Erin and Drassi, who were watching from the side. 
 
    “Two Gold-rank teams report a massive infestation of Shield Spiders in the dungeon, Wing Commander! They claim they’ve discovered an artificial nest containing hundreds of thousands of them! Large Shield Spider mothers similar to the Face-Eater Moth colony that assaulted Liscor. They speculate that the dungeon is a horde-style vengeance dungeon!” 
 
    “Horde style? Vengeance dungeon? I’m unfamiliar with these terms.” 
 
    Embria glanced uncertainly at her [Captains]. Olesm bobbed his head. 
 
    “These are adventurer terms, Wing Commander. It refers to a dungeon constructed solely to eradicate trespassers and damage intruders, rather than test them or safeguard treasures. It is considered the most malignant dungeon type. Horde style dungeons rely on massive monster nests rather than advanced traps or other features, although they may have multiple forms of protection.” 
 
    “I see. In that case, I will instruct my men to deploy to the walls in case the spiders breach the dungeon.” 
 
    Embria raised a claw, and Zevara spoke up. 
 
    “Not necessary, Wing Commander. I already have my people on the walls. I would appreciate your soldiers holding back until called for.” 
 
    Embria paused. She locked gazes with Zevara. 
 
    “My [Soldiers] would bolster your Watch, Captain Zevara.” 
 
    “I have no doubt, Wing Commander Embria. But this is my city.” 
 
    Zevara held her gaze until Embria nodded reluctantly. Erin whistled under her breath. She felt bad for the Watch Captain; Zevara had to deal with both Ilvriss and Embria all the time. She thought Embria was about to ask another question when the forgotten [Mage] gasped. Instantly, all eyes turned back to him. 
 
    “They’ve done it! Moore of the Halfseekers reports that the Shield Spiders failed to push back their teams! They halted the advance and greatly damaged the nest with a Tier 5 spell! They’ve taken no casualties and are preparing to seal the nest until they can return to it!” 
 
    A sigh rose around the Mage’s Guild. Erin felt the tension in her chest ease and saw Drassi’s eyes sparkling. The news would spread around the city the instant the Drake left the Guild. Ilvriss nodded. 
 
    “Adequate. Ask them for an estimate of the spiders and—” 
 
    “Wait.” 
 
    The [Mage] interrupted the Wall Lord. Her eyes flicked rapidly as she held one purple-scaled claw to her brow. Then her eyes widened. 
 
    “We have an immediate request! Someone send a [Message] spell to Gemhammer’s [Mage] or The Pride of Kelia’s [Shaman]! The Shield Spiders are retreating into the dungeon, and it is Halrac the Grim’s assessment that the other teams may come under threat!” 
 
    Some of the other [Mages] on duty immediately raised claws to their temples. Ilvriss looked around, frowning. 
 
    “A threat to the other teams? But not to Liscor?” 
 
    “Doubtful. The only other entrance we know of is through the underwater rift. We’re still safe.” 
 
    “What about Liscor’s Hive?” 
 
    “What about it?” 
 
    Olesm cringed as the others stared at him. 
 
    “Well, they did suffer an attack when the Face-Eater Moths attacked Liscor. It may be that their Hive will be assaulted again.” 
 
    Ilvriss dismissed this with a flick of his claws. 
 
    “A few Shield Spiders burrowing through the walls of their Hive isn’t a threat worth informing the Antinium over. Let them be.” 
 
    “Yes, Wall Lord.” 
 
    “As for the other teams—well, their survival is to be hoped for. But it seems this crisis has passed.” 
 
    “It does. For us. I’ll request a meeting with both Gold-rank teams when they return.” 
 
    Watch Captain Zevara adjusted her belt, looking visibly more relaxed. Erin watched both her and Ilvriss leave the Mage’s Guild. She didn’t feel any less tense. And when a [Mage] looked up and gasped, it was Erin who pushed her way through the crowd. 
 
    “The Pride of Kelia’s [Shaman] has replied! They have received the warning but cannot currently retreat! They are under attack!” 
 
    “From spiders?” 
 
    Everyone’s mind leapt to the same conclusion. But the Drake was shaking his head. 
 
    “No. A smaller group of monsters—” 
 
    “Where? And what monsters?” 
 
    Erin interrupted the gaggle of Drakes. The [Mage] looked irritated, but he replied. 
 
    “Not Shield Spiders—no. They’ve been engaged with a band of Raskghar for the last hour! Apparently, they’ve been fighting just below the rift. They do not intend to retreat, but they claim the enemy has magical armaments. I’m awaiting another update.” 
 
    “The Raskghar have magical weapons? That makes them a lot more dangerous. They’re intelligent, and I have every reason to believe they’ve been hunting adventurers. Guildmistress Tekshia should be warned about this threat.” 
 
    Olesm muttered to himself as he scribbled on a piece of parchment. The other Drakes weren’t really listening. The threat to the adventuring teams was a low priority, and most of the crowd had dissipated to relax now the crisis was over. Embria stormed out of the Mage’s Guild growling about being kept out of the loop. Olesm’s mind was still racing, though. 
 
    “I wonder if the Silver-rank teams can handle them. And why weren’t the Silver Swords and the Horns of Hammerad warned? Wait—they didn’t go into either entrance. Do you think they’d be willing to comment on these new developments for me, Erin?” 
 
    The Drake waited for a response, but none came. After a moment he looked up. 
 
    “Erin?” 
 
    She was already gone. 
 
      
 
    —— 
 
      
 
    “Captain! Liscor says there’s a Shield Spider nest being stirred up somewhere in the dungeon!” 
 
    “What? Who the fuck cares about a nest! Tell them we’re a little busy over here!” 
 
    An arrow flew over Earlia’s head, nearly grazing her helmet. She ducked and shouted at her group’s [Gem Mage]. The man was hiding behind a shield and wasting his time on [Message] spells. She pointed. 
 
    “Stop chatting with the Drakes and cast some magic!” 
 
    She saw the man in front of the mage holding the shield stagger. Nothing had struck his shield. Nothing visible at any rate. But Earlia knew from the burning pain in her shoulder that the invisible arrows the Raskghar with the bow were firing were powerful indeed. Another arrow struck the shield bearer in front of her from the side, and she saw an arrow sprout from his leg. He screamed and nearly dropped his shield. 
 
    “Don’t you dare lower that shield! Shield your faces!” 
 
    Earlia screamed at her team, grabbing another healing potion. She yanked the arrow out of Timgal’s leg and heard him scream. Ruthlessly, Earlia poured the healing potion onto his leg. The potion was a good one—it would neutralize the poison as well as heal the wound. 
 
    “Not barbed. Thank the cities.” 
 
    “Do not falter! Take cover if you are wounded! Focus on the one with the enchanted bow!” 
 
    Nailren bellowed as he tossed another explosive vial of alchemist’s oil at the Raskghar. The flames made them howl in fear and panic and pull back despite the urging of their leaders. Earlia spotted the huge Gnoll in armor waving a maul and pointed at him. Then she saw a flash. The slim [Swordswoman] who’d joined the fight raced into a pack of Raskghar. She heard them howl in pain and saw them fleeing. Earlia grunted. 
 
    “Who the hell is that?” 
 
    “Whomever it is, they have a death wish. There are too many Raskghar out there!” 
 
    The Gnoll Captain followed the masked woman as she dodged and wove among the Raskghar. His prediction of death didn’t come true; the mysterious fighter was adept at striking the Raskghar and fleeing or dodging backwards before they could follow. 
 
    With her skirmishing in the shadows, they could divide the enemy’s attention. Nailren shot another arrow at a Raskghar threatening to club down the strange ally from behind and then spun as he heard a roar. He growled, and Earlia pointed. The armored Gnoll was charging! 
 
    “He’s coming! Ready the ropes!” 
 
    The huge Raskghar bounded forwards, the magical armor he was wearing shining as the Gnolls tried to hit his unguarded face. But the Raskghar was clever enough to shield his face with a gauntleted hand. With the other, he charged the Humans with shields. He would have shattered them with his maul, but Earlia raced forwards with three of her companions. They tossed something at the Raskghar. 
 
    Rope. Just plain, sturdy rope. But it was attached to grappling hooks or looped. The Raskghar grunted in surprise as the adventurers split up. They ran past him, the ropes dragging around the giant beast. Too late, he realized what they were doing. Entangling him! Trying to tie him up! 
 
    The Raskghar immediately swung his maul, forcing one of the adventurers with rope to roll away. But then Earlia was charging him. 
 
    “Let’s see you dodge this!” 
 
    She swung her warhammer with a roar. If she’d still been able to use her [Hammer Blow] Skill, she would have. The Raskghar blocked the blow with an arm and howled. Earlia felt the impact run all the way back down her warhammer. It hadn’t broken the armor, but it had to have hurt to block. Tearing at the ropes, the Raskghar swung at her. 
 
    “Hold him steady!” 
 
    Earlia wanted to swing again, but the Raskghar tore free of the other two adventurers and stumbled backwards. The other axe and club-wielding Raskghar who’d come forwards with him fell back, and the Gnolls who’d showered them with arrows before meeting them in a brutal melee fell back. 
 
    “Anyone wounded?” 
 
    “Cuska lost her thumb! The Raskghar bit it off!” 
 
    Nailren saw one of the Gnolls howling over a bloody appendage. He snarled and raised his bow. One of the Raskghar fell as it retreated. Nailren would have shot again, but his instincts made him duck behind the shield one of Gemhammer’s [Warriors] was holding. The invisible arrow glanced off the shield. 
 
    “Stalemate. Everyone, heal any injuries! Captain Earlia, we must break this situation before reinforcements arrive!” 
 
    “You’re reading my mind!” 
 
    Earlia took cover and downed a stamina potion, feeling the rush of energy fill her limbs. She glanced over the shield she was hiding behind. They’d been fighting for over an hour here, right at the entrance to the dungeon. It had mostly been an archer’s duel with a few bloody skirmishes. And so far, it felt like they were winning. 
 
    “Miss Swordswoman! Over here!” 
 
    In the sudden lull, Earlia took the opportunity to shout at the woman who’d appeared in the middle of the fighting. The slim figure turned, her sword wet with blood. She tilted her head slightly as Earlia waved to her frantically. She strode towards them, ignoring the arrows flying past her. 
 
    “Dead gods, you must be insane! Are you Gold-rank? What’s your team? How long have you been down here?” 
 
    Earlia grabbed for the stranger, dragging her behind the wall of adventurers. She received a shock—the stranger was light as a feather! The masked adventurer didn’t respond. She nodded at Earlia, pointed at the Raskghar, and made a slicing motion across her neck. Earlia stared. Then she laughed. 
 
    “Works for us! Stick with our groups. We’re making a push!” 
 
    The woman nodded. Earlia looked around. They had the upper hand now. 
 
    The Raskghar were numerous. Strong. But they lacked magic. With two exceptions, they were simply strong [Warriors], and both Silver-rank teams had the Skills and magical gear to even the odds. The real trouble was the Raskghar wearing armor who was difficult to kill and the one with the invisible arrows and enchanted bow. But so far, Earlia’s team had beaten them back. 
 
    The one in armor feared to approach again lest he be caught by Gemhammer’s rope tricks. And the Raskghar archers were losing the duel of arrows for all they outnumbered The Pride of Kelia. Their stone arrows and cruder bows were no match for Gnollish recurves and composites. And the Gnolls could heal anything but a mortal wound with potions. 
 
    But the longer the fight wore on, the more the Silver-rank teams would be at a disadvantage. The only thing that gave them the edge were the healing potions. And Erin’s Scale Soup, which had allowed them to survive the Raskghar’s primitive arrows. Earlia looked at Nailren and got a nod. She tapped the man in front of her, and he moved forwards. She shouted as Gemhammer pushed towards the Raskghar clustered down the tunnel in front of them. 
 
    “Advance! We need that armor or that bow! Don’t let them escape!” 
 
    Boldness. The Raskghar expected them to hold in face of their numbers. But the Silver-rank adventurers wanted that armor and that bow. Earlia led the charge and heard the Raskghar howling as they fell back. She saw the one in armor point and then smaller shapes with glowing red eyes filled the space between them. Earlia cursed. 
 
    “They’re sending the Goblins forward!” 
 
    The small Cave Goblins were fast, far weaker than the Raskghar, but deadly in numbers. Earlia swung her warhammer and felt the tip crunch into a Goblin’s head. She halted as her team began to cut into the Goblins’ ranks. 
 
    “Damn, there are a lot of them!” 
 
    “Watch for arrows!” 
 
    The masked adventurer danced past Earlia, her blade cutting through the air. She beheaded a Goblin, turned, slashed another one across the chest, and speared a third through the neck. She was quick! Earlia was a master of brutal, powerful blows. This stranger used light, swift cuts and relied only on her grace to survive. The two women cut a path through the terrified Goblins. Until Earlia heard a warning call from behind. 
 
    “Captain! The Raskghar are retreating!” 
 
    “What!?” 
 
    It was true. The Raskghar had taken the opportunity given to them by the Cave Goblins to move back. She saw them turn and run as the Cave Goblins broke, fleeing before the adventurers and leaving scores of their dead behind. 
 
    “Why would they do that?” 
 
    It wasn’t like they were losing that badly. The not-Gnolls were bloodthirsty as any monsters Earlia had ever seen. Mystified, she looked at Nailren. The Silver-rank Gnoll Captain frowned. 
 
    “I hear howls of retreat. Of…of danger? I cannot tell. The Raskghar do not sound as we do. But they are retreating.” 
 
    “From us? You’re pulling my leg.” 
 
    “I am not, no. There is something else at work here.” 
 
    Earlia frowned. Her instincts were singing that this wasn’t good, but she wasn’t sure why. She looked back at her team and then at the bodies. 
 
    “I’m of the mind to pursue, but I don’t want to run into a trap. There’s a bounty on Raskghar. Let’s collect some heads first. Unless you object?” 
 
    “Not at all.” 
 
    Nailren grinned savagely. Earlia turned. 
 
    “Alright, set a guard and let’s get to collecting bounties!” 
 
    She saw the other adventurers in her team groan. They didn’t enjoy the gruesome task of hacking monsters apart to collect trophies they could turn into the Adventurer Guilds. The Gnolls just set to work with grim purpose, finishing off any monsters that moved. 
 
    “Miss Adventurer, care to join us? We’d be honored to share the bounty.” 
 
    The masked woman hadn’t moved since the Goblins and Raskghar had fled. She was staring into the dungeon. She jumped—literally jumped—when Earlia addressed her. She spun, warily. Earlia paused and gave her a friendly smile. 
 
    “How long have you been down here, Miss? We heard rumors there was someone in the dungeon. Are you part of the guild? We’re Gemhammer. That group of Gnolls is The Pride of Kelia.” 
 
    The adventurer tilted her head left to right, staring at Earlia. She didn’t respond. Her mask had neither breathing holes nor a place for her mouth. It looked crude, patchwork. But something shone in the eye sockets. A purple glow. An enchantment? Earlia hesitated. She felt…afraid. Just as quickly, the light vanished and Earlia’s nervousness vanished. 
 
    Had that been an enchantment? A Skill? Earlia bit her lip. Good form was to introduce oneself, but you got all kinds of strange adventurers in the higher ranks. In the lower ones too, but they tended to die off quick. She’d heard of Named Adventurers that acted like this. Could this woman be that good? No, she was probably Silver or Gold-rank. If she had survived down here, Gold-rank for certain. 
 
    “Will you join us? We’re collecting bounties.” 
 
    Again, the masked woman didn’t respond. Earlia wondered if she even understood. The Captain of Gemhammer knelt by a Goblin body, and the masked woman knelt with her. 
 
    “Are you hurt? Do you need a potion?” 
 
    No response. Then the woman slowly shook her head. Earlia nodded encouragingly. She could work with this! She tried to chat as she got to the dirty work in front of her. 
 
    “I hate this part of the job. Collecting heads. Ears. At least they let us do ears for the Goblins. It’s not worth hauling around a bunch of heads—unless you have a bag of holding. And I don’t have the coin to buy one for my team yet. You know?” 
 
    The masked woman shook her head again. Earlia laughed. 
 
    “Close enough!” 
 
    Back to work. Earlia grunted as she knelt by a Goblin and fished a dagger out. Goblin ears weren’t worth much, but every bit counted when you were saving. She began to saw, cursing at the blood, when she heard something. Earlia looked up. 
 
    “What’s that sound?” 
 
    She listened as the other adventurers looked up. Nailren, who’d already been frowning, shook his head. 
 
    “Not just sound. It’s a vibration. Something—” 
 
    Someone grabbed Earlia’s wrist. She shouted in alarm. The Goblin wasn’t dead! Earlia raised the dagger, but the Goblin wasn’t trying to attack her. Its lips were moving. It gurgled a sound at her. Earlia paused. 
 
    “What?” 
 
    The Goblin repeated the word. It was in its tongue. Earlia shook her head. 
 
    “What’s that? Mercy? Sorry. I’ll make this quick.” 
 
    The Goblin twitched. It said another word. This one sounded like common. Earlia frowned. 
 
    “What was that? Say it again.” 
 
    “Wave.” 
 
    She looked up. Nailren was standing over her. He looked at the Goblin. Earlia felt a jolt of surprise as she realized it had died as she’d looked away. The Gnoll frowned as he bent over it. 
 
    “It said ‘wave’.” 
 
    “Wave?” 
 
    Someone laughed. But Earlia frowned. Wave? That was a strange word, especially for a Goblin to use. Especially one in a cave. It couldn’t have seen the ocean. The ocean was hundreds of miles from Liscor, and the Floodplains had no tidal action, for all it was underwater. So how— 
 
    The masked woman had readied her sword when the Goblin moved. She had frozen when it spoke, but all of Earlia’s attention had been on the strange word the Goblin was repeating. But as Earlia spoke the word, she reacted. She backed away from the Goblins and waved her hands. The other adventurers stared at her. 
 
    “What is it? What’s wrong?” 
 
    The masked woman was suddenly panicked. She waved her hands, pointed up at the ceiling, and then pointed frantically with her arms down a tunnel. Earlia tried to make sense of it. 
 
    “Wait! Slow down. What do you want us to do? Follow you? It’s too dangerous!” 
 
    The masked woman stared at her. She looked over her shoulder, at the Goblins, and then ran. She waved her arms frantically as she sprinted down a tunnel. All without a sound. Earlia ran after her. 
 
    “Wait! Don’t go! What do you—” 
 
    Too late. The masked woman vanished into the darkness. Earlia stopped, bewildered. What was that about? She turned to look back at the other adventurers. They were just as confused. But now they were afraid. The masked woman knew something they didn’t. Earlia saw one of the Gnolls glance up and perk his ears up. He glanced at his Captain and murmured softly. 
 
    “Nailren. The rumbling. It is growing louder.” 
 
    One of the Gnolls called out uneasily. Earlia looked up. The distant rumbling was growing louder. And she could feel it now, too. In her bones. A distant vibration. She felt uneasy and shifted. This was like an earthquake underground. She saw the rest of Gemhammer reacting the same way. 
 
    “You think this is why the Raskghar cleared out?” 
 
    “It must be. But what does the wave mean?” 
 
    Nailren looked around. He sniffed the air and then turned. The rumbling sound kept growing louder and louder. Earlia gestured. 
 
    “Team, form up. Whatever’s coming, I want to be ready.” 
 
    The adventurers abandoned collecting trophies. They formed a wall in three directions, their back to the rift leading up. Earlia stared into the darkness. Now the rumbling was a physical sound. She felt her heart pounding. What was this? What was— 
 
    Nailren saw it first. He sucked in his breath and made a very un-warrior like whimpering sound. Earlia turned to him. 
 
    “What is it?” 
 
    “Spiders.” 
 
    He whispered the word. Earlia stared at him. She turned to the [Gem Mage] who’d received the [Message] and then to Nailren, uncomprehending. 
 
    “Spid—” 
 
    Then she saw it. In the distance, the black dungeon corridor suddenly turned into a rushing torrent of motion. A huge Shield Spider charged out of the darkness, pushing—being pushed by—a wall of spiders. They surged forwards, climbing on top of each other, scuttling forwards, crushing, devouring, burying everything in their way. 
 
    A wave. 
 
    The Silver-rank teams stared in horror for one second. Then Earlia moved. 
 
    “Up, up! Climb for your lives!” 
 
    The adventurers ran for the rift. But the wave was closing, and they didn’t have time to scale the rocky walls! The spiders were closing on them. A hundred feet, fifty feet— 
 
      
 
    —— 
 
      
 
    “You are terrible at this. I’m trying to be nice, but I can’t explain it any other way.” 
 
    Ceria glared at the Silver Swords. She was this close to firing an [Ice Spike] at Ylawes. She pointed angrily at the dented and battered suit of armor lying on the ground. Half of the visor was melted off, and a huge gaping hole had been torn into its chest. The enchanted suit of armor was dead. Inanimate, rather. And the Silver Swords had done the killing. 
 
    Ceria was furious. She stood around the downed suit of armor, shaking with frustration as Yvlon backed her up. The Silver Swords stood on the other side while Pisces and Ksmvr hung back. Pisces was interpreting the tense scene for Ksmvr, who, as usual, was at a loss. She raged at the Silver Swords, trying not to shout in the confined dungeon. 
 
    “I thought you were going to help us! Instead, your team is a liability!” 
 
    “Watch your mouth.” 
 
    Falene frowned at Ceria. The older half-Elf looked peeved; her ears were twitching angrily. Ceria didn’t care. 
 
    “Watch my mouth? I’m speaking the truth!” 
 
    “Miss Springwalker, we are a Gold-rank team, and we’ve been together for eight years. I would appreciate a bit of civility. We are not amateurs.” 
 
    It was hard to tell who was more annoyed, Ylawes, Ceria, or Falene. The [Knight] looked angrily at his sister. 
 
    “Yvlon, your Captain believes we are inept. Please talk some sense into her.” 
 
    Yvlon folded her arms and sighed. 
 
    “I agree with Ceria.” 
 
    The Silver Swords stared at her. Ceria grabbed at her hair. She stood in the dungeon’s corridors, not five turns from where they’d begun. They had made almost no progress in an hour. For one reason. 
 
    “See? We’re trying to tell you the truth!” 
 
    “Sister, your tone is beyond insolent. I do not wish to be lectured by—” 
 
    Falene’s sharp voice was cut off by a rumble from Dawil. He raised his hammer and banged it on the ground loudly. 
 
    “Oh shut up, you stinking half-Elf. Not you. Our half-Elf. Although both of you smell.” 
 
    Both half-Elves glared at the Dwarf. Dawil appeared not to notice. He looked at Ceria. 
 
    “Go on.” 
 
    Ceria took a deep breath and tried to be diplomatic. She failed. 
 
    “Okay, listen. Your team is Gold-rank. You’re good at fighting monsters. No one’s denying that. Dead gods, you might even be better than Griffon Hunt or the Halfseekers in a straight up fight.” 
 
    “Hah. I like how this is starting.” 
 
    Dawil grinned. Ylawes and Falene just kept frowning. Ceria sighed. 
 
    “But. You’re not a good team for a dungeon. You might be the worst team I’ve ever seen for dungeon diving, and that includes Bronze-rank teams!” 
 
    The Silver Swords gave each other incredulous looks. Ylawes coughed into his gauntleted hand. 
 
    “You’re exaggerating, surely.” 
 
    “Am I?” 
 
    Ceria pointed at Ylawes with a trembling finger. 
 
    “Every time you see a monster, you attack it! Or challenge it to a duel! In a dungeon filled with traps! You think the best way to get rid of traps is to walk onto them and hope you survive it!” 
 
    The [Knight] blushed a bit. Ceria pointed at Falene next. 
 
    “As for you—you think that [Detect Magic] is all you need to check for spells! And you won’t shut up when we’re supposed to be quiet! And you always have a snide comment! Even Pisces shuts up sometimes!” 
 
    “Why thank you, Ceria.” 
 
    Falene sniffed. 
 
    “I resent the comparison.” 
 
    Ceria nearly screamed. 
 
    “That’s what I’m talking about! As for you—” 
 
    She pointed at Dawil. The Dwarf blinked at her accusatory finger. 
 
    “Why does an [Axe Champion] have a hammer instead of an axe!?” 
 
    A moment of silence followed Ceria’s last shout. She colored as she realized she didn’t really have anything bad to say about Dawil. But it had been bugging her. Dawil chewed on his beard for a moment and then fished at his belt. 
 
    “I’ve got an axe. Here.” 
 
    He raised an ornate throwing axe. Ceria stared at it. Dawil tossed it up and down casually and shrugged. 
 
    “I got my class because I won a throwing competition. Drunk. Got crowned as champion and got the class. I don’t like axes as much as hammers. I’ve got one good throwing Skill. That satisfy you, Miss Nosy half-Elf?” 
 
    “Yes.” 
 
    Ceria rubbed at her head. Dawil nodded. 
 
    “Then I think it’s time we headed back.” 
 
    Ylawes and Falene looked at him in shock. Ylawes protested. 
 
    “You can’t be serious, Dawil! You agree with her?” 
 
    The Dwarf nodded calmly. He looked at the other adventurers and rumbled. 
 
    “She has a point. Lots of good points, actually. We’ve never cleared a dungeon anywhere near as dangerous as this before.” 
 
    “We made good progress. We killed the suit of armor. And the Face-Eater Moth we found. And the pack of ghouls.” 
 
    “And nearly walked over an exploding rune trap. And the other one that took out half of my skeletons.” 
 
    Pisces sniffed. Ylawes paused, glanced at him, and then away. Dawil nodded. 
 
    “Face it, Ylawes. The only thing that kept us from walking on traps were all the [Necromancer]’s little toys that did it for us. None of us have trap finding Skills. More importantly, we don’t do well as a team.” 
 
    He glanced meaningfully at Ceria, and she nodded reluctantly. It was true. Neither team got along well. They stepped on each other’s toes, argued…and she could tell that Ylawes was willing to admit that, if nothing else. The [Knight] looked frustrated. Dawil stroked his beard and then grinned before bringing up a final point. 
 
    “Plus, two half-Elves is worse than one. Stands to reason we’re not getting anything done. We barely functioned as a team with one pointy-eared git holding down the team. With two…let’s call it a day, lad. We can work out a way to solve things over a hot meal.” 
 
    He gestured back the way he’d come. This time, Falene was the only one who glared. Ceria just laughed. Dawil shot her a sideways grin, and Ylawes nodded, resigned. 
 
    “If that is how it must be, I suppose we have little choice. I had intended to make great progress, but—” 
 
    He broke off, shaking his head. In silence, the two teams trooped back down the corridor, passing by the patrol of enchanted armor they’d destroyed. Dawil paused to kick at one of the helmets. 
 
    “Not bad steel here. We could use a bag of holding. Claim the bounties on the moth and ghouls too. Worth a bit of coin.” 
 
    “Yeah. There’s that at least. You can have the bounty on the armor and moth. We’ll take the ghouls since Pisces snapped all their necks.” 
 
    Ylawes frowned. 
 
    “We should split it equally. We are a team, if in name alone.” 
 
    The headache that Ceria thought was fading sprang back into her head. She glared at Ylawes. 
 
    “Yes, but we didn’t do anything for the armor.” 
 
    “But as a team—” 
 
    Yvlon groaned, and Pisces rubbed at his eyes tiredly as the two began arguing again. Ksmvr, watching the discussion and the way Falene slid herself into the conversation, tilted his head. His antennae twitched a few times, and he turned. He clicked his mandibles a few times and raised his voice. 
 
    “Ah. I believe we are in danger.” 
 
    All the other adventurers spun. They readied their weapons but heard nothing. Saw nothing in the darkness. Ceria looked at Ksmvr. 
 
    “You’re sure?” 
 
    “I detect vibrations down this tunnel. Something is approaching.” 
 
    Ksmvr paused. 
 
    “Many somethings. At speed.” 
 
    Soon, the other adventurers heard it. Ceria swallowed as she felt the vibration in the stone walls. 
 
    “Tree crap. We should retreat for the entrance.” 
 
    “And be cornered? Whatever it is moves fast. We should hold our ground. See what we’re facing.” 
 
    Again, Ceria felt a severe disconnect as Ylawes planted his feet on the ground and raised his shield. Dawil raised his hammer, grunting. 
 
    “I’m with you there, lad. I don’t fancy being the last one in a race for the exit.” 
 
    “You may retreat behind us. We will wait here.” 
 
    Falene glanced at Ceria. The younger half-Elf glared back at her. She looked at Pisces, Yvlon, and Ksmvr. 
 
    “Let’s see what it is. Pisces, can you send a skeleton forwards?” 
 
    “On it.” 
 
    The [Necromancer] pointed, and the remaining pair of skeletons rushed into the darkness. They were unarmed, but the Raskghar made for imposing skeletons nevertheless. Ksmvr raised his shortbow, and Yvlon raised her shield, taking the other half of the corridor. Ceria and Pisces lined up. She saw his eyes flickering as his skeletons rushed forwards and then he groaned. 
 
    “Spiders.” 
 
    “Spiders? You mean, the ones Halrac and the others warned us about?” 
 
    Ceria breathed a sigh of relief. She’d been concerned when they’d received the message about Shield Spiders, but if the Silver Swords were good at anything, it was a standup fight. But Pisces’ pale face made her think twice. 
 
    “It’s not one or two Shield Spiders. It’s a—a wall of them. They are coming down the passage. Tens of thousands. I recommend we flee. Now.” 
 
    “A wall?” 
 
    The other stared at Pisces. He took a step back and pointed. 
 
    “Did you hear me? I said, run.” 
 
    “From Shield Spiders? Even in number, they’re not a threat.” 
 
    Ylawes looked dismissive. Pisces colored and then shouted. 
 
    “And if there are enough to bury you alive, you incompetent fool? I said there is a wall of them coming! Enough spiders to flood this tunnel from bottom to ceiling!” 
 
    He pointed up to the twelve-foot high ceiling above. Ylawes stared up. 
 
    “Ah.” 
 
    “That’s a lot of spiders. How fast’re they coming?” 
 
    Dawil looked ahead uneasily. The rumbling sound was getting louder fast. Pisces turned. 
 
    “Quickly.” 
 
    He began to run. The other adventurers looked at the fleeing [Necromancer] and then sprinted after him. Ceria felt the rumbling behind her enter her bones. She chanced a look over her shoulder. The light from her [Light] spell didn’t reach far back, but if she stared far into the distance, she could see a lot of rapidly moving shapes… 
 
    “[Light].” 
 
    Falene flung an orb backwards as she ran. The glowing yellow ball of light illuminated the corridor, passed the broken pieces of armor and then— 
 
    “Oh dead gods, run!” 
 
    Ceria saw the spiders. They crawled over each other, a torrent, a sea of skittering legs, staring eyes. Small ones crawled forwards, crushed by larger members. And behind them pushed a massive spider as large as the corridor. It was rushing forwards like a bull. Ceria imagined tripping, being covered by the tiny spiders as they bit her before the larger one simply crushed her with its weight. There were so many. They could bury her alive just with their numbers. There was nowhere safe. Like Pisces said, they went from floor to ceiling. 
 
    And they were fast. Ceria picked up the pace and passed by Ylawes and Dawil and Yvlon. Falene was lagging at the rear while Ksmvr and Pisces and Ceria took the front. But only Pisces was outdistancing the Shield Spiders with his [Flash Step]. The rest were falling behind. 
 
    “We’ll never make it!” 
 
    Falene shouted at the others. They were four corridors away from the burial chamber, but it was too far. She spun, her robes flashing with magical symbols and planted her staff. 
 
    “We need not flee. I will use a barrier spell!” 
 
    “Falene!” 
 
    Instantly, the other two Silver Swords halted and ran back towards her. For an agonizing moment, Ceria turned and saw Yvlon staring back at her brother. Then she halted. 
 
    “Pisces! Ksmvr!” 
 
    The two turned. Ksmvr immediately ran back, but Ceria saw Pisces hesitate. He looked back at the spiders and at her, and she met his eyes. Pisces whirled—and ran back. 
 
    “A spell?” 
 
    “Yes. Do not interrupt me. I will cast a barrier across the tunnel. It will hold the spiders.” 
 
    Falene was sweating as she raised her staff. She glanced over her shoulder at Pisces and Ceria. 
 
    “I would…appreciate any assistance you could give me.” 
 
    That was almost a plea coming from her. Ceria bit her lip. She wasn’t an expert with Tier 4 or Tier 5 spells at her disposal! She had one good spell, though. Ceria concentrated, drawing her wand and pointing it at the ground in front of her. 
 
    “[Ice Wall]!” 
 
    A wall of shimmering ice grew out of the ground. It stretched towards the ceiling, thin as a roll of parchment at first, then thickening as Ceria poured her magic into the spell. She saw Pisces raise his hands and point. A whirling mass of air formed in front of her wall, and then bones began to rise behind it, forming a crisscross pattern. 
 
    “[Wind Shield]. [Bone Wall]. This isn’t going to work.” 
 
    “Don’t tell me that now!” 
 
    Ceria poured her magic into the spell. Pisces bit his lip as the temporary bones he’d summoned out of the ground thickened. The ice and bones mixed into a solid mass. Ceria eyed it hopefully as the wave of spiders approached. 
 
    “It can hold! It’ll be four feet thick! Six!” 
 
    “That’s not enough. Falene’s spell will not hold either. The spiders are moving too fast, and they are too heavy.” 
 
    Pisces snapped back at Ceria. She saw the fear in his eyes and wavered. Falene cast a glance over her shoulders. It was full of pride, of scorn, and, Ceria’s heart lurched, beneath it all, uncertainty. 
 
    “I am a Gold-rank [Mage]. My [Force Barrier] spell will hold. I will pour all of my mana into it.” 
 
    She pointed. Behind the ice and bone, the air twisted as a barrier appeared. [Force Wall], a Tier 4 spell. Ceria stared at it hopefully. Pisces took one look and shook his head. 
 
    “Keep running. We have bought ourselves seconds at the price of minutes! We could attempt to go down that passageway there—find an escape.” 
 
    He urged the others down the corridor. There was a split ahead, a T-junction. Ceria gritted her teeth. 
 
    “We can’t go down that corridor! We’ll run right into a trap!” 
 
    “Then run back to the entrance! Hurry!” 
 
    “I am pouring my mana into the barrier. It will hold.” 
 
    Falene spoke in a half-trance. She refused to budge. Pisces swore and turned. 
 
    “Die if you wish! The rest of you, follow me!” 
 
    He turned and ran. Ceria hesitated for only a moment. But Pisces was right. And if there was any expert on spells she trusted—no, she trusted his cowardly instincts more. 
 
    “Go!” 
 
    Ksmvr and Yvlon dashed after Pisces. Ceria saw Ylawes and Dawil exchange glances. Dawil grunted. 
 
    “You keep doing your spell, Falene. Don’t mind us.” 
 
    He grabbed Falene’s arms, and Ylawes grabbed her legs. The half-Elf barely reacted as they ran, Dawil carrying her over his head and Ylawes supporting her legs. The half-Elf spoke slowly. She was putting all she had into the spell. 
 
    “It will hold. Do not run. We will be safe. We will—” 
 
    The adventurers slowed as they passed the T-intersection. To the left, Ceria saw the dungeon stretching beyond. Unknown. She chanced a look, but it was too dangerous. She halted as she saw Pisces had stopped. Ksmvr was rummaging around in his pack. 
 
    “I will endeavor to help as best I can.” 
 
    “Too late.” 
 
    The [Necromancer] stared back to the triple-layered barrier. Ceria turned and looked too as Ylawes, Dawil, and Falene skidded to a stop. She knew they should keep running. But she couldn’t help it. 
 
    The mass of Shield Spiders came down the tunnel like a breaking wave. The spiders were insane with fear and anger. They didn’t care that there was a wall in the way. They smelled living things. And they were moving too fast. They hit Pisces’ spinning barrier of air, hit the wall of ice and bone, and hit Falene’s [Force Barrier] spell with a collision that made the ground shake. 
 
    Ceria felt her magic shatter as the wall broke. She cried out—from shock more than anything else. But she had only cast the spell. She hadn’t tied herself to it. Ahead of her, she saw Falene’s eyes go wide. The half-Elf convulsed as bone and ice splintered down the corridor. Ceria saw spider chitin flying like shrapnel, saw a confusing mess of body parts, and then saw the spiders. 
 
    They were still moving. Thousands had been crushed by the impact, but the giant spider behind them was intact. And as more poured forwards, they regained their momentum. The spider wave began charging again. Straight at the adventurers. 
 
    “Falene? Falene!” 
 
    Ylawes was shaking Falene. The half-Elf was bleeding profusely from both nostrils, and she’d bitten through her lip. Dawil cursed and fumbled for a health potion. 
 
    “She’s suffering backlash! We need to—” 
 
    “Drop her and get ready! They’re coming!” 
 
    Yvlon snapped at the two males. The Silver Swords turned. The giant Shield Spider pushed its smaller brethren as they charged. Down the corridor. There was only the corridor to the left now. But even if they ran, they wouldn’t make it. Ceria raised a trembling hand. She could cast a spell. An overcharged [Ice Spear] like last time. But even if she did— 
 
    “Everyone, it’s been an honor.” 
 
    Yvlon raised her shield. Her sword was steady as she eyed the oncoming spiders from beneath her helmet. Ksmvr was still fumbling in his pack, as if they had anything that would stop that many spiders. A [Fireball] wouldn’t do it. Five fireballs—they should have been shooting them from the start, not blocking! 
 
    Another error. If she’d been thinking, she would have come up with it. Ceria closed her eyes. She looked at Pisces. He was standing still, his eyes on the spiders. He hadn’t drawn his rapier. It wouldn’t do much good anyways. 
 
    “You can still run.” 
 
    She looked at him. Pisces met her gaze. He had [Flash Step]. He could outdistance the spiders. Leave them behind. He glanced over his shoulder, back at her. 
 
    “That is true.” 
 
    He didn’t move. The spiders rolled towards them, and Ceria raised her skeletal hand. How had it gone? Maybe if she put everything she had into it. Maybe— 
 
    “Ah. I have found it. It is true that it is always in the last place I look.” 
 
    Ksmvr lifted something triumphantly. Ceria looked at him and wanted to laugh. 
 
    “Oh Ksmvr—” 
 
    He had a small, leather ball in his hands. A toy. It looked like one of Mrsha’s toys. Pisces’ eyes widened while Ceria turned away. At least Ksmvr tried. She saw the Antinium stride forwards. 
 
    “Allow me to help!” 
 
    “Ksmvr come back! Come—” 
 
    Yvlon shouted at him. Ksmvr was approaching the spider horde without fear. The Antinium tossed the little ball. Ceria watched it fly. Not towards the spiders. Left. Down the corridor. She heard it land softly, somehow, between the roar of the oncoming spiders. And then she heard the most terrifying, startling, horrendous shrieking sound she’d ever heard in her life. It was terrible, louder than the spiders, a sound designed to cause physical pain upon hearing! 
 
    And she had heard it once before. Ceria clapped her hands to her ears and saw Ksmvr run backwards, waving his three hands delightedly. The effect on the Shield Spiders was immediate. They stopped, slowed, rearing up, some rolling over, agonizing as the piercing sound reached them. It was coming from the little leather ball. The enchanted leather ball. The very one Ryoka had brought back from Invrisil. 
 
    An adventurer’s trick for luring monsters. The shrieking little ball rolled down the corridor. Instantly, the Shield Spiders turned to chase it. Ceria watched, mouth agape, as the living flood of spiders turned left and abandoned their pursuit of her team. Only a handful of spiders continued onwards, to be crushed by Dawil’s hammer and cut by Yvlon and Ylawes’ swords. The rest of the spiders chased the little ball as it shrieked and rolled forwards rapidly. 
 
    And then? And then the sound was muffled. The rumbling continued. But the spiders couldn’t turn back on their momentum. They flooded past the stunned adventurers, heading down the corridor into the distance. And then the rumbling was faint. And then it was distant. 
 
    And then there was silence. Ceria stood in the darkness, her heart pounding, drenched in sweat. She only closed her mouth when a tiny spider crawled into it. She spat and then looked at Ksmvr. He stood proudly in front of his team, in front of the Silver Swords and the comatose Falene. He looked hopefully at Ceria. 
 
    “Did I help adequately, Captain Ceria?” 
 
      
 
    —— 
 
      
 
    Earlia climbed up, hearing the roar of the wave of Shield Spiders behind her. She knew they were too slow. The spiders would climb up the walls! If they could reach the water, they might be safe. But her team was tired, burdened by their armor. The Pride of Kelia might make it. Some. But the rest would die. 
 
    She didn’t weep. She didn’t give up. Earlia reached for another rocky handhold and screamed for her team to move faster, damn them. She saw something flash past her face and thought the first spider was coming. She reached for her dagger and saw something long. And light. And sturdy. 
 
    A rope. Water showered down onto Earlia as the rope dropped through the enchanted barrier above. She looked up. A rope had fallen. No, three. No, eight. The adventurers stared. 
 
    “Someone’s dropped ropes! What in the—” 
 
    “Up!” 
 
    Earlia let go of the cliff and grabbed the rope. She began to climb feverishly. The others didn’t wait to ask about the ropes either. They climbed. Just in time. The Shield Spiders swarmed up the rocky walls as the adventurers climbed up. They swarmed up the ropes. Earlia saw Timgal screaming, felt the water break over her head, reached back, and pulled him up. The Shield Spiders let go as they entered the water. The adventurers felt the ropes pull, and they were moving up. 
 
    The way to the surface was so long! Earlia gagged for breath. She saw Timgal’s eyes rolling up and put a hand over his mouth and nose. She felt the blackness close in, and then her head broke the surface. She felt rain pounding her, felt the rope dragging her up further still, heard screams and sobs and felt the first breath of air enter her lungs. She sobbed for air and then looked around. 
 
    A smiling young woman stood on a large boat crewed by Goblins. They heaved and grunted, pulling the other adventurers on board, hurling one of the dead Shield Spiders still biting Nailren back into the water. Erin grinned at Earlia’s stupefied face. 
 
    “Hello there! The Wandering Inn provides you with a Hobgoblin escort to and from the dungeon plus emergency rescue! And we have a boat. Three, actually. Want a lift?” 
 
    Earlia looked at her. She could have kissed the young [Innkeeper]. Or wept for gratitude. She settled for passing out. 
 
      
 
    —— 
 
      
 
    One last thing. Dawil was surprised after the stunned relief had ended that the Horns of Hammerad insisted on continuing exploring the dungeon. Or rather, he was only surprised until they explained to him and Ylawes their reasoning. 
 
    “We have a once-in-a-lifetime shot at this. The Shield Spiders did us a service. We can follow their trail.” 
 
    “You must be joking. This is a joke, isn’t it? One of the ones I never understand?” 
 
    Ylawes looked from Ceria to Pisces to Yvlon. But they were all serious. Yvlon explained to him as they tended to the unconscious Falene. 
 
    “This isn’t like rushing into danger, Brother. The Shield Spiders aren’t a threat.” 
 
    “How is that the case?” 
 
    “They cannot move backwards. At least, a horde of that size cannot. Their momentum would not allow it.” 
 
    Pisces pointed the way the spiders had left. Crushed spiders, dead ones or confused stragglers from the pack, littered the corridor. But it was true. The spiders had not returned. The [Necromancer] smiled smugly. 
 
    “You see, they are able to hunt with this impressive technique, but it has significant weaknesses. Unless they are able to loop backwards—which I doubt given the structure of the dungeon—they will continue forwards. And everywhere they pass will be much safer for us to travel than say, an unknown space.” 
 
    “Why?” 
 
    Dawil understood this one. Ylawes was a bit slow on the uptake when it didn’t come to being a heroic [Knight] or hitting monsters. 
 
    “Ah, because the nasty little things have sprung all the traps, haven’t they? And chewed up anything they find.” 
 
    “Exactly. We will have free reign to explore as it were. And following the Shield Spiders is a simple task at the moment. They have left an obvious trail for us to follow.” 
 
    Pisces smiled and rubbed his hands together. Ylawes looked at Falene with concern. 
 
    “I understand. But Falene is injured. I feel that I should retreat—as you suggested earlier.” 
 
    “She’s not in any danger. She just overtaxed herself. Let’s go just a few corridors and see what we find. Alright?” 
 
    The Horns urged Ylawes, and he couldn’t easily protest. Dawil stared at the Silver-rank adventurers with a frown. They were a bit too eager to explore after they’d almost died. Still, he chalked it up to youthful enthusiasm and followed them. 
 
    The tunnels the Shield Spiders had gone down were uneventful. They’d triggered all the traps, and the adventurers noted the effects and locations of each by the corpses left behind. They quickly copied down the branching passageways, and then, as they reached the third intersection since following the spiders, Dawil saw another suspicious thing. He saw Ceria glance at Ksmvr and him nod ever so slightly down another passage. 
 
    “Why don’t we head this way?” 
 
    “But the spiders went that way.” 
 
    By this point, Falene had woken up and was well enough to retort, although in a simple-minded fashion. Ceria grimaced. 
 
    “I think I heard something. Alright?” 
 
    The Silver Swords exchanged a glance. Dawil glanced up at Ylawes and coughed. When the [Knight] glanced at him, Dawil made a covert gesture that looked like he was stroking his beard. Ylawes nodded. 
 
    “If you think it is safe.” 
 
    “Yeah.” 
 
    The Silver Swords followed the Horns of Hammerad down the corridor and came to a surprise. A gap in the sturdy dungeon walls. They stared at the gap. It led into the earth. Ceria’s eyes widened. 
 
    “What’s this?” 
 
    Dawil glanced at Pisces who looked suitably impressed. Ksmvr he couldn’t read, but Yvlon was a terrible actor. The Horns insisted on exploring the tunnel of course, and the Silver Swords weren’t about to object. They followed it, passing down a corridor filled with… 
 
    “Pit trap. Boulder trap. Ooh. This will collapse the tunnel on us if triggered remotely.” 
 
    Ksmvr walked forwards, taking point. The Silver Swords edged by all the deadly traps built into the dirt tunnel. It was not part of the dungeon. Nor had it been built by the original architects. Dawil was a poor Dwarf when it came to traditional things like building and smithing, but he was sure of that. His eyes locked on Ksmvr’s back and narrowed. He followed the Antinium until the corridor widened. Ksmvr stepped out into a wide space, already raising his hands. Dawil followed, swore, and tried to back up. 
 
    Too late. Ylawes bumped into him. The [Knight]’s eyes adjusted to the dim light, and he reached for his shield and then froze. Falene looked around. 
 
    “Oh my.” 
 
    They were standing in a large room. A chamber from which three separate tunnels entered. It was not a dead end though. A single tunnel led through this spot. But to get to that tunnel…Dawil stared at the barricades of stone and dirt. He stared at the dead monsters, piled up. The Shield Spiders riddled with arrows. Crude arrows, but hundreds could be fired at once. He stared up at the silent Workers standing in alcoves. 
 
    “One, two, three…twenty…” 
 
    They were lined up on three sides, facing inwards so whomever was funneled into this spot would be assailed on all three sides by arrows. Behind the stone barricades, giant Antinium Soldiers waited, ready to engage anyone who made it that far. And behind them… 
 
    An Antinium sat at a table. He was not a Soldier. Nor was he armed. He had what looked like a book in one hand, and he had been reading. Dawil stared at the Worker as he slowly got up. The Worker opened his mandibles a few times as he stared at the Horns of Hammerad, all of whom had shocked faces and had raised their hands, and then at the silent Silver Swords. 
 
      
 
    —— 
 
      
 
    Belgrade slowly closed the book he was reading and stared at the intruders. Not monsters. Intruders. Adventurers. From the dungeon. He stared at Ksmvr. He stared at the Silver Swords. He looked around at the very conspicuous Antinium fortifications. He looked around. Anand was off-duty. Klbkch was above, dealing with a potential crisis. Belgrade couldn’t exactly gulp, but he could click his mandibles. Which he did. 
 
    “Oh dear. This could be problematic.” 
 
      
 
    —— 
 
      
 
    “The Antinium have a route into the dungeon. An entrance underground.” 
 
    Ilvriss stared hard at Pisces. The [Mage] shifted in his chair and smiled. 
 
    “So it would seem. A quite efficient kill-zone. I observed a score of traps. And I believe it is three entrances into the dungeon if the tunnels were any indication.” 
 
    He watched Ilvriss exchange a swift glance with Zevara and Embria. The Watch Captain and Wing Commander had joined this little interrogation session in the Watch barracks. Well, interrogation was a strong word. 
 
    If Pisces had any thoughts on the issue of betrayal, it was his fascination with what the word constituted. Betrayal. What was the line past which no sins could be forgiven? Was selling secrets that much of a trespass? Surely, putting personal gain above the needs of the group was objectionable, but that was what every individual did. What was the difference between selling a small secret and a large one? 
 
    After a while, Watch Captain Zevara spoke. 
 
    “We were aware that the Antinium had suffered an attack from Face-Eater Moths during the assault on Liscor. But we assumed they had burrowed through the earth.” 
 
    “And your assumption was clearly wrong. The Antinium have ever had a way into the dungeon. Longer, perhaps, than the entrance has existed aboveground.” 
 
    Pisces smiled. He put his fingertips together as the Drakes exchanged another look full of meaning and worry. How he did enjoy moments like these. He could practically see the thoughts playing out among them, and he couldn’t help but nudge them along to some inevitable conclusions. 
 
    “Of course, the Antinium have a vested interest in securing their Hive. It would be unthinkable to imagine they were not aware of such a large underground structure, is it not?” 
 
    “So they knew. They knew and unleashed the dungeon on the city.” 
 
    Pisces rolled his eyes as the red-scaled Drake made a fist out of her claws. 
 
    “No. Wing Commander Embria, I believe it is quite the opposite.” 
 
    “Explain.” 
 
    Ilvriss fixed Pisces with a stare meant to frighten. The [Necromancer] gave the Drake his smuggest smile in return, noting the way Ilvriss looked disgusted. 
 
    “It is quite a simple conclusion, Wall Lord. The Antinium never tried to disclose information of the dungeon, did they? In fact, it was only after the dungeon was ‘discovered’ that they offered their services. Always to help. And they came to the defense of the city quite readily.” 
 
    “Their aid could have been seen as slow during the Face-Eater Moth attack.” 
 
    “Only because their Hive was actively under siege! No, Wall Lord. I believe the Antinium were entirely helpful in their assistance to Liscor. After all, without Gold-rank adventurers and Liscor’s support, they would never be able to claim the dungeon’s riches for themselves.” 
 
    The Drakes sat up as Pisces dropped the obvious clue into their laps. Ilvriss leaned forwards. 
 
    “The dungeon’s riches? We haven’t found more than a few magical items in there.” 
 
    “And yet, the Antinium seem to regard the dungeon as important. Why else would they leave open a pathway from the dungeon into their Hive? An open wound by which monsters might pour in? And fortifications? Antinium do not build defenses. Yet this kill box they have constructed seems purpose-built to last for years if necessary. And while it is a splendid defense, it would also serve another purpose.” 
 
    “As a staging ground for an assault on the dungeon.” 
 
    Pisces sighed internally with relief as Embria sat forwards. She pointed to the rough sketch of the tunnel he’d provided and looked at Ilvriss and Zevara with concern in her eyes. 
 
    “Wall Lord, Watch Captain. If this Human is correct, the Antinium could flood the dungeon with their numbers at any time.” 
 
    “Why? For treasure?” 
 
    “Perhaps. Or perhaps they want to claim it? They could double, triple their Hive without us knowing it if they sealed off the entrance. But the idea of treasure—I’ve spoken with Olesm. He claims that even the worst of dungeons hide some kind of treasure.” 
 
    All eyes turned back to Pisces. He nodded, still smiling. 
 
    “A dungeon is a receptacle for the past, in the end. Even vengeance dungeons are made to hold a nation’s greatest treasures. And one of this magnitude, well. I imagine the greatest treasure recovered from Albez would not compare with what this dungeon might hold. Of course, that is speculation.” 
 
    The three Drakes looked at each other. Ilvriss was the first to speak. 
 
    “What do the Antinium know that we don’t?” 
 
    “Anything. It could be anything.” 
 
    Watch Captain Zevara cursed. She stood up and began to pace. 
 
    “I could speak with Klbkch. He’s open about his Hive. What he doesn’t tell me reveals more than…” 
 
    “Don’t play our hand too early. This requires more thought. High Command should know.” 
 
    “As should the Walled Cities. If the Antinium are poised to uncover a grand treasure…Ancestors, how far does this stretch? Was the entire purpose of putting a Hive in Liscor because they knew the dungeon was here?” 
 
    Both Drakes looked at Ilvriss, and their scales turned grey with shock. Pisces tried not to laugh as the Drakes began panicking. So simple. But he sat up and adopted his most avaricious face as Ilvriss turned to him. 
 
    “This information is…helpful. Thank you, Human. We will compensate you. But this stays secret. I will know if you speak of it to anyone. Understand?” 
 
    He tried to glare at Pisces while pressuring him with his aura. The [Necromancer] pretended to be suitably cowed and accepted the bag of gold from Ilvriss, peering greedily into it before being dismissed. He left the Watch barracks under an [Invisibility] spell, letting the Drakes continue arguing. Oh, to be a spider on the wall…but they were too alert. Better not to risk it. 
 
    Pisces strolled back towards The Wandering Inn, counting the gold and smiling to himself despite the pouring rain. He picked up his pace slightly; he had excused himself from the party at the inn, and he was already gone far too long. 
 
    All six teams were celebrating surviving the dungeon. None had come out with great treasures, but there were bounties to be claimed and they might level. More importantly, they had lived. They were drinking, toasting each other, and talking about how they’d each survived. It was a jovial mood. For a second, Pisces felt a pang that he couldn’t honestly celebrate with the others. 
 
    And then he stopped. Someone was leaning against the wall in an alleyway close to where the magic door to Erin’s inn was. Pisces turned, sighed, and stepped into the alley. He reappeared and heard a gasp. 
 
    “It is easier if we are not both seen missing from the party.” 
 
    The other figure paused. 
 
    “I had to know. How did it go?” 
 
    Pisces smiled with genuine satisfaction. 
 
    “Extremely well. They all paid close attention to the prompts I gave them. They are doubly suspicious of the Antinium motives. I believe some urgent communications are going out to the Walled Cities now. Which is why I shall be sending [Message] spells with my valuable information as soon as I have the opportunity. Is that to your satisfaction?” 
 
    He waited as Ceria brushed water out of her eyes. The half-Elf glanced at Pisces and nodded. 
 
    “It is. Are you planning on selling the secret of the Antinium entrances to all the Walled Cities?” 
 
    “The Walled Cities—all except Oteslia perhaps, since they seldom spend money on purchasing secrets. And the information will be public knowledge among those privy to it soon enough. But yes, the Walled Cities and a select list of nobles in northern Izril.” 
 
    Ceria eyed Pisces. 
 
    “You have a list? Really?” 
 
    “Springwalker, I bought a list of those who might in turn purchase secrets from me. Secrets are valuable wherever one travels, and there are those who pay well for any advantage over their competitors. By this time tomorrow, everyone will know that the Antinium want something out of Liscor’s dungeon.” 
 
    “Yeah. Treasure maybe. Or strategic advantage.” 
 
    Ceria shivered in the rain. Pisces nodded. 
 
    “I suspect more adventurers will flood into Liscor soon. Far more. And if the Walled Cities do not immediately fund an expedition, well, I would be stunned.” 
 
    “Which means there’ll be a lot of competition. A lot more bodies entering the dungeon. The other teams would kill us if they knew we were doing this.” 
 
    “Or at the very least, not sharing the profits.” 
 
    Pisces hefted the bag of gold. He offered it to Ceria. She swore. 
 
    “He gave you that much for talking?” 
 
    “He assumed I was going behind all of your backs, so yes. A Wall Lord knows to be generous, especially to backstabbing Humans.” 
 
    Pisces watched Ceria half-open the bag and then close it. His old friend closed her eyes, looking pained. 
 
    “I know how much trouble this is going to cause. I know. And the other teams deserve to have the first shot at the dungeon. But—” 
 
    She looked helplessly at Pisces. 
 
    “Do you think they’d understand?” 
 
    “We do.” 
 
    Yvlon and Ksmvr stepped out of the shadows. Pisces sighed. 
 
    “You do know that a sheet over one’s head is not a disguise, Ksmvr?” 
 
    “It is not a disguise. I am keeping the rain off of myself and Yvlon.” 
 
    “Ah. Carry on.” 
 
    The two other Horns of Hammerad joined Pisces and Ceria. Yvlon wiped water out of her hair. Pisces resolved to use a flame spell to dry their clothes before returning to the party. And come up with a suitably unbelievable excuse that hinted at something innocuous. One of them had to be professional about all of this. 
 
    “We all talked it over, Ceria. We all agreed. We can’t search that dungeon alone. We’re not qualified. If there is any chance at someone finding Calruz—” 
 
    “It’s with everyone fighting to be first into that dungeon. I know. I came up with the idea with what Ksmvr told me.” 
 
    Ceria leaned against the wall. She looked at Ksmvr. 
 
    “You’re alright with all this, Ksmvr?” 
 
    “Yes, for the eighteenth time, Captain Ceria. I am not betraying my Hive.” 
 
    Ksmvr stood proudly. He’d acted his part out well. The Shield Spiders had not been part of it, nor had the Silver Swords’ incompetence, but all had worked out in the end. He nodded at his team. 
 
    “The knowledge of the dungeon’s entrances will not inconvenience my Hive. I am sure of that.” 
 
    Pisces was not, but he watched Ceria pat Ksmvr on the shoulder and the Antinium stand taller without comment. He looked at his team. Fellow conspirators all. He would never have expected this kind of plan from them, but they were always surprising him. Pisces smiled. 
 
    “Well, it seems you’ve finally begun taking advantage of my varied and extraordinary skill set, Springwalker, Miss Byres. I hope you will at least enjoy the next phase.” 
 
    “Next phase? I thought the next part was that we didn’t talk about this ever again.” 
 
    Yvlon eyed Pisces with deep distrust. He sighed. 
 
    “Of course, that is part of our design. But we are allowed a bit of enjoyment. Please consider how amusing it will be.” 
 
    “What will be?” 
 
    The [Necromancer] smiled. 
 
    “Why, everything that follows of course.” 
 
    He smiled. Above the dungeon, adventurers celebrated and grand plots were spun, the outcomes of which only he could guess at. And below, the dungeon waited. It had failed to claim the adventurers who had begun to wake it. But there was always more dungeon. And there was always next time. 

  

 
   
    5.30 G 
 
      
 
    In Liscor, Wall Lord Ilvriss stood at a table with Olesm, Watch Captain Zevara, and Wing Commander Embria. He had sheaves of reports on the Antinium spread out in front of him, and he was talking into his personal scrying orb. At the same time, Olesm was furiously sorting through pieces of parchment while Watch Captain Zevara laboriously dictated messages to the other Walled Cities. Their topic was the Antinium, and the recent suspicion of the Antinium’s motives in regards to Liscor’s dungeon had everyone’s tail curled up. 
 
    If Pisces could have observed the way his subtle blend of fact and suspicion had sent Drakes across Izril into a panic, he would have been beside himself with glee. As it was, the Antinium problem once again dominated the discourse between the Drake cities, overriding lesser politics and infighting. 
 
    So many [Message] spells and higher-Tier communication spells were sent back and forth that the covert discussions were soon drawn to the attention of anyone with an eye for magic. The contents of the secret talks would soon find their way into reports read by individuals such as Magnolia Reinhart, the Archmages in Wistram, and so on. And the news of the Drakes’ concern would also pass through other channels to the Antinium, who would begin wondering exactly what the Drakes were concerned about. 
 
    Of course, all of this was second to the larger issue in the back of everyone’s minds. The Antinium were still not as pressing as the threat of the Goblin Lord. But as anyone with half a scale’s worth of sense would have pointed out, the Goblin Lord’s army was currently north of Liscor. In Human lands. There was little the Drakes could do about them at the moment. 
 
    Sending another army had been debated and then shot down. Moving any force past Liscor would be an act of war, and there was no negotiating with the stubborn Humans. All they could do was wait and see what would happen, hence their focus on Liscor and the Antinium. 
 
    The Goblins were a Human problem now. But the group best-placed to deal with the growing threat had not risen to the occasion. And far, far north of Liscor, north of Invrisil, the gathering of nobles and leaders who had ridden to Lord Tyrion’s call were growing increasingly anxious. 
 
    Yitton Byres strode into the large pavilion and heard the loud voices arguing before he could wipe the water out of his eyes. The spring rains continued to soak the vast war camp of Lord Tyrion’s army, and though the downpour was not nearly as harsh as it would have been in Liscor, it still made for an unpleasant walk. The rain and mud soured tempers, and the assembly standing in the tent was already angry enough. 
 
    “When will we move? I did not ride eighty miles with my army to hide here like a coward while the Goblin Lord marches towards my lands!” 
 
    A large, roughly-dressed [Lord] in his early forties shouted as Yitton stepped into the gathering of his peers. Yitton recognized the man at once—the tattoo of a snarling dog on his cheek was enough of a hint, but if he had needed more proof, the smell of wet dog and the way the other nobles stayed well clear of him was another hint. Lord Gralton of Lycit was close to frothing at the mouth as he paced back and forth, his hands closing as if he wanted to throttle something. 
 
    “I answered Veltras’ call because I expected to take the battle to the damn Goblins rather than hide like a stinking Reinhart. But it was Magnolia Reinhart who took the fight to the Goblins while we sit here with three times as many men! If this is some joke, I’m not laughing! What is Tyrion Veltras doing?” 
 
    As he raged, Lord Gralton snarled. He turned, and Yitton saw his contorted face. It was no wonder many called Gralton the ‘Dog Lord’ behind his back in jest. Only, no one was laughing now. Gralton looked close to lashing out, and a rabid dog was something to be feared. Moreover, he had a point. 
 
    “I agree with Lord Gralton. We have been sitting here far too long. Rains or not, we should be pushing south towards the Goblin Lord. How much food has this army consumed so far? A fortune, I should wager!” 
 
    A [Lady] fanned herself and pointedly glanced at the appetizers laid out behind the nobles. Some of those in the tent jumped guiltily and pretended not to be hovering around the rich treats. Yitton stood tall, ignoring the food, though he had had little more than cold bread, a bit of cheese, and some meat himself. Byres didn’t have the funds to lavish themselves with supplies, and he had elected to eat the same as his men to boost morale. 
 
    The other nobles murmured, most not openly agreeing with Lord Gralton, but expressing hesitant support. Lord Tyrion Veltras was one of the most powerful [Lords] in the realm, but his influence had limits. The nobles were sick of waiting to take a fight that they would easily win as they saw it. Still, no one wanted to be the first to say something and potentially make the Veltras family their enemy. 
 
    Gralton glared about, seemingly dissatisfied by the half-hearted support. 
 
    “Cowards. Why isn’t Veltras here himself? Let’s drag him out of his tent and have him explain himself now. No more excuses about the right moment! Does any man among you have the balls to join me?” 
 
    The [Lords] in the pavilion tent shifted and several flushed with outrage. But before Gralton’s words could lead to a fight, Yitton Byres spoke up. 
 
    “Do you intend to assault our field commander, Lord Gralton? If so, I would rather we come to blows here than suffer mutiny in the camp.” 
 
    Heads turned, and the nobles made a path as Gralton spun. He eyed Yitton Byres without a shred of fear. Rather, he glanced at the longsword at Yitton’s side as an acknowledgement of what a battle would cost him in blood and flesh and judged it appropriate. He rolled his shoulders and growled at Yitton. 
 
    “If Veltras won’t come, what would you do, Byres?” 
 
    “Discuss. Object. Perhaps leave with my men, were he that sort of coward. But I suspect Lord Veltras would agree to meet with us candidly—were a delegation sent to persuade him of our discontent. If that is your objective, I would be the first to join you, Lord Gralton.” 
 
    Yitton met the other man’s eyes without blinking. Yes, exactly like a rabid dog. Gralton bared his teeth, but he nodded with bare restraint. It was said that he trained the fiercest war hounds and the finest trackers in all of Izril. His lands were prosperous, a far cry from Byres’ modest holdings. 
 
    “In that case, I would put forward my name as well.” 
 
    Another [Lord] stepped forwards. He had no sword. He was not a warrior. Yitton glanced at Lord Erill in surprise. Erill was a merchant-lord, a noble who had built his fortunes and amassed enough power and land to be considered true nobility. It seemed that Lord Erill was no stranger to boldness, despite his aversion to battle. 
 
    “Well then, I will join you three boys. Let us see if a unanimous front is enough to open Tyrion’s stubborn lips.” 
 
    The [Lady] who’d spoken fanned herself and then closed the fan with a snap. She swept past Yitton, and only now did he place her face and voice. She had to be Lady Ieka, one of the few nobles capable of performing true magic. She had attended Wistram, it was rumored, but had been expelled for reasons unknown after four years. 
 
    The four nobles didn’t wait for the other nobility to fall over each other volunteering. They strode out of the tent, Gralton in the lead. It was rainy, but the rain only fell hard on Gralton and Yitton. Lord Erill and Lady Ieka were protected by enchantments that kept the rain from ever touching their clothes or skin. 
 
    Yitton walked after Gralton, hearing a dog bark as it recognized its master in the distance. He told himself this wasn’t rebellion. He had waited patiently for Tyrion to move after their last conversation. But several days later, he hadn’t seen any changes. Something had to be done. And Tyrion Veltras and this army was the force to do it. Why on earth was the man hesitating? It wasn’t like any of the tales about him. 
 
      
 
    —— 
 
      
 
    “Have our guest housed in our tents. Supply her with water, food—clothing. Send for a City Runner if she lacks any amenities. And send a [Message] spell to her family. I am sure they would welcome the good news.” 
 
    Lord Tyrion Veltras was instructing one of his retainers. The man bowed and hurried out of the tent. Tyrion turned and strode back towards the desk he had been sitting at. He glanced at the wet chair across from the table—his guest had stumbled in wet, dirty, and quite exhausted. He didn’t begrudge the mess. Rather, the information he had been given along with the latest report—he glanced down at the slip of paper in his hands and grinned. 
 
    Lord Gralton would have recognized the grin as that of a hunting wolf. Tyrion’s fingers smoothed the parchment. He had received the welcome news not ten minutes ago. And if he added that to the covert [Message] spell he had received…Tyrion spread out a map on his table. 
 
    “‘Proceeding south, down Almest Road.’ Hmf. That puts them…here. Poor speed but they have endured a sea voyage. They can catch up. And here—” 
 
    His finger traced another route south-west, passing through a forest and marshy terrain, past a city labeled ‘Filk’. Lord Tyrion measured the distance with a bit of marked string, nodding to himself and jotting down notes. In his mind, he ran another series of calculations, checking the figures with his internal sense of how fast a horse could run. Then he stepped back and looked at the map as a whole. 
 
    “From here to here—and the time is—” 
 
    Lord Tyrion glanced at a calendar and eyed the date he had marked. He smiled again. At last, he could see all the pieces falling together. More perfectly than before, in fact. 
 
    “Lord Veltras!” 
 
    Tyrion turned. His guard at the tent door should have kept anyone from entering, but a brief exclamation was all the warning he received before the guard was thrust aside. Tyrion saw Lord Gralton stride into the tent, followed by Lord Yitton, Lady Ieka, and Lord Erill. The four nobles stopped before his desk, and Tyrion saw Erill and Ieka’s eyes dart to the dirty chair. Yitton stood with his hands behind his back, and Gralton approached. 
 
    “Veltras! We’re done with waiting!” 
 
    The man was all savagery and no tact. Tyrion refrained from wrinkling his nose. Gralton had let his class take over too much of himself. The man slammed his hands on Tyrion’s desk and leaned forwards. He was taller and bigger than Tyrion. 
 
    “When in the hells are you going to move? That Goblin Lord is a nose away from reaching the mountain with the other Goblins! They could be there by the end of today! And here we sit! Enough talk! Tell us whether we’re moving or not or we’ll—” 
 
    “Take your hands off my desk.” 
 
    Lord Tyrion’s voice cut through Gralton’s fury. The other man choked and growled, and then looked down. His hands were wet and not exactly pristine to begin with. He was dripping on Tyrion’s expensive maps. He looked up and met Tyrion’s gaze. 
 
    The clash of wills in the tent made Yitton grimace. It was unpleasant being privy to a battle between powerful [Lords], even if you weren’t the target yourself. Lady Ieka fanned herself and Lord Erill sighed as Gralton and Tyrion locked gazes. Gralton snarled but then, slowly, took his hands off the desk. Lord Tyrion nodded cordially. 
 
    “I thank you. May I assume your objection is shared by the rest of the nobility?” 
 
    He glanced pointedly at the other three nobles. Lady Ieka nodded. 
 
    “We did not come here to be treated like ignorant children, Tyrion. We waited because we assumed you had a plan. But this idling about is ridiculous. Tell us what you intend or I fear that a good portion of your nobles will quickly desert your army.” 
 
    She met his gaze, telling him in no uncertain terms who would be the one to prompt that exodus. Lord Erill coughed delicately. 
 
    “I’m afraid I too must insist on some idea of our plan, Lord Veltras. Funding an army of this size becomes pointless if it is not employed to good use.” 
 
    Lord Tyrion nodded. He turned his attention to Yitton without betraying any emotion. 
 
    “And you, Lord Byres?” 
 
    “I have faith in your military expertise.” 
 
    The older man met Tyrion’s gaze without wavering. He looked around and bowed slightly to the more powerful nobles around him, all his junior, if only slightly in Gralton’s case. 
 
    “However, I agree with my peers. Loyalty is something that must be earned and continue to be earned. Blind faith is not something I demand of my men. The countryside burns.” 
 
    “And the Goblins are not just content to stay put as we are. I hear rumors of raiding parties assaulting towns, villages, and cities everywhere south of our position. Not even our nobility is safe—Lady Bevia Veniford has written to me with a request for aid. Apparently, the Goblins have surrounded her location. Will you ride to her defense and the defense of thirty peers of the realm, Tyrion?” 
 
    The [Mage Lady] closed her fan and gazed at Tyrion fiercely. He met her gaze. They had been childhood…friends. Acquaintances. It was still poor manners to use his name, but he had observed that [Ladies] bent the rules of etiquette more often than men in their own way. The four nobles waited tensely for Tyrion’s reply. They were all taken aback when he smiled. 
 
    “As it happens, Lady Ieka, I have just received the news I was waiting upon.” 
 
    “You have?” 
 
    She blinked at him. Lord Tyrion lifted the scrap of parchment in his hands. She stared at it with burning curiosity. Tyrion nodded as he passed it to her over the table. 
 
    “I have been waiting for a specialized group of reinforcements. They should be arriving at our position shortly. However, I intend to strike the camp before then.” 
 
    “Oh my.” 
 
    The instant Ieka read the note, her brows shot up. Without another word, she passed it to Lord Erill who scanned the note, nodded as if it all made sense, and handed the message to Yitton. 
 
    “One group? We were waiting on one stinking—” 
 
    Again, Lord Gralton was about to rage, but as Yitton tapped him on the shoulder, he grudgingly read the parchment. It took him longer than the others but then his demeanor changed. 
 
    “Huh.” 
 
    Tyrion nodded decisively. 
 
    “Quite. As you can see, the time is now. I am able to put forwards my plan at last. To that end, I am ordering the camp struck. I want our forces moving within the hour. I will briefly inform our peers on our plan of action. However, we may well outpace a good portion of our foot and supply. I intend to move the army now and cover at least fifty miles within the first day. Lord Yitton, I will be taking some of your horse with me and several thousand [Knights], [Lancers], and other advanced rider classes in a scouting party. Lord Gralton, you may wish to prepare your hounds for travel. If they cannot keep up—” 
 
    The man strode around his desk, talking rapidly. The other nobles stared as he strode into the rain. Lord Tyrion snapped at the soldier on guard. 
 
    “Soldier. Strike the camp and summon my command to the war tent.” 
 
    “Sire!” 
 
    The man raced off, shouting orders. Instantly, the camp buzzed to life. Lord Tyrion strode into the rain, too quick for the others to follow. It was time. He had waited patiently. Men like Gralton could not see the use of waiting. He was a dog, straightforward, refreshingly direct. But Lord Tyrion was the hunter. And his prey was in position. 
 
      
 
    —— 
 
      
 
    “Redfang. Redfang.” 
 
    Garen Redfang looked around blankly. He glanced up and saw Tremborag staring at him. The huge Hobgoblin was glaring, and Garen realized he’d been called. 
 
    “What?” 
 
    He shifted impatiently on his Carn Wolf. The massive beast paced along, twice as large as any other Carn Wolf. It was still dwarfed by Tremborag. The massive Great Chieftain of the Mountain City tribe was a colossus, and with every step, the fat on his body jiggled obscenely. He clearly did not enjoy the rain gently showering them from above. Garen didn’t mind. They were on the outermost edges of the storm front and had only been drizzled on sporadically. Still, Tremborag was annoyed. Perhaps it was being outdoors that did it. 
 
    “What are you listening to?” 
 
    Tremborag’s rumbling voice was tinged with irritation. Garen shrugged. He turned his head, listening again. It was a faint sound he heard. 
 
    “Something. Distant sound. Howls.” 
 
    The huge Hobgoblin paused. 
 
    “The scouts heard nothing.” 
 
    Garen shrugged. Tremborag eyed him and grunted. He turned, and another Redfang Warrior, one of the few that had stayed with Garen, dodged out of the way, his Carn Wolf yelping in alarm. 
 
    “Do you believe it is a trap?” 
 
    “Doesn’t matter. We go to meeting place. He goes. After…” 
 
    The Chieftain of the Redfang tribe tapped his sword meaningfully. Tremborag bared his teeth. 
 
    “True. He brought only a handful of his Goblins. So my scouts say.” 
 
    Garen nodded without a word. He ignored the faint howling and turned his attention to the road in front of him. Both he and Tremborag were walking through the forest that surrounded Dwarfhalls Rest, the mountain which Tremborag had made his lair. They had abandoned the safety of the mountain and come out this far with a minimal escort for one reason: to meet the Goblin Lord. 
 
    At last, the Goblin Lord’s army had arrived at the mountain. His army had appeared in the distance, a winding trail of black armored bodies marching across the landscape. It had taken him far longer than either Garen or Tremborag had expected. The distance had not been that far from Invrisil, but the Goblin Lord must have taken that time to heal his soldiers naturally, without wasting healing potions. He would only have done that if he expected a battle. That was wise. 
 
    What wasn’t wise was what he had done the instant he’d drawn close to the mountain. Rather than draw closer and begin the siege at once, he had stopped his army and sent a messenger of all things. Tremborag had nearly killed the Goblin on the spot, but after some debate, he had heard the Goblin out. 
 
    The Goblin Lord’s message was simple. He had arrived. He was a Goblin Lord. And he expected the other tribes to follow him. Since they had not, he demanded that they meet. Chieftain to Lord, as it were. 
 
    Garen’s teeth ground together as he recalled the Goblin boldly delivering the message in the heart of Tremborag’s mountain to the jeering Goblins of the Mountain City tribe. It was a command worthy of a Lord, but coming from him—Tremborag had threatened to crush the little Goblin until he had heard the terms. 
 
    “Come alone. Just we two Chieftains and six escorts. He will bring six too. Far too small a number for an ambush. And he would be a fool to try and hide Goblins from Goblins.” 
 
    Tremborag mused as he walked through the forest floor, snapping branches that threatened to strike his face. Garen nodded. 
 
    “Talk?” 
 
    “He must think he can persuade you or I. Fool.” 
 
    Tremborag grinned, and his red eyes flashed. Garen nodded. His stomach clenched at the thought of meeting the Goblin Lord, and his hand fell to the red blade at his side. Redfang, the enchanted artifact that was his greatest possession. His Carn Wolf growled, sensing its master’s mood. 
 
    “Take out small Goblins first?” 
 
    “You do that. I will rip his head off myself.” 
 
    The Great Chieftain flexed his massive claws. Garen nodded and focused on the trail ahead. Of course, the Goblin Lord had come to parley. Of course, it would be treacherous to slay him. But they were going to do it anyways. There was no better opportunity. Two Chieftains versus a single Lord? If it were any other Chieftains, it would have been suicidal. But Garen and Tremborag? They were far too powerful. The Goblin Lord had made a fatal error. 
 
    Garen wondered if his tribe would have considered the trap a betrayal. His teeth ground together as he thought of them, somewhere else. He wondered if they would have dared to protest this. And then he thought of Rags. What would she have done? Refused to join the ambush? Or laid a more cunning trap? 
 
    Such thoughts were a distraction. Garen shook himself. As he did, his Carn Wolf raised its head and sniffed the air. Tremborag halted. 
 
    “Here.” 
 
    The two Chieftains slowly entered a cleared space in the woods. The six Redfang Warriors spread out behind them, their Carn Wolves sniffing and growling as they sensed what was ahead. The Goblin Lord and his entourage. 
 
    He sat upon a Shield Spider, a massive example of the species. It was dead. Something had ripped its belly apart, and yet the Shield Spider still stood. The magic had reanimated it, given it second life and so it still served as the Goblin Lord’s mount. Next to him rode a Hobgoblin with metallic teeth and too large a head on a horse. Snapjaw, his fierce lieutenant. 
 
    On his other side, a Hob nearly as tall as Tremborag stood with folded arms. Eater of Spears was all muscle compared to Tremborag’s bulk, and the Hob fearlessly met Tremborag’s eyes as both Goblin parties halted and stared at each other. Four more Hobs stood behind the Goblin Lord. But it was he that Garen looked at. He saw two black eyes with white pupils turn and felt the shock of hatred the instant their gazes met. 
 
    “You.” 
 
    The Goblins stared at each other in silence. Garen tensed as he leaned over his Carn Wolf. The Goblin Lord’s eyes flicked from him to Tremborag. Weighing. Judging. Assessing. This close, Garen felt the urge to kneel, to follow the Goblin in front of him. But he resisted with every fiber of his being. 
 
    There were no flowery speeches, no opening niceties. That was not the Goblin way. The Goblin Lord spoke abruptly, his voice educated, direct. Authority rang through it, commanding with every syllable. 
 
    “I am a Goblin Lord. I am Reiss. Your tribes will join my army.” 
 
    The two Chieftains looked at each other. They turned back to Reiss and laughed. They spoke as one. 
 
    “No.” 
 
    The word was as powerful as the Goblin Lord’s request. One of the Hobs behind Reiss actually took a step back before catching himself. Reiss did not move. He looked at Tremborag and then at Garen. The question was meant more for Garen. 
 
    “Why?” 
 
    Garen held his tongue. His chest was burning. With betrayal. With hurt. With rage. He stared at the undead spider, and it was Tremborag who answered with a booming laugh of contempt. 
 
    “You are arrogant, little brat of the south. Who do you think you are, coming to my home and challenging me? I am Tremborag! Great Chieftain of the Mountain! If you are wise, you will turn and run. You will never take my tribe, little Goblin.” 
 
    His words made Reiss’ entourage shake with fury. Snapjaw glared up at Tremborag and shouted at him. 
 
    “Show respect! You speak to great Goblin Lord! Not Chieftain.” 
 
    She interjected as much contempt into her tone as she could. Neither Garen nor Tremborag seemed affected by the comparison, though. He glanced at Snapjaw dismissively. 
 
    “How the female barks for her master! I am no small Chieftain. I am old! I lived decades ago, when the Goblin King was an unborn seed! I heard his call, and I refused him to his face. I am no small Chieftain with the lifespan of a fly! I was here when Velan the Kind gathered his armies. I was here when he fell. I remember the Goblin King’s face!” 
 
    “So do I.” 
 
    Silence. Reiss looked around the clearing. When he spoke, the past weighed on his words. 
 
    “I have seen Velan’s fall. I know his rage but not why. I know our history. And I will make sure it does not happen again. Look at my army. I defeated the Tidebreaker, hero of Drakes. I destroyed Drake and Human armies. Join me and I will make a kingdom for Goblins. I will bring us peace and make other species afraid to strike us! Do you not wish that?” 
 
    The Goblins behind him raised a cheer. Garen’s heart felt a twinge, and his hand gripped his sword’s hilt. He stared at Reiss. The same words. Good words. But his eyes— 
 
    Again, Tremborag snorted. He looked down on Reiss with contempt in his red eyes. 
 
    “You speak of kingdoms and peace without knowing the truth, little slave. Grow as mighty as you want. The Humans and Drakes will never let you know peace. You will be hunted. And you will never be a King. A slave cannot lead others.” 
 
    And there it was. The hiss from the Redfang Warriors behind Garen said it all. Reiss’ Goblins shifted, and Tremborag pointed down at the Goblin Lord. 
 
    “You are not Goblin. You are a pet. A thing. You cannot bring peace. You do not even deserve to be Chieftain. Let alone Lord.” 
 
    “Yet I am a Lord.” 
 
    Reiss met his gaze, unflinching. Tremborag laughed. 
 
    “A poor one. Your army is small. You bow to a master. You copy Humans! Humans! We are Goblins. We steal and take. We do not copy formations and armor and—this.” 
 
    His wave took in all that was Reiss. From the way he spoke to his eyes to everything else. Tremborag shook his head. 
 
    “Turn around little Lord. This is the last time I offer. The Goblin King himself could not unseat me from my home. What makes you think you can?” 
 
    The Goblin Lord sat calmly atop his Shield Spider and closed his eyes. When he opened them, his white pupils were unflinching as he met Tremborag’s gaze. 
 
    “The Goblin King was kind. He let those afraid to die run. He left your home and your tribe alone, Great Chieftain. But I am not kind. Your tribe is mine.” 
 
    Without waiting for Tremborag to respond, Reiss turned his head. 
 
    “The ‘Great Chieftain’ declines. But what of you, Redfang? You swore to follow me if I had the right idea. If I had a vision. Do you forget your promise of long ago?” 
 
    All eyes darted towards Garen. Tremborag’s expression changed to one of alarm and sudden paranoia. He took a slow step backwards as Garen rode forwards. He stared up at Reiss. The Goblin met his gaze with foreign eyes. Who was he now? Garen spat on the dead Shield Spider. 
 
    “Becoming a slave is not good idea.” 
 
    “Sometimes it is the only choice.” 
 
    Reiss whispered down to Garen. The Hob grinned mirthlessly. 
 
    “Better to die than be slave.” 
 
    “I disagree.” 
 
    The two stared at each other in silence. Garen’s Carn Wolf growled, and he tensed, his hand on his sword. The Shield Spider’s dead face was right in front of him. Reiss sat far above. 
 
    There was no signal. Garen ripped his blade from his sheath and hacked at the Shield Spider’s head. He shouted as he did. 
 
    “[Deeper Cut]!” 
 
    It was a basic Skill. But it was all he needed. The enchanted blade sheared the front of the Shield Spider’s face off, and it collapsed. The other Goblins around Reiss shouted in fury and alarm. Garen heard Carn Wolves howling as his warriors leapt to attack, Tremborag’s roar. His Carn Wolf leapt towards where Reiss had fallen. He swept his sword up. 
 
    “Traitor! Cowardly coward!” 
 
    Snapjaw lunged, biting, and Garen twisted to avoid her jaws as they bit for his neck. He twisted, and his Carn Wolf snapped at her horse. They circled each other, trading blows. 
 
    Behind them, Tremborag had charged forwards and met Eater of Spears. The younger Hob was smaller, but he stopped Tremborag’s charge with ease. Tremborag cursed him and clawed at Eater of Spears’ arms, but the Hob pushed Tremborag back. He was trying to pull the Chieftain’s arm off, and Tremborag’s howl of pain echoed through the clearing. Eater of Spears felt Tremborag straining against him but knew he was stronger. Then he felt muscle and fat ripple under his claws. He stared at the Hob in shock as Tremborag’s form grew. 
 
    Something else grabbed Eater of Spears’ arm. It lifted the gigantic Hob up, and something threw him as if he were a toy. It was not a Hob. Tremborag’s voice deepened into a roar as his body changed, grew larger. In a blink, the fat became muscle and he turned and tore a head off of a Hob. He howled. 
 
    “Weak, brat! Decades too weak to face me!” 
 
    Then he charged at the Goblin Lord. Eater of Spears tried to stop him, but a single blow sent him reeling backwards. Tremborag raced forwards on all fours at where the Goblin Lord had fallen behind the Shield Spider. The Hob didn’t waste time circling the fallen undead spider—he picked it up and hurled the thing away, breaking it to pieces as it struck a tree. Tremborag turned, grinning, and saw Reiss pointing up at him. 
 
    “[Deathbolt].” 
 
    The black magic struck Tremborag in the face. He cried out and stumbled back. For a moment, his face went grey, and then he roared and swiped at the Goblin Lord. But the Goblin had already dived for safety. And something burst through the ground as Eater of Spears once again charged Tremborag from the side. A huge hand shot out of the soil, and a massive, hulking Human burst upwards. It grabbed Tremborag by the leg as a dozen undead burst out of the ground, surprising the Redfang Warriors. 
 
    “Draug!” 
 
    Garen snarled the instant he saw the huge hulking undead. He lunged to one side as the first Draug swung at him. They were deceptively quick! He parried a blow from Snapjaw and countered. 
 
    The edge of his sword slammed into her open mouth, sending her reeling backwards. It didn’t shear off the top of her head—the blade had struck her teeth! Garen saw several break, but the enchanted blade cut no further. Snapjaw spat blood and jumped at him. 
 
    He stabbed her horse. It went down, squealing, and his Carn Wolf lunged forwards and bit once. Snapjaw cursed, but Garen leapt past her. He would have rushed at Reiss once more, but three Draug blocked his way. Garen snapped an order, and his Carn Wolf bounded back. He cursed and saw another black bolt of light. He instantly leaned sideways, and the death magic missed him by inches. 
 
    Reiss was standing in a circle of undead and his three remaining Hob warriors, aiming at him! Garen snarled as he cut at the Draugr around him. This was not what he had envisioned! Worse, he saw Tremborag besieged by the undead. The giant Goblin smashed them effortlessly, destroying the powerful undead with single blows, but between Eater of Spears and the Draug he couldn’t charge Reiss. And he was too large a target. 
 
    Another [Deathbolt] blasted from Reiss’ fingertip. Not at Garen, but at Tremborag who was unable to dodge. Twice more the spell struck Tremborag, blackness absorbing itself into his skin. The gigantic Goblin roared as if to defy the death magic. But he did retreat, shielding his body, running backwards as he ignored the Draugr battering his legs and stomach. 
 
    “Fall back! Back!” 
 
    Garen waved his blade and saw his Redfang Warriors retreat. Six—no, five of them fled, one on foot. One Goblin and two Carn Wolves lay dead, and another Goblin fell as Reiss picked them off with another [Deathbolt] spell. Garen shouted his fury but fled as well. There were too many Draug! He raced through the forest, hearing Reiss shout an order. Now his entire army would be pursuing them in moments! Still, Garen didn’t fear being caught. Rather, he raced towards the huge shape lumbering through the forest, knocking over trees. 
 
    “Tremborag! Alright?” 
 
    He called up at the massive Goblin. Tremborag was still in his combat form, but he looked…tired. Three [Deathbolts] had struck him, and the Goblin Chieftain was laboring for breath. He snarled as Garen rode next to him and swung at the Carn Wolf and its rider. 
 
    “I strong. Go!” 
 
    Garen hesitated, but Tremborag’s color was returning quickly and he was picking up the pace. He nodded and rode faster, grabbing at the Redfang Warrior on foot. He pulled the Goblin up, and they raced back towards the mountain ahead of them. Behind, he could hear horns blaring. The Goblin Lord’s army was coming now. They would besiege the mountain. 
 
    Not what he had hoped for. But he was alive. And if he was alive, he’d get another shot at Reiss. That was his name now? He’d always wanted a name. Garen closed his eyes. His heart beat with betrayal and fury. He was bleeding. Had Snapjaw cut him? Or the Draug? 
 
    The air rushed around Garen as he rode. He turned his head up and heard a faint noise again. He could still hear it on the wind. A distant, far off sound. Garen could pick it out in his mind, in his heart. Not here. Somewhere farther away. Miles, tens or hundreds perhaps. It didn’t matter. He could still hear the howl, the howl of his warriors, his tribe. 
 
    He heard his warriors screaming, in rage and fury and grief. He longed to be with them. For a moment Garen listened, then he kicked his Carn Wolf in the side, and it bounded towards the mountain as the Goblin Lord’s forces rushed through the forest after him. But the howling remained. 
 
    War was in the air. 
 
      
 
    —— 
 
      
 
    The Goblins rode across the countryside, screaming their fury. They rode terrifying wolves thrice as large as the norm, their fur rust-red, their teeth bared for blood. These were no ordinary Goblins. They were Redfang Warriors, and they burned as they never had before with hatred. 
 
    Vengeance. Revenge for the fallen, those who had died to poison and steel in the night! They howled as they rode in small groups, in pairs, alone, to villages and farms. They carried torches and crossbows and set every building they came to alight. They burned fields where they could, and where it was wet, they did as much damage as they could, hounding the Humans, some laying traps before fleeing. 
 
    Because they were being pursued. Human [Riders] followed, and [Trackers] and [Soldiers] laid deadly ambushes that took down each Goblin that passed. The Humans knew where the Redfang Warriors were, where they were going. So the Redfangs died. But they died hard. 
 
      
 
    —— 
 
      
 
    Look— 
 
    A Redfang Warrior named Fleetfur breaks off from the group. His friends call out to him, but he raises a hand holding his spear upright. His Carn Wolf is injured—struck by an arrow. He turns back and lifts his spear. Fifteen Humans pursue him, shouting. Fleetfur pats his wolf on the head and hears it whine once. He points, and it bounds forward, ignoring the pain. He rides against fifteen, alone, laughing. He takes a horse and rider down and spears another Human before he falls to their blades. 
 
    Far east and north of him, a group of Goblins comes across the town of Muerfurt. The night air is cold, and the Humans laugh at rumors of Goblins. They hear the howl and fear—but their walls are ten feet high! And they have a row of spikes set across the walls, and their militia is manning each spot with torches. No Goblin will climb up on their watch! 
 
    They hear a howl nearby and then a snarl. A Carn Wolf leaps, and a sentry screams. The Goblin jumps from its back and lands on the wall. He has a shortsword and buckler in hand. The Humans laugh shakily as they realize it’s only him. Until another jumps onto the wall. A third climbs up in a different spot. Four, five, eight—the Redfang Goblins are outnumbered ten to one even so. The militia surges forwards, shouting just that. The Redfang Goblins slaughter twice their number and then disappear over the walls, leaving two of their dead behind. 
 
    Elites. What pride they have. What daring. A Redfang Goblin stands in the middle of a city street. He has won the walls, killed the three [Guardsmen] with less than ten levels between them, but now he is cornered. A group of Silver-rank adventurers, five warriors and a mage, has cornered him. He steps forwards and fights all the warriors at once. 
 
    Cut, parry, duck, slash—he is quick. But the half-Elf with the axe is good, and he has armor. The Redfang Warrior never stands a chance. He sinks, bleeding, as the adventurers laugh and the crowd of Humans cheers. His nickname is Beetlestare, but it is not at the ground or insects he stares at. He looks up as he bleeds and hears a whistling sound and then the thunk. 
 
    The Silver-rank [Mage] looks at the arrow sprouting from his chest. He drops, and the second arrow strikes another adventurer in the eyes. Beetlestare looks up and grins. He sees the Goblin in the trees swing away as the Humans notice the attacker. The Goblin flees, and Beetlestare laughs and laughs until the half-Elf finishes him. 
 
    Dying, fighting, riding on—a group of Redfang Warriors race down a road and see the riders in the dark too late. They turn and find themselves ambushed! Humans race out of cover, and more ride out of the darkness. The six Redfangs turn and see their pursuers have caught up. They bare their blades for a final stand and hear a howl. One of the Humans on horseback turns and sees a fiery bird or insect flying at him. It strikes his armor, and he bursts into flame. Another [Archer] on the ground turns, and she drops as a crossbow bolt buries itself in her chest. 
 
    Redfang Warriors race out of the darkness. At their head rides a Goblin with a glowing longsword. Redscar swings once and cuts down a Human. He cuts backwards and catches a second. He shouts his fury and hears a voice. 
 
    “Break!” 
 
    He turns and points. His Redfang Warriors cut into the Humans a second more and then flee. They shower the Humans with crossbow bolts as they race onwards. They too are being pursued. But they have eluded capture so far. They join the small Goblin holding the black crossbow, and she turns. They shout triumph as the Humans attempt to pursue them and more race towards their backs. Rags turns her head and looks back just once. 
 
    War. 
 
      
 
    —— 
 
      
 
    The word burned in her mind, a single, pulsating thought. It did away with notions of mercy, told her to abandon pride and memory and everything else and give in to the bloodlust. It was not darkness. It should have been, but Rags only felt alive as she raced with the Redfang Warriors through the night. She pointed, and the group of six Goblins she had saved fell in with the others, cheering. 
 
    The Humans had not expected their ambush group to be ambushed in turn, but they had forgotten how many Goblins were racing through the night. And the Goblins might not have had magic spells to communicate, but they could do almost as well by listening to the howling of their brethren. 
 
    “To cave! Move!” 
 
    The Redfangs followed Rags to a cave she had located nearby and immediately dismounted. Their exhausted Carn Wolves instantly lay down, and the Goblins reached for their packs, offering the hungry wolves food and water. Rags pointed. 
 
    “Sentry. Watch. Has time. Thirty minutes. Less.” 
 
    The other Goblins nodded and went to secure the cave. Rags allowed herself a moment to stretch her legs and then found some dried jerky to feed her Carn Wolf. She swayed on her feet but did not allow herself to sit. If she sat, she would be too tired to stand. She had been riding and fighting nonstop for two days now. 
 
    Two days, with only time to rest the Carn Wolves. Two days of raiding and destruction. It felt like forever. But while the Humans had sent groups of riders after her, tried to hunt down the hundreds of raiding parties marauding across the landscape, they had failed to mitigate the damage. 
 
    Worse for them, Rags had assumed command of a group of forty or so Redfang warriors and had destroyed each group sent after her. The Humans had numbers, especially since Rags had sent only her elite Redfang Warriors out to do damage. But she had something they did not. 
 
    Tactics. Ambushes set up in seconds or minutes, like the one she had just pulled off. Rags felt the cerebral rush with each small victory. Yes, she now had an image of her foe. Whoever was leading the Humans on horseback—whether it was the Human in armor or the one with the pointed hat Rags wasn’t certain yet—they were not the one in charge. She knew that for two reasons. 
 
    Firstly, they lacked the all-knowing gaze that had been on Rags the entire time she had been in these lands. The feeling of being watched never slackened on her skin. And yet, both Humans had fallen for her feints. If she gave them time to think, they would invariably pinpoint her location and sense her ambushes. Somehow. But if they were simply reacting, they were as blind as any other Human. 
 
    Secondly and crucially, both were poor leaders. Poor strategists without a grasp of true warfare. They could lead armies, but they couldn’t react to Rags’ ever-changing plans. She was not afraid of them. What she was afraid of was losing all the Redfang Warriors who had ridden out with her. 
 
    The mounted Redfangs were a limited force. The tip of her sword, her shock cavalry. They were less than four hundred in number, and while that was a mighty unit, she had split them apart, sent many on suicidal assaults to distract the enemy. She would burn these lands, but the Redfangs would pay the price. 
 
    “Fine.” 
 
    That was all Redscar said as they rested the Carn Wolves in the dark cave interior. The Humans were milling about the entrance, aware that the cave had two openings. They were sending reinforcements around back so they could trap Rags and the Goblins inside. She knew they had five more minutes, so she sat calmly, letting her Carn Wolf lap from a helmet she’d filled with water. She looked at Redscar seriously. 
 
    “Redfangs will die.” 
 
    “Goblins have died.” 
 
    He bared his teeth at her. Rags shook her head. 
 
    “More Goblins should not die.” 
 
    The nuance between them was grief. Redscar expressed his in unrelenting fury towards the Humans. Rags was more measured. What good was victory if she sacrificed her tribe for it? She shook her head, ignoring Redscar’s unspoken rebuttal—that sacrifice was the only way to slaughter the Humans. 
 
    “Too many. Pull back. Gather.” 
 
    She was cutting short the raids early. Redscar didn’t protest. He rose as one of the Redfang [Scouts] called a quiet warning. The Humans had surrounded their rear. 
 
    “How escape now, Chieftain?” 
 
    “Easy.” 
 
    There were three times as many Humans waiting for the Goblins as they burst out of the front of the caves. This was the largest group of Goblin riders, and Rags had made herself a target. They were already preparing to loose arrows and encircle the Goblins when she casually raised the [Fear] gem, and Redscar led his riders past the rearing horses into the forest. Of course, they were still pursued. The [Fear] spell worked a bit less each time, and the Humans had fresh mounts. They would catch the Redfang Goblins. 
 
    Already, a group of [Riders] was hot on their heels as they entered the trees. They charged after the fleeing wolves, and then the first rank of horses went down, screaming, as they tripped over the line of rope Rags had ordered her warriors to set in advance. The Redfang Goblins rapidly tied more trip lines as the Human pursuers’ lamed horses and riders died from being thrown and trampled. 
 
    Simple tactic. All you needed was rope. Rags shook her head. Some of the rope had been tied in advance—the Carn Wolves could easily bound over the ropes, but the Humans couldn’t spot it until it was too late. She led her group away. Another lesson learned—whoever was leading the Humans missed details. They were not all-knowing. Rags clung to that knowledge as Redscar urged his mount to howl a warning to every Redfang within earshot. Their howls soon answered, and Rags knew that word would spread. 
 
    Retreat. Gather! Return to the meeting spot she had designated. She hoped she would see enough of them return. The raiding was only one step of the battle. It was easy to hurt someone. Far harder to defeat them. She still had no idea how the Humans could tell where she and her tribe were. And it was her tribe she thought of. They were still occupying the Human city, surrounded by Human forces. And more were on the way. A lot more. 
 
      
 
    —— 
 
      
 
    Questions. Pyrite sat on the battlements of the city they had captured and thought of them. His wounds ached horribly, and the cool air wasn’t doing them much good. But he refused to take a healing potion, trusting to his body to do what it did naturally. 
 
    Even with the plundered stores of the city, they had used too many healing potions tending to the wounded. If the others could endure the pain of the poison gas they had inhaled, if the Redfang Warriors could sacrifice their lives to distract the Humans, he could sit here and think without a healing potion. 
 
    Distract the enemy. That was how Pyrite chose to think of it. The Redfang Warriors were drawing the attention of the Humans, of this Unseen Emperor away from the city. In order to buy time for the tribe to heal, to be able to breathe. Yes, they were raiding and slaughtering Humans who had nothing to do with the conflict. But in a strategic sense… 
 
    Pyrite imagined the carnage. He didn’t have to imagine it, really. He had seen enough Goblin raids before. Humans killed. Girls and women abducted, the rest, children and adults, killed and left to rot. Only, Rags wouldn’t order kidnappings. She would just kill them all and torch the fields. He wasn’t sure if that made it better. 
 
    What Pyrite was sure of was that it was necessary. Rags was Chieftain, and she had seen what he could not. Their enemy, this [Emperor], could not respond to so many attacks. Rags alone had saved their tribe when he had only been able to run and lose more and more Goblins day by day. That was why she was Chieftain. 
 
    But was a Chieftain enough to fight an [Emperor]? Pyrite’s skin prickled and grew cold in a way that had nothing to do with the weather. An [Emperor]. He had gathered the information from Lady Bethal, from the Frostfeeder tribe and Sir Kerrig. That was a danger far beyond any normal Human. They had strayed into his empire. The smart thing to do was run. But somehow, Pyrite doubted the Humans camped across from the city would let them go in peace. 
 
    He could see their camp, see the smoke rising in the distance, the picketed horses and the Humans watching him. They were far out of range of bowshot or magic spell. They had been closer at first, perhaps hoping some of their longbows could strike the Goblins from the walls. But Noears’ lightning bolts had convinced them to fall back. Now they waited, staring at the Goblins while the Goblins stared back. 
 
    It was a stalemate. Pyrite understood that. Both their mobile cavalry forces were engaged across the region. Meanwhile, Pyrite’s tribe was still recovering from the poison while the Humans couldn’t assault the walls. They’d tried in one bloody skirmish. The crossbows the Flooded Water tribe carried had been enough by themselves to send the Humans running. So the Goblins were safe and the Humans were waiting. 
 
    It wouldn’t last. Pyrite knew that with total certainty. Soon, the Humans would attack or do something, and Rags would counter it. The question he was wrestling with was how he could ensure they would survive. 
 
    Rags was a genius. But she was one Goblin, and their enemy knew exactly where they were at all times. That was how it seemed. Pyrite understood how dangerous it was to have an all-seeing opponent as your enemy. If he could help Rags pinpoint this [Emperor] or stop them from being seen all the time… 
 
    How? It was a question Pyrite had thought in desperation many times while fleeing with his tribe but only now could he devote all of his attention to the problem. He was clear-headed, his stomach was full, and he had time to think. So he engaged the mystery of the all-seeing Humans with all of his mind. It was all he could do to help Rags. 
 
    This is how Pyrite thought of it. The Humans could tell where the Goblins were. They could detect ambushes, feints, hidden Goblins, even find gaps in formations to exploit. However, their gaze did not seem to be perfect. They could make mistakes. They needed time to ‘see’, and if they had a lot of targets, they couldn’t identify them all. 
 
    That spoke to Pyrite of one or two Humans with this ability, whatever it was. Which made sense. If he had to classify this omniscience, he would have explained it as either proper scouting, magic, or a Skill. He knew it wasn’t scouting. No [Scout] could be that perfect and be everywhere at once. And he suspected it wasn’t magic. If it was a scrying spell, why could Noears sense nothing? Also, if there was an enemy [Mage] with that level of magical ability, why weren’t they casting other spells? 
 
    That only left a Skill by process of elimination. The trouble was, Pyrite couldn’t imagine a Skill that powerful. Even an [Emperor]’s Skills surely couldn’t be that powerful. Could they? It was all he could think of though, so Pyrite put that as his working theory. Then he turned his mind to figuring out how to stop it. 
 
    It was tricky. Pyrite instantly assumed that the all-seeing vision of this [Emperor] probably extended to his lands. If you could see the entire world…no. So they could evade him by running away. Or by killing him. The trick was that this [Emperor] was nowhere to be seen. He could be among the Humans fighting, but Pyrite doubted any ruler would risk himself like that. Thus, the Hobgoblin found himself pondering over the maps of the surrounding landscape, frowning at the names and scratching his head over where the Humans might be. 
 
    “What are you looking for?” 
 
    Noears stared at the maps with Pyrite. The Hob grunted. 
 
    “Big city. Biggest. Fancy name. For [Emperor].” 
 
    Noears nodded. He and Pyrite scrutinized the map. The trouble was…there was no city bigger than any other. As Humans reckoned things, the surrounding cities and towns were pretty paltry. None of them was close to a major city like Invrisil, certainly nothing an [Emperor] would stay in. Pyrite did notice an odd symbol next to one of the villages. He squinted. 
 
    “River…farm. Riverfarm.” 
 
    It looked like someone had marked it as having expanded recently. That was suspicious, but it was still only a small village. Pyrite tapped it, and Noears nodded. 
 
    Well, the maps were inconclusive. So Pyrite tried his other source—Sir Kerrig. Only, the Human was understandably reticent about giving away information about the mysterious Unseen Emperor. 
 
    “I don’t know much. My lady apparently visited him, but if he is your enemy, I cannot in good conscience aid you.” 
 
    The [Knight] was tending to the wounded Goblins. He had seen poisonous gases before and had instructed the Goblins to gargle salt water. Apparently, the salt would draw out the bad humors and toxins. Pyrite hadn’t seen the harm, so he’d let the [Knight] do his work. Sir Kerrig seemed caught between pity and regret as he looked at the wounded Goblins. Pyrite only saw innocent children, Goblins who didn’t fight. And he felt…angry. But he kept his face neutral as he nodded. 
 
    “No tell where. But who is [Emperor]?” 
 
    “I only know a name. Laken Godart. The Unseen Emperor. I’ve no notion why he’s called that or where he comes from.” 
 
    “Liar.” 
 
    Poisonbite growled. She was sharpening a dagger, glaring at Sir Kerrig. He blew out his mustaches exasperatedly. 
 
    “Not all Humans know each other, Miss Poisonbite. His subjects would know, but I doubt capturing one of them would do you any good. As I said, if your Chieftain would consider suing for peace—” 
 
    Pyrite turned away. It was that or thump the man. Peace? They didn’t attack first! He knew that didn’t matter to Humans. But it mattered to him. Disconsolate, he wandered through the city, waving at Goblins and listening as they came up to him with problems. Where to poo? Humans had a poo building. Use that. Not enough food? Bring hungry Goblins to him and he would decide. Need healing potion for bad-bad cough? Use tiny bit. Get Noears to use. 
 
    The city was a good place. It had food, places to sleep, and walls. The Goblins could rest here. Pyrite listened to a Goblin cough as he passed and noticed the rattling, wheezing sound was better. A bit. If Rags could buy them another few days, they could fight. 
 
    But fight what? Fight where? The city was a fortress, but it was also a trap. The Humans knew where they were, and they would send armies. Pyrite stomped through the street, worrying about escaping. Maybe they could find the edge of this Unseen Empire? If he could plot the quickest route away— 
 
    The Hob’s ears perked up as he heard a howl and a commotion at the gates. He turned and ran, grabbing the battleaxe he’d strapped to his back. The thing was too big to carry easily. But he was grateful of it now. He saw a group of four Redfang Warriors race into the city and the Goblins at the gates shouting and pushing them closed. The Humans outside were blaring horns and shouting, but they hadn’t tried to stop the group once they’d gotten close enough. 
 
    “Chieftain!” 
 
    One of the Redfang Warriors called out. She was slumped in her saddle, and both she and her Carn Wolf looked half-dead. She turned and saw Pyrite. 
 
    “Where Chieftain?” 
 
    “Out. Not see?” 
 
    Pyrite’s heart beat faster in worry. The Redfang Goblin shook her head. 
 
    “Hid! Not join—strange thing—hear retreat!” 
 
    She was shaking, barely able to stand. Pyrite instantly called for water and food. As the Redfang Warriors dismounted, he pointed. 
 
    “Sit. Talk. Eat!” 
 
    The Goblins sat on the ground, and Pyrite watched them devour some cheese and bread as more Goblins ran to get food. He listened intently. 
 
    “Bad run. Many Humans. Follow. Burn-kill-run. But too many follow.” 
 
    The Goblins described their ordeal since splitting from the others. They had gone raiding like the rest, but their pursuers had forced them to keep on the move. They had lost their friends, burnt down a farmstead, and then been cornered in a valley. 
 
    “No good run! So burn—burn too much! Burn tree, grass, big wood not-tree.” 
 
    Desperate to strike a last blow, the Goblins had set fire to part of the forest. In doing so, they had accidentally destroyed a man-made structure. A strange wooden pole, carved with eyes. That was how they described it. Pyrite frowned. Something about that seemed familiar. 
 
    “So? Run? Fight?” 
 
    “No! Hide!” 
 
    The Goblins nodded as Pyrite blinked, astonished. They had hid from their pursuers? How? It shouldn’t have been possible! But that was what had happened. The Redfang Warrior grimaced as she described it. 
 
    “Big not-tree gone, Humans no seek. Confuse-scared. Wait for found-death…not come! Humans go! Big not-tree eyes! Eyes on wood!” 
 
    “Not-tree. Big pole? Big wooden pole carved with eyes?” 
 
    Pyrite tried to translate the Goblin’s words. The trouble was that they had no word for what they’d seen. They imitated it, standing on each other’s shoulders, drawing symbols in the dust. Pyrite stared at the long, wooden pole carved with eyes, and then he remembered where he’d seen it before. 
 
    The back-scratching pole! Pyrite’s own eyes widened. That was it! And it was what had given the Humans their sight! It had to be. The Redfang Warriors had lain in the bushes as the Humans passed right by them and heard them worry about the missing marker. They had hid for hours, believing the Humans were just laying some kind of devious trap. But only after they had fled a few miles were they pursued once more. 
 
    Was it magic? When Pyrite summoned Noears, the other Goblin declared it couldn’t be. He would have noticed an enchantment! But there was no other explanation for it. These Redfang Warriors weren’t the only to survive by finding the secret of the totems either. As more trickled into the city, they revealed that a good number had survived by accidentally chopping down or burning the man-made markers, upon which the Humans lost track of them. 
 
    “Totems are eyes. Eyes for Humans.” 
 
    Pyrite felt a rush of satisfaction as he confirmed his theory. He no longer felt helpless as he directed the exhausted Redfangs to sleep and rest. An enemy with a mysterious ability was one thing. But this? 
 
    This was different. If they could blind their enemy, Pyrite was certain the Goblins could evade the Humans. He selected eighty Goblins and sent them out in bands of two, armed with axes and torches. Their instructions were simple. They’d hide in areas cleared of the magical markers and search for the others, retreating if Humans tried to find them. With a few days’ time, the Goblins could completely blind the Humans in a huge radius around the city. 
 
    And then Pyrite heard the horn call. By this point, he was back on the walls so he was in prime position to see the last of the Redfangs return in a huge mass. Over a hundred battered warriors raced over a hilltop, followed by the Humans on horseback. It was a desperate flight; the army of camped Humans raced to intercept. Pyrite saw one of the riders hold up a red gem and stop the Humans in their tracks for a second. But the Humans riding behind were determined to cut down as many Goblins as possible. 
 
    “Crossbows on walls! Noears! Lightning!” 
 
    Pyrite roared orders, and the Flooded Waters tribe surged to the walls. Lightning began blasting riders back, and they quickly broke off their pursuit. The Goblins cheered as Rags rode into the city with Redscar. Pyrite did not cheer. He counted. There were far too many missing Redfang Warriors. Of the four hundred they had sent, less than two hundred and forty remained. 
 
    Rags’ face reflected the casualties as she rode up to Pyrite. She nearly tumbled from the saddle, but he caught her. 
 
    “Chieftain. Good work.” 
 
    “Is good?” 
 
    She spoke tiredly, without a trace of triumph in her voice. Pyrite smiled. He had good news to give her. 
 
    “Is good. Time bought. And know secret of Humans.” 
 
    She looked up. A glimmer of hope, that spark of intelligence and passion returned to her eyes. 
 
    “Tell!” 
 
    She sat on the battlements as Pyrite spoke. The Hob conveyed his findings, his suspicions, and watched Rags sort through his thinking and come up with her own conclusions. That reassured him. More than a full belly, more than walls. This was his Chieftain. She would save them. In the distance, Pyrite saw the Humans pulling back. By the end of the day, they would double their numbers in size. By morning, they would double their number again. 
 
      
 
    Day 104 
 
      
 
    “It’s all burning. They’ve burnt every field they could find. Every village, town, city. They’re everywhere.” 
 
    I sit in Wiskeria’s cottage, my head in my hands. Nesor hovers around me. I can tell his face is pale, but he doesn’t dare speak. Lady Rie paces by the table. 
 
    “But they have retreated, Your Majesty?” 
 
    “For now. To rest and heal in that damn city. I think they’re all there. I can’t tell.” 
 
    I run my hands through my hair, gripping tightly. The place where the city should be is a gaping hole in my mind. I have no sight there. The city is not mine, so it and the surrounding areas are just a blank spot. I can see right up to a certain spot and then the detailed image of grass and stone and trees and so on vanishes. And that’s not the only hole now. 
 
    “I’ve lost another totem. Southwest now. Nesor, tell Wiskeria to post guards on the totems if she has to! The Goblins are aiming for them now and another group is—” 
 
    I grimace as I see a group of Goblins running towards a totem. One begins chopping at the base of the pole, and my image of the area begins growing hazy. It vanishes, and I curse and sit back. 
 
    “Tell her I want guards on the markers.” 
 
    “Yes, sire.” 
 
    Nesor puts his hand to his brow and concentrates. Lady Rie sighs, and her dress swishes. 
 
    “General Wiskeria cannot post guards on every marker, surely.” 
 
    “She needs to keep up a field of vision around the city or I can’t help her. Tell Jelov I want more markers carved to replace the ones lost. Today.” 
 
    “Yes, Your Majesty.” 
 
    Lady Rie’s voice is too calm. As if she hasn’t been here, listening to me frantically try and chase hundreds of Goblins for the last two days. It was all going so well. And then—what happened? 
 
    “Wiskeria says they must have changed leaders. She was unable to hunt the main group of Goblins. She tells me they lured her into ambushes, outsmarted her—I saw some of that myself. She’s identified a Goblin with an enchanted longsword with the frost spell. For all the good that does us.” 
 
    “Perhaps she will be able to slay the Goblin leader in battle. I assume that is what she intends to do? Take the fight to the city?” 
 
    I nod. 
 
    “The main army has arrived. Durene’s group. They took longer than I thought—we had to drag the trebuchets on wheels. Slow. But we have two there now, and Tessia and the siege team is in place. Wiskeria tells me she is ready to begin the bombardment, but she’s asked me to hold off.” 
 
    “Why, pray?” 
 
    “She’s concerned about the Goblin leader. She’s afraid of a trap.” 
 
    “How strange. That is rather cautious of General Wiskeria, especially given her stunning success earlier.” 
 
    I grunt sourly. 
 
    “I trust her opinion. Beniar’s ready to attack, but Wiskeria’s asking me to hold off, perhaps call for more reinforcements.” 
 
    “I doubt you will receive them. The settlements are terrified. Rather, I believe you will be receiving refugees en masse, Your Majesty. All of the displaced are converging on Riverfarm.” 
 
    What? I have to blink and rub my ears for a second. 
 
    “They’re coming here? To me? Why? I’m the one who’s failed to handle all these damn Goblins so far!” 
 
    Lady Rie’s voice is patient, and I sense her sit delicately as Nesor edges out of the room, still muttering and sending his [Message] spell. 
 
    “That is your opinion, Emperor Laken. But I will remind you that your army is the only force attempting to battle the Goblins. The [Lords] and [Ladies] stranded in Riverfarm are inactive, and the cities and towns have closed their gates.” 
 
    “Because none of them have an army. Because I levied their soldiers.” 
 
    “True. But the people hardly see it that way. To them, your empire is said to be the one safe place to be in the entire region. I have received two dozen [Messages] begging for your aid or further protection, and just as many messengers await you.” 
 
    “Wonderful.” 
 
    I shake my head. That’s just the lopsided, backhanded victory I need. I squeeze my shut eyelids, willing myself to see—but no, I can only see part of my army camped outside of the city limits. I look for a familiar face among the Humans, but I cannot sense Durene. I know she’s there. 
 
    “Sire? General Wiskeria has responded.” 
 
    A nervous voice interrupts my thoughts. I sense Nesor edge back into the room, and Lady Rie makes a gesture. He gulps. 
 
    “S-she sends her acknowledgement of your commands, Your Majesty. But she begs you to hold off another day.” 
 
    “For what, exactly?” 
 
    “She d-did not say, Lady Rie. Only that she wished to consult her options.” 
 
    Lady Rie makes a tsking sound. 
 
    “This is hardly the moment for prudence. The campaign against the Goblins is under scrutiny by the nobles in Riverfarm as well as powers outside. His Majesty must have a victory here. Is General Wiskeria not aware of that?” 
 
    “Forgive me, my Lady, I did not—” 
 
    “Lady Rie.” 
 
    She falls silent. I sit in my chair. No choice. I feel like a fool after all my earlier bravado. People are dying. Dead. All because I didn’t strike the Goblins hard enough. I speak bitterly as I sense them nestled in the city. I can’t see them. But I know they’re there, infesting the spot. Like insects. Murderous monsters. Unthinking. I swore never to let my people suffer them again. And I will keep my promise. 
 
    “They’re taking away my sight, Lady Rie. They’re burning my lands. Killing my people. What would Wiskeria have me do? If this Goblin leader is a better strategist than she is—don’t let them run. We need to crush them here. Tell her to surround the city. She has the numerical advantage. Don’t let them escape. Use the two trebuchets and have Tessia construct more on the site if she can. Bombard the city until it is rubble. Let’s see the Goblins escape that.” 
 
    “Yes, Your Majesty. Nesor? Send the [Message]. Don’t flinch. I will dictate it to you if need be. Emperor Laken, by your leave.” 
 
    Rie rises to give me space. I sit, my head bowed, heart pounding. I hate this. The necessity of it? No. I knew that was going to happen. But I hate sitting here while Durene will fight, while my people will fight and die for me as I sit and hide here, miles away. I interrupt Lady Rie before she can take Nesor to the next room. 
 
    “Rie? Tell Wiskeria to keep Durene safe, Lady Rie. She has to fight. But tell her—keep Durene safe.” 
 
    “Yes, Your Majesty.” 
 
    The door closes. I sit, hearing Rie’s low voice. And wait. In my head, the blank spots where the Goblins should be gnaws at my consciousness. They’re there. Out of sight. I can’t see. I can’t…see. 
 
    But then I see the two trebuchets being pulled forwards by oxen. I sense the [Engineers] and [Builders] rush forwards and detach the wheels, anchoring them on the ground. In my mind, I see them dragging a huge block of stone forwards and then my breath catches. 
 
    “Durene.” 
 
    She helps load the first trebuchet. I watch her as she steps back, as Tessia adjusts the aim. I see the arm go up, and the boulder flies into the air. Out of sight. 
 
    For me, at least. 
 
      
 
    —— 
 
      
 
    Rags sat on the battlements of the city wall. It was her turn to sit. Pyrite was sleeping. He’d been working ceaselessly while she had been out raiding. Thinking. Figuring things out. It was thanks to him that she now knew the secret of the Humans’ strange sight. He had also kept the tribe running, tended to the injured Redfang Warriors. She was grateful for everything. 
 
    Now she knew. Rags recalled the brief conversation they’d had after she’d ravenously eaten. The news about the totems had made her hopping mad that she hadn’t figured it out before. But a larger issue had loomed in her mind. 
 
    “Can blind [Emperor]. But where is?” 
 
    Pyrite had had no answer to that. He’d shown her the map and shrugged helplessly. 
 
    “Sir Kerrig not know.” 
 
    “Sir Kerrig is smelly wolf poo.” 
 
    Rags sighed. She was faced with a stark choice. She could try to retreat and escape this Unseen Empire’s boundaries, stay until the Humans starved or besieged the city, or launch an assault. None of the prospects sounded appealing. But she had to make a move before the option was taken away from her. 
 
    At least she had time. The Humans would be stupid to attack her walls. They didn’t seem to have high-level [Mages], and their superior numbers meant very little to her fortified tribe. If Rags could only find their [Emperor] somehow, then she would have a plan. Maybe— 
 
    The Humans were doing something in their camp far away. Rags saw them swarming around a big, wooden thing and dragging a huge stone over to it. She didn’t think much about it until she heard a shout. Then she saw something flying towards her. She looked up. She saw a big block of stone hurtling through the air, falling towards the city. For a moment, Rags just stared. 
 
    That couldn’t be possible. But it was. And it was falling. 
 
    Rags stared as the first boulder fell and shattered a portion of the walls. She looked out and saw a strange thing of metal and wood move. She saw an arm of wood go up and saw a boulder fly high, high into the sky. It was impossible for something that heavy to move like that. It fell deceptively slowly and landed with a thump that she felt in her bones. 
 
    She saw the chunk of stone gouge a hole in the streets and a piece of shrapnel strike a Goblin. She heard a scream and saw them scatter. The trebuchets launched another boulder. And another. Rags stared and turned her head. No matter where she looked, she saw only Humans. Waiting. 
 
    And to the north, the Goblin Lord’s army marched on Tremborag’s mountain. The Great Chieftain heard them battering on the doors of his fortress home and roared in fury. His tribe rushed to the traps and defenses, shouting war cries as they clashed with the Goblin Lord’s forces. Tremborag bellowed one word to the Goblin Lord, a challenge. 
 
    “Come!” 
 
    Rags sat on her wall and felt the dizzying rush of thoughts coming together. She saw another boulder fly up and watched it land harmlessly outside the walls. She eyed the Humans, saw them scurry to reload, and nodded. She spoke softly. 
 
    “I have a plan.” 

  

 
   
    5.31 G 
 
      
 
    They flooded into the mountain wearing black armor. Black, like bugs. Garen had heard of the Antinium, a race of insects. He imagined they must be like the Goblin Lord’s army—a vast, ravenous host without fear or thought. 
 
    But the Goblins that besieged Tremborag’s fortress weren’t insects. They were people. For all they were monsters in the eyes of all. They thought. They bled. And they could be broken, Goblin Lord or not. 
 
    The first wave struck two hours after the ambush in the woods. Goblins raced up the rocky slopes of Dwarfhalls Rest. As mountains went it wasn’t the largest by far. Compared to the High Passes, it was a foothill among giants. But it was large enough. No citadel was taller, and even the climbing was treacherous. But the Goblins were warriors, and spurred on by their leader, they swarmed up the mountainside. The battle began when they located one of the entrances to the mountain. 
 
    A dark tunnel mined out of stone, partly invisible against the rock face. The first Goblins in black armor entered the passage, shouting back at their companions. They made it in about twenty feet before they were swarmed from the shadows. Other Goblins, not wearing the signature black armor of Reiss’ troops, dropped on the Goblins from above, shot arrows, and charged out of the shadows with blades in hand. They did not wear metal armor by and large, but their blades were no less deadly. 
 
    The battle began as the Goblin Lord’s troops poured into the tunnel, shouting furiously. They bunched up, fighting with Tremborag’s Goblins as both sides fought in the narrow bottleneck. However, the battle had been of the Mountain City tribe’s choosing and so the Goblin Lord’s soldiers found themselves at a disadvantage. 
 
    Goblins with bows crouched on hidden ledges in the tunnel, and more used higher ground to loose arrows or throw stones at their enemies. The rest, Hobs and normal Goblins alike, fought in an unending torrent of reinforcements. They would fall back if injured, fight on if not. The Goblin Lord’s forces found themselves unable to advance another step. 
 
    They could hold this spot forever. With that knowledge in mind, the Goblin Lord’s army quickly set about finding more entries into the mountain. They knew there had to be countless routes in. Goblins would have built themselves bolt-holes and secret passages over the years. Sure enough, another entrance was located within minutes, and more Goblins poured into the gap. 
 
    Again, they ran into a choke point filled with Tremborag’s Goblins. Undeterred, the Goblin Lord’s army fought in the tunnel while more scouted for other entrances. They found another. And another. 
 
    By this time, the Goblin Lord’s army covered the mountainside like the insects they had reminded Garen of. They were already starting to establish a camp at the base of the mountain, and the Goblin Lord’s officers were making their way up the slopes to take command of the fighting. More Goblins were circling around, running to find more secret entrances. That was when Garen struck. 
 
    Down he came, out of a hidden spot high above with his Redfang Warriors. They howled as they raced down the rocky slopes. The Carn Wolves easily bounded from rock to rock, remembering their home habitat of the High Passes. The band of the Goblin Lord’s soldiers looked up in time to see Garen Redfang charging down at them and hear the rattling of stones as more Goblins armed with bows raced out of the mountain. They raised their weapons, and Garen charged into them atop his Carn Wolf. 
 
    “Weak!” 
 
    He roared as he slashed down at the first Goblin. His sword slashed through the sturdy wooden haft of the Goblin’s halberd and into the Goblin’s face. Garen wrenched his sword up, turned, and cut again. He needed no Skills—his enchanted sword cut through the crude black armor with ease. Before him, the Goblin Lord’s warriors scattered as the rest of Garen’s warband cut them down. 
 
    Garen finished off the sixth Goblin when he heard the warning shout from above. A shower of arrows flew down and glanced off raised shields. The Goblin Lord’s army had seen the fighting, and thousands of Goblins were pouring up the mountain. Garen pointed back up. 
 
    “Retreat!” 
 
    He and the Carn Wolves raced back up the slope, howling in triumph. They retreated into the mountain passage as the rest of Tremborag’s Goblins harried the approaching Goblins and then fell back. Soon, there was fighting in this passage as well, but again the Goblin Lord’s army found themselves stalemated. Garen raced through the mountain’s interior to another one of the secret passages carved out of stone. 
 
    Twice more he fell on the Goblin Lord’s army, inflicting many casualties before retreating. After the second time, he was forced to abandon his raids—by this point, the Goblin Lord’s army had entrenched themselves thoroughly on the mountainside. That was when the siege began in earnest. 
 
      
 
    —— 
 
      
 
    “Snapjaw, take control of west. Eater of Spears, watch top of mountain. No leader enters the mountain. Send only our warriors. Now. Bring me my [Shamans] and [Mages].” 
 
    Standing at the base of the mountain, the Goblin Lord named Reiss stared up at the lines of his soldiers moving slowly up the rocky terrain. What appeared to be chaos at first was in fact an organized system. Goblins would divide themselves up into groups, moving towards camps that had been set about each entrance to the mountain. The army was fighting on sixteen different fronts, and each one had to receive a constant flow of supplies, reinforcements, and have a spot for the wounded to be brought out. 
 
    Not that there were many wounded. Goblins died before they could retreat in the narrow passageways. Reiss stared up at the mountain, listening to a report from one of his Goblins. 
 
    “Bad-bad box with Goblin archers! Much raining death and chop death from Goblins! Many Hobs! Many strong-cut death swords!” 
 
    “How many [Shamans]? Any special Goblins?” 
 
    The smaller Goblin had to think. 
 
    “One glow [Shaman]. Other smaller glow. Special Goblins—no. Many Hobs.” 
 
    “I see. Go get food. Eat.” 
 
    The Goblin nodded and ran towards a spot where food was being passed out to hungry soldiers and Goblins alike. The Goblin Lord’s force wasn’t all soldiers—many of the Goblins around Reiss weren’t armed at all. He had elected to camp on the base of the mountain rather than ascend any further. Now Reiss stared up at the mountain. His army had covered one face, but the summit and the rest of the mountain had yet to be explored. 
 
    “Many holes in mountain. Many ambushes. They have prepared a long time. Do you think it is a bad battle?” 
 
    He glanced to one side and saw a stranger among his camp. Osthia Blackwing, the sole prisoner of the Goblin Lord’s forces, glared at him. But she didn’t waste time replying. Her gaze was bitter but calculating as she stared up at the mountain. 
 
    “It sounds like this other tribe has fortified the mountain well. Those choke points will be the death of your army—you won’t ever take them by force.” 
 
    That had been Reiss’ thought. He nodded slowly, weighing Osthia’s words against the way she moved, her body posture. She was telling the truth. 
 
    “But there are many entrances to the mountain.” 
 
    “How many?” 
 
    Reiss gave Osthia the aimless shrug of a true Goblin. 
 
    “Many.” 
 
    She eyed him sourly. Her tail lashed a bit. 
 
    “That’s a foolish mistake. No Drake fortress would ever have so many entryways.” 
 
    “No. But it is a good thing for Goblins. They will ambush from behind. And many ways in means many ways out if they are losing.” 
 
    “That’s exactly what I would expect from a Goblin army. Well then, I’m sure there are some places that haven’t been fortified as well. If you attack from ten different spots and gain a foothold, you could push in.” 
 
    Reiss nodded. 
 
    “Good plan.” 
 
    Osthia snorted and turned away. The Drake had lost her armor, and her clothes were worn from days on the march. Her wings twitched in their metal manacles as she paced a bit. She glared up at the mountainside. 
 
    “You know they’ll ambush you if you don’t surround every passageway, don’t you? And doing that will spread your forces too thin.” 
 
    “I know. My lieutenants will begin building defenses soon. We will surround two thirds of the mountain. Leave the back way open with watchers. If they come out, we will kill them there.” 
 
    The Drake grunted. It was as much approval as he would get from her. Reiss watched her calmly for another moment. 
 
    She wasn’t helping him. She wasn’t—and yet she was willing to talk strategy with him. He could have come up with all the conclusions she’d led him to on his own, but it was good to have another mind to think on these subjects. Reiss knew that Osthia would deny it if he asked her, but she had become more willing to speak to him these last few days. 
 
    There was nothing magical about it. He had not coerced her or threatened her or done anything else. It was just that she had been in his camp for so long that she had to talk to someone or go mad. The other Goblins fed her and left her alone by and large. It was the isolation that had turned her into a reluctant advisor. Reiss could understand that. No one wanted to be alone. 
 
    A roar from the top of the mountain drew his attention. A Goblin had emerged from a hidden spot and was pointing down at his forces. Reiss narrowed his eyes as he saw the aura of magic around the Goblin. He—no, she was a [Shaman]! 
 
    High above, Ulvama, Chief [Shaman] of Tremborag’s tribe, cackled and waved a staff. The paint on her bare breasts and mostly uncovered body gleamed as she pointed down at the Goblin Lord’s army. From her staff she shot fire, great masses of it that drifted down and blanketed the grouped-up Goblins. They screamed and fled as the fire baked them in their armor. Behind Ulvama, more Goblins streamed out of the mountain. Young Goblins—Hobs and regular warriors. They burned with passion. Ulvama pointed at them. She screamed as she gathered magic to her. 
 
    “Go! Kill the weak Goblins! Kill the slave-Goblins! Be wild! Be monsters!” 
 
    The Goblins roared as she cast a spell on them. The red lights in their eyes brightened and their bodies grew slightly as they raced down the slopes. Propelled into a battle madness by her [Bloodfury] spell, they hurled themselves against the Goblin Lord’s forces until they were all dead. Ulvama retreated back into the mountain, laughing. It was too easy! 
 
    “You’re in trouble. That was a high-level [Shaman], wasn’t it?” 
 
    “Yes.” 
 
    Reiss watched as the last of the enchanted Goblins were subdued by his forces. Already, he had a sense of how the battle was stacked up. On his side he had more numbers than Tremborag’s forces. He had an army of over a hundred thousand—although a good third of that number was filled with Goblins who wouldn’t fight unless backed into a corner. Children, heavily pregnant Goblins, those who didn’t want to fight, and so on. 
 
    On Tremborag’s side were probably forty thousand goblins at most. But they could hold the mountain so long as they held their tunnels. They knew the mountains. They had left traps—collapsing ceilings, spikes that swung out of the darkness—and they could keep withdrawing into their home if defeated on any one front. 
 
    It wasn’t a battle Reiss would have taken normally. But two things made him believe he could win. Firstly, if Tremborag and Garen Redfang fell or were captured, the tribe would instantly join his. He didn’t need to slaughter all of the Mountain City tribe—in fact, he wanted them largely intact. They would make his army half again as large. Assuming he could defeat the enemy Chieftains, of course. And to that end— 
 
    Reiss felt the magical auras as a group of Goblins approached him. Many were wearing armor like regular soldiers, although some had found robes both magical and mundane. All held some sort of catalyst, although again, the quality varied from a magical stave or wand seized from a Human to a pointy stick with leaves still growing from it. Reiss turned, and his [Mages] and [Shamans] bowed to him. 
 
    “It is time. Send in the undead.” 
 
      
 
    —— 
 
      
 
    In the mountain, Tremborag was already celebrating. He ate on his dirty throne, laughing, as his warriors not fighting on the front ate and shouted triumphantly. It was an act that boosted the morale of his tribe. Not only could Tremborag feast himself during a siege, he was confident enough not to fight. The Great Chieftain drank deeply from a vessel of wine and turned to Garen Redfang. The Hobgoblin was staring at the indulgent display with contempt. Tremborag waved at him. 
 
    “Eat, Redfang! Or are you afraid the Goblin Lord will pop out of the food and slay you?” 
 
    He laughed raucously, and the Goblins around him laughed too. Garen turned his head and stared silently at Tremborag. He and his faction of Goblins ate lightly, readying themselves for the next battle. Undeterred, Tremborag grinned, exposing all of his teeth. 
 
    “The Goblin Lord has not passed through a single tunnel so far. We slaughter his soldiers at each spot! And he will not find an opening into the mountain that is not trapped or watched. What say you? Is this not the battle you wanted?” 
 
    “His army is big.” 
 
    Garen’s comment made Tremborag laugh all the harder. He slapped one knee, making the fat and flesh jiggle. 
 
    “Big? Oh, for a tribe. For a Chieftain! But for a Goblin Lord? His army is weak! Small! Raw. My tribe is greater than his! I have been Chieftain for decades. How long has he been Lord? Half a year? He should never have come to my mountain.” 
 
    There was more truth to that boast than not. As armies went, the Goblin Lord’s force was fairly well-equipped and trained. But they didn’t stand out like other forces or like Garen’s elite warriors, who were far superior in individual fights or in equal matches. On the other hand, Tremborag’s tribe was vast as befitted his title, and he had many Hobs and experienced warriors of his own. The Goblin Lord’s forces were made up of many smaller tribes of varying, often mediocre quality—Tremborag’s forces could be said to stand a notch above them in quality. 
 
    All of this was true. And yet Garen did not relax. Tremborag lost interest in taunting him and turned back to his food. He was about to call a Goblin female over—why not?—when he heard a distant commotion. He stopped eating, and the Goblins around him looked up in uncertainty. 
 
    The doors flew open, and one of Tremborag’s lesser lieutenants rushed into the room. Tremborag rose, annoyed. This Hob should have been overseeing one of the besieged tunnels. 
 
    “Great Chieftain! Bad trouble!” 
 
    “What is it?” 
 
    “Undead! Many-many undead coming! Overwhelming, sneaky death!” 
 
    The Hobgoblin looked frantic. Tremborag stared at him and then roared. 
 
    “Undead? So what? Kill them! Shoot them with arrows! Chop off their heads!” 
 
    “Great Chieftain! Can’t!” 
 
    Enraged, Tremborag strode forwards off his dais and snatched the smaller Goblin up. He glared at the Hob as every Goblin around him held their breath and backed away. 
 
    “Why not?” 
 
    The Hob gasped as Tremborag’s massive clawed hand squeezed him. He looked into Tremborag’s furious face and spoke weakly. 
 
    “Undead go boom.” 
 
      
 
    —— 
 
      
 
    They walked into the tunnels. Shambling forms. Pallid bodies. All were rotting. The unholy, damned light of undeath shone in their eyes. They moved forwards. Zombies, mainly. A few skeletons. Ghouls in small packs, and a handful of the deadly Draug. The Goblin Lord’s living forces moved aside to let them pass. The undead moved into the kill spots and grappled with the Goblins there. They threw themselves relentlessly towards the defenders, ignoring all but the most debilitating of injuries. 
 
    If that were all, they would have been held back. At cost, but with no more difficulty than the regular soldiers. But mixed among the undead Humans, Drakes, Gnolls, and regular Goblins were…children. Undead Goblins who moved a bit faster than the rest. They snuck closer amid the fighting, directed by far-off [Necromancers] and [Shamans]. 
 
    And when they were amid the struggling lines of the Goblin defenders or worse, among a group of Tremborag’s Goblins, they would bite at an ankle or strike weakly with their small bodies. Of course, they would be instantly crushed or speared or hacked apart. And that was when they would explode. 
 
    The first few detonations killed dozens of defenders each. Shock and confusion allowed the undead to push forwards. The Mountain City tribe fell back in disarray, not understanding what the sudden explosions had been caused by. They suspected [Mages] and looked for invisible Goblins or ones armed with scrolls or magical items. By the time they realized the small Goblins were the source of the detonations, they had taken heavy losses. 
 
    Tremborag stared in disbelief at the stream of wounded Goblins fleeing from the forward tunnels. He saw many were wounded and far more were terrified. Tremborag roared, and the Goblins rushing towards him froze. He swung a claw and sent the closest Goblins to him flying with broken bones. 
 
    “Cowards! Get back to fighting!” 
 
    The Goblins looked at their Great Chieftain and wavered. They weighed the odds of dying with incurring their Chieftain’s wrath and slowly turned. Tremborag growled furiously as he heard more detonations echo distantly back into the mountain. 
 
    “Exploding undead? This Goblin Lord has a second army. An army of tricks! Cowardly little tricks!” 
 
    “Good tricks.” 
 
    Tremborag turned, his eyes narrowed. Garen stood behind him. The Hob stared past Tremborag with a frown. 
 
    “The entrances are lost. Too small. Too narrow.” 
 
    Tremborag knew he was right. The Great Chieftain roared in anger and stomped about, but he had figured out the same thing Garen had. In the narrow tunnels, the exploding undead would utterly destroy the defenders as they bunched up. Tremborag snarled but growled an order to one of his Hobs. 
 
    “Pull back! We will slaughter them in the open!” 
 
    The Hob raced off shouting to do Tremborag’s bidding. Garen looked up at the huge Hobgoblin. 
 
    “More fighting. On bridges, in open. Means fighting in tunnels. Harder to hold. More deaths.” 
 
    Tremborag was close to lashing out. He held himself back from striking Garen with effort. His voice deepened with fury. 
 
    “We will slaughter them in great numbers, then! You will fight, Redfang. You and your Goblins. And I will hunt down the Goblin Lord’s officers. Tomorrow we will go hunting.” 
 
    Garen nodded. Tremborag strode back into his throne room and resumed eating with such fury that no Goblin dared to disturb him. In the mountain, the Goblins pulled back. They abandoned the narrow entrances to the mountain and ran into larger tunnels. They were the last stopgap before the center of the mountain, which was crisscrossed with bridges and wood scaffolding. The invading Goblins and undead followed them and clashed against the solid barricades that had been set up, screaming as oil and boiling water was poured on them from above. 
 
      
 
    —— 
 
      
 
    Osthia listened to the garbled reports coming into the Goblin Lord’s tent, trying to make sense of it all. The crude language of the Goblins and their partial mastery of the common tongue as well as multiple reports being delivered at once made understanding anything hellishly difficult, but she had learned that part of Goblin communication was body language. Too, she thought she almost understood some of the Goblin’s speech. A few words that were repeated, a phrase here and there—useless, of course, but it helped knowing what was going on. 
 
    “They’re fighting in wider spaces. Looks like they’re trapped. Your exploding undead will do less good there.” 
 
    “Yes. But they can go through other tunnels. Now the Great Chieftain must defend from me.” 
 
    Reiss turned and grinned. Osthia looked at him and tried to find the disgust and hatred in her heart. All she felt was a bit of anger. She’d been his captive too long. She had hated him, tried to kill him after Zel Shivertail had fallen. But she had known it was the Necromancer who had killed him. And Reiss had left his body for the Humans, wept. She wanted to hate him. That would make things simple. Easy. But she couldn’t. So Osthia glanced up at the mountain, aglow with torches. 
 
    “What now? Any Drake commander would dig in and find the most advantageous spots to keep slaughtering your troops. How will Goblins fight?” 
 
    “Not dig in. Mountain too much stone.” 
 
    The Goblin Lord grinned, and Osthia realized he’d made a joke. She stared at him stonily. He gave her another shrug. 
 
    “Goblin Chieftain cannot ward all tunnels from undead and my soldiers. Now there are spots. I will send in Hobs, strong warriors. Try to find ways towards him.” 
 
    “Kill teams.” 
 
    “Yes. And he will hunt my officers. Now it is a battle to kill each other’s best warriors. Mages. Special Goblins.” 
 
    Osthia nodded. That was another way of fighting. Take out the head of an army, the [Strategists], high-level warriors and so on, and all you had left were fodder. She looked at Reiss and wondered again if she wanted him to win or lose this battle. If he won, he would be even stronger. But a Goblin nation—if he conquered a city in Human lands, would that really be the worst? He had promised to set her free if he made his kingdom a reality. 
 
    On the other hand, if this Great Chieftain won, what then? The Goblin Lord’s forces would retreat, be forced to raid and build up. And he was the Necromancer’s enemy, or so he claimed. The sooner Osthia could escape and warn her people… 
 
    “Will your master join the battle? Or will he reserve his help for when you’re cornered?” 
 
    Reiss’ smile twisted into a scowl. He looked at Osthia with his black eyes and then shook his head. 
 
    “The further we are from him, the harder it is for him to cast magic. He will not help. And if I go further still—” 
 
    Reiss’ eyes travelled back towards the mountain. Osthia stared at it and shivered. An old Dwarven home. It was a powerful refuge. If Reiss occupied it, would this be his Goblin kingdom? Or an outpost? Or would he abandon it? She didn’t know. And as Reiss turned back to issue more orders, Osthia wondered what the Humans were doing. They had to know the battle was going on. Would they wait until both sides were exhausted before moving in? She was afraid that would be a mistake. The Goblins might hate each other, but a common enemy could unite them. Or would they fight each other to the end despite the new threat, like her people? 
 
    Overhead, the moon rose. As the first day of fighting drew to an end, the siege continued with the undead besieging the mountain while the Goblin Lord’s forces rested. Parts of the army would awaken to night raids and quiet assassinations in the dark. The siege would heat up the next day. Both sides would throw everything into the conflict, and it would take only a few lucky strokes for one group to gain a decisive edge over the other. 
 
    Coincidentally, less than a hundred miles away on the exact same day, another siege would be playing out quite differently. 
 
      
 
    —— 
 
      
 
    The stones fell from the sky. Like birds falling from the sky. Only, they weren’t birds. Massive chunks of stone fell on the city filled with Goblins, smashing through the rooftops of buildings, sending the cobblestone street fountaining up in explosions of dirt and shrapnel. The two trebuchets fired a stone every ten minutes at most—the Humans swarming over the trebuchet had to pull back the arm, drag over a boulder, and adjust the aim each time. Nevertheless, the stones falling on the city were a terrifying thing for any besieged army to contemplate. The Goblins stood on the battlements and stared. 
 
    In wonder. It was less fear and more awe that had children and adult Goblins alike sitting on the battlements, watching the trebuchets reload. Of course, when the stones flew the Goblins scattered out of the likely flight path, calling warnings. But until that brief moment, they were more impressed than anything else. Where any other species might have felt fear, Goblins were surprisingly resilient. 
 
    The sky had begun throwing stones at them. Okay. It wasn’t pleasant, but to the Goblins, it was just another way to die. They were more concerned with whether they’d have to stay in the city while the rocks kept falling. It was easy to dodge the boulders if you had sentries on the walls, but what about if you were asleep? And soon, the city walls would be full of holes. 
 
    Rags had grasped all of that the instant she’d seen the trebuchets. Her vision of a secure city melted in the face of the Humans’ strange devices. But her anguish over her ruined plans had been replaced by an idea. A plan. 
 
    “Noears!” 
 
    The small Chieftain of the Flooded Waters tribe screamed a word as Goblins ran about the city. Pyrite was making his way up the steps of the walls, looking worried. Rags could see Sir Kerrig below as well. The [Knight] was making the smallest Goblins hide in the shadow of the walls. She understood. Of course—taking shelter in the lee of the walls would be the safest spot since the boulders would either hit the wall or go past it. She called out an order and pointed. Goblins began running to reposition themselves. 
 
    “Chieftain?” 
 
    Pyrite panted a bit as he crested the stairs. He took one look at the trebuchets and said a bad Human word. Rags nodded absently. 
 
    “Human thing. Far-crushing death.” 
 
    The big Hob said the bad word again. He stared at the trebuchet as it was slowly reloaded. The arm bent back. 
 
    “What now, Chieftain? Leave city? Walls will have many holes soon.” 
 
    “Mm. Not too soon. Humans have bad aim.” 
 
    They had two massive trebuchets. They must have taken ages to drag across the landscape. And for all that they could hurl huge stones, their aim was fairly bad. Rags’ keen eyes picked out the operators on both trebuchets. It looked like a Human female was aiming one of them. That trebuchet seemed more on target. Two of the three stones it had hurled had hit the walls. The other trebuchet had hit a different spot each time. Yes, give them time and the city would slowly be demolished. However— 
 
    “Chieftain, you called me?” 
 
    A voice made Rags turn. She saw Noears panting harder than Pyrite. He looked warily at the trebuchets. Rags pointed. 
 
    “Big falling stone.” 
 
    “I saw.” 
 
    Noears grimaced, his face expressing a whole host of emotions. Rags nodded. She could see her lieutenants making their way towards her, keeping an eye on the sky. Yes, the trebuchets could do a lot of damage by accident, but it would be hard to hit a specific target. She could work with that. 
 
    “Noears, how much mana? How many potions?” 
 
    He blinked at her and scrubbed a hand across his bald head. 
 
    “Can cast lots of spells, Chieftain. Got four potions.” 
 
    He patted his belt where one of them hung. Noears warily eyed the trebuchets in the distance. He shook his head. 
 
    “Too far. Get close is dangerous. Use fire and arrows instead?” 
 
    He looked hopefully at Rags, assuming she wanted him to get close and zap the trebuchets. Rags shook her head. She pointed up. 
 
    “Good aim? Can hit stones?” 
 
    Noears blinked. He looked up and then grinned. 
 
    “Can try.” 
 
    The next boulder flew as Rags was calling for more Goblins. It had a good arc and would have plummeted into the city center. Only, as it neared the walls of the city, Noears pointed up and shouted. 
 
    “[Lightning Bolt]!” 
 
    A flash of lightning and a boom made every Goblin look up. Stone shards rained down from above, making the Goblins on the walls shield their eyes. The boulder tumbled and fell—not on the city center, but hitting one of the walls. Rags shook her head as she heard a scream and saw Goblins fleeing the impact site. 
 
    “Shoot better!” 
 
    She shouted at Noears. The Goblin [Mage] grunted. 
 
    “Hard!” 
 
    He took a position on the walls. His lightning bolt spell was powerful, but it could only crack or change the boulder’s trajectory. Rags thought he could protect the city for an hour at best. She nodded to herself. 
 
    “Chieftain?” 
 
    More Goblins approached. Quietstab, Redscar, a few Hobs, and Poisonbite. The female raid leader coughed a bit, but her breathing sounded much better. Rags looked at her. 
 
    “Good breathe?” 
 
    “Can fight, Chieftain! Want to destroy big wood thing?” 
 
    Poisonbite grabbed one of her daggers and pointed at the trebuchet. Rags shook her head. The Human army was camped all around it, and they outnumbered her tribe a good bit. 
 
    “No.” 
 
    “What then, Chieftain? Sit here not good. Slow crush death.” 
 
    Quietstab looked apprehensive, but Rags just sneered at him. She struck an arrogant pose, aware that below, Sir Kerrig was watching her. 
 
    “Sit here very good! Sit here all we need! Flooded Waters tribe not afraid of rocks, right?” 
 
    “Right.” 
 
    The other Goblins chorused uncertainly. Rags pointed at Redscar. 
 
    “You get nails.” 
 
    She pointed at Quietstab. 
 
    “Get wood. Break houses!” 
 
    She pointed at Poisonbite. 
 
    “Got stones! Big stones. Like boulder.” 
 
    Finally, she pointed at Pyrite. 
 
    “You get lots of Goblins. Wait for signal.” 
 
    They nodded hesitantly. Rags turned to the second group of Goblins she’d called. They weren’t Hobs, save for one. Over two thirds of the Goblins didn’t even carry weapons! But they all had a specific class. 
 
    [Tinkerer]. [Builder]. [Hammerer], [Armorer], [Scavenger]. They were a group unique to her tribe. Every Goblin tribe had someone good at repairing armor or making crude spears, but Rags’ tribe had learned to create crossbows. They had built their crude armor thanks to her [Scavenger Armor] Skill. And she had acquired a level or three in the [Tinkerer] class too. Rags pointed at the trebuchet. 
 
    “Human thing. Throw big rocks. Want.” 
 
    The Goblins stared at the distant trebuchet. They scratched their heads. Not a single one told Rags it was impossible. They just stared. After a second, one frowned. 
 
    “Big turn thing.” 
 
    The Goblin had identified the fulcrum, or axle, the trebuchet was rotating on. She pointed it out to Rags and the others. Another Goblin observed the way the Humans were reloading the catapult and triggering it with ropes. A third stared at the counterweight, watching it swing down. Another watched Noears blow the stone out of the sky because that was fun to see. 
 
    It wasn’t as if the trebuchet was that hard to understand. Arm went down, arm went up. Stone goes in sling, stone goes flying. The Goblins may not have ever studied calculus or observed more than basic physics, but they had eyes. And the Humans had helpfully given them two trebuchets as an example. The real problem wasn’t even resources—Rags had already sent her tribe demolishing parts of the city for whatever they needed. The real problem was in copying the trebuchet perfectly. 
 
    “How big is arm? How long is rope?” 
 
    Rags frowned at the distant trebuchet. That was the thing. She was fairly certain that if the rope was too long or the trebuchet was poorly made it would break. In making the crossbows, she’d seen how poor wood or faulty recreations snapped in the user’s face. So she and her engineering team stared hard at the trebuchet, trying to figure out a way to copy it. They hit upon their idea after three minutes of staring. 
 
    “Human there. Got helmet.” 
 
    One of the Goblins pointed at a Human [Soldier] who looked bored as he stood to attention besides the trebuchet. He was watching it move and was standing close. He was perfect. The other Goblins focused on him and one ran to get a Human-sized helmet. Yes, Human heads varied in size, but not greatly. They began piling up helmets and arguing over how tall the Human was. As they did, they stared at the Human and began comparing his head to the length of the trebuchet arm. 
 
    Rags saw several Goblins measuring with their claws and then bringing out little bits of string which they marked with their new measuring unit. How many Human heads across was the trebuchet’s arm? How wide was it? She did her own calculations, poking Goblins and arguing with them. For once they argued back. 
 
    The engineering team bickered, threw one of their own off the walls in fury, ducked as another stone flew past them, and then swarmed off the battlements. They descended on the ready supplies, poking other Goblins and conveying through hand gestures and short sentences what was needed. The other Goblins listened, scratched their heads, and got to work. 
 
    It was incredible. To Sir Kerrig, the trebuchets employed by Laken Godart’s army were nothing short of miraculous in themselves. The Drakes knew how to build siege weapons, but they had classes! An [Engineer] was as valuable as a [Knight] equipped in full plate armor—more, in fact! If he had gone to any group of Humans and told them to copy a trebuchet, they would have laughed at him or given up after a few attempts. But Goblins didn’t say ‘that’s impossible’ or ‘I can’t do it’. They just did it or got a whack from their Chieftain. 
 
    Of course, not everything was straightforward. Finding the right timber to use for their first trebuchet was hard since they only had beams from houses to work with. The first arm of the trebuchet they cobbled together broke due to the weight they placed on it. Too, the measurements of the arm were off and so the first trebuchet simply collapsed before it could be built. 
 
    To fix these problems, Rags sent a group of Hobs out covertly from the city. It was a risky thing, but they managed to get to the forest and down a tree before the Humans sent a patrol at them. Redscar’s Carn Wolves and a host of Goblins with crossbows on the walls convinced the Human army to let the Goblins do…whatever it was they were doing. Who cared so long as most didn’t escape? They moved along the forest’s edge, encircling the city at a distance from the other side. 
 
    Indeed, for the most part the Human army’s morale was soaring. They sat at a distance, jeering, as their trebuchets launched more boulders at the walls of the city. There were already holes in the western wall, and Noears had run out of mana and been forced to rest. The army was content to lounge about. Why, within a day or two the city would be so full of holes the Goblins would either run or be dead! They were confident. Right up until they saw the first boulder flying towards them. 
 
      
 
    —— 
 
      
 
    To be fair, the first stone wasn’t half as large as the ones that had been flying at the city. And it landed well short of the Humans’ camp. But the fear and shock it caused sent a physical ripple through the besieging force’s lines. It wasn’t just the danger. It wasn’t just the shock of seeing their specially designed, unique trebuchets copied so quickly. It was a basic, simple feeling. 
 
    That wasn’t right. That wasn’t fair. Goblins couldn’t create devices! They weren’t smart enough to copy things like that! They couldn’t just replicate something that had taken a team of [Engineers] to build! But as the second and third boulders flew from the city walls, the Humans had to face facts. The Goblins had built a trebuchet of their own. 
 
    One. Sir Kerrig could see it being loaded and the arm pulled into place by the team of Goblins as more argued over a second one. It was incredible, but the Goblins worked in perfect synchronization. They had the materials, the manpower, and the motivation. But all of that might have been for naught save for their Chieftain. 
 
    There she was, striding past the first trebuchet, snapping at other Goblins and moving the rest. Sir Kerrig stared at Rags. Such a small Goblin! But she was terrifyingly smart. She had organized this tribe, defeated every attack sent against her. She was dangerous. But she could also be reasoned with. That was his hope. There was some goodness, some innate quality that could be redeemed in her. If not her, then certainly in Pyrite. If only he could end this fighting! 
 
    Such was Kerrig’s wish. But he had been flatly rejected by Rags once before. That was why he was astounded and not a little bit suspicious when Rags herself strode up to him. And the first thing she said made him warier still. 
 
    “Time for peace. You go.” 
 
    She pointed at the gates, which had been partially collapsed by a shot from the Humans. Now both sides were flinging stones at each other as fast as they could. Sir Kerrig saw a boulder smash into a wall and send up a spray of stones and stared at Rags in disbelief. 
 
    “Now? You must be joking.” 
 
    “No. Now is best time for peace.” 
 
    She grinned toothily at him. Sir Kerrig frowned at her. He looked over Rags’ shoulder at Pyrite. The Hob was keeping one eye towards the sky as he watched Rags talk. 
 
    “Your tribe is willing to offer some assurance of peace?” 
 
    “Yes. Those.” 
 
    Rags pointed at the second trebuchet being built. Sir Kerrig stared at her. His head began to hurt. 
 
    “That is the opposite of what I spoke of. I told you that there must be proof of your goodwill! Proof that you can be trusted!” 
 
    The small Goblin stared at Sir Kerrig, tilting her head back and forth. She nodded. 
 
    “Trust. We not trust Humans. They attacked us. First.” 
 
    She emphasized the word. Behind her, Pyrite nodded. Rags pointed to the trebuchet. 
 
    “Humans come here to kill. Bring rock throwing thing. But we have rock throwing thing now too.” 
 
    “Trebuchets.” 
 
    “Good name. They cannot get rid of us. We cannot leave with them. So trust. They go, we run away. Otherwise we stay and both starve.” 
 
    There was a twisted logic to it. But Sir Kerrig felt a fire in his chest as he stared past Rags at Redscar. The Goblin was sitting on a Carn Wolf, clearly enjoying watching the trebuchets firing. He was gesturing at one, asking for a turn aiming it. 
 
    “That may be far too late. Your people raided the countryside. You slaughtered innocents! If you had asked me four days ago, my response would have been different. What proof have I now that you won’t immediately strike once you have retreated?” 
 
    Rags looked thoughtful. She glanced at Pyrite, and he reached for something at his side. He was holding his sack, and Sir Kerrig blinked as he pulled out one of his pieces of gold. Rags pointed at it. 
 
    “This help?” 
 
    “Gold? Are you trying to buy a peace treaty?” 
 
    Sir Kerrig didn’t know if he should be outraged or impressed. Rags nodded a few times. 
 
    “Good. Buy. Don’t need shiny things. We give for dead. Humans let us go away.” 
 
    The [Knight] gritted his teeth hard. 
 
    “That does not excuse all the death.” 
 
    “No. But enough dead on Human side now. Makes up for Goblins.” 
 
    The small Goblin peered at Sir Kerrig. She wasn’t exactly smiling. But her eyes—Sir Kerrig shuddered as he saw the simple calculation in Rags’ gaze. You killed us. We killed you. Now we’re even. Rags pointed at the bag Pyrite was holding again. 
 
    “Give to Humans. You take one to big Human leader. General? Emperor? Tell more if go. Humans get shiny things. We keep that.” 
 
    She pointed at the Goblin-made trebuchet. Sir Kerrig stared at it. 
 
    “You want to keep that?” 
 
    “No. Keep know how to make. We take and go. Humans let us go.” 
 
    “That’s…” 
 
    Sir Kerrig tried to find words for how unacceptable the idea of that was. Goblins with the ability to create siege weapons? And this tribe. He looked at Rags and knew what his answer was. 
 
    “Chieftain Rags. I am afraid my answer is no. I cannot trust your motives. I cannot trust you. As for the Unseen Emperor—I am certain I would not be able to convince him of anything you have said either.” 
 
    He kept his tone level, wondering if Rags would order him killed or stab him herself. The small Goblin’s eyes flashed at his words. She stared at him and then stomped her foot. 
 
    “Trust? Trust? Why Humans only ones who need trust? If trust wanted—get mage! Get truth spell! Get [Emperor] to come here and talk! Then I say tribe is leaving, no want fight. And truth is known to all! We did not start fight. We will end it! If trust you want—get way to trust us!” 
 
    Her raised voice made the other Goblins look over. Rags glared at Sir Kerrig. He sat back, surprised. A [Mage]? Truth spells? How did she know about those? Then again, nothing about Rags could surprise him anymore. And the thought was… 
 
    “You would swear on truth spell that your motives are genuinely peaceful?” 
 
    Rags nodded. 
 
    “Would swear. Get Humans to stop attack, we go. Tell [Emperor]. We meet. We talk. Safe ground.” 
 
    “No [Emperor] would risk himself that way, surely.” 
 
    Rags rolled her eyes. 
 
    “Then go shout at each other from far away! Any way works! You go. Ask!” 
 
    She pointed towards the gates. Sir Kerrig stared at her. Was she serious? He looked at Pyrite. The Hobgoblin was waiting patiently. 
 
    “Sir Pyrite. What do you say? Is your tribe’s goal truly peaceful?” 
 
    The Hob considered the question, and Sir Kerrig watched closely. Pyrite chewed on something, frowned, chewed again, and then nodded. He spoke slowly, deliberately. 
 
    “Goblins want to live. Emperor? Humans? Other tribes? All danger. Want peace. Big battle not good idea. You go best way to let all live. So you go. Or is peace not better than war?” 
 
    He looked pointedly at Sir Kerrig. The [Knight] slowly nodded. He stood and looked at Rags. The small Goblin watched him carefully. Warily. He nodded to her. 
 
    “Chieftain Rags, if your words are sincere, I will attempt to broker peace with Emperor Laken. I cannot guarantee that he will agree. But give me your message to him, and I will carry it. I may need a horse.” 
 
    Rags nodded. She whistled and shouted a word. A Goblin raced off. Rags looked back at Sir Kerrig. 
 
    “Can try for peace. May work, may not. But now is a good time.” 
 
    She pointed at the trebuchets again. One fired, and the Goblins cheered as the boulder went flying towards the Humans. Rags grinned. 
 
    “Peace is best when both sides have big sword.” 
 
    Sir Kerrig looked at her and shook his head. He tried to tell her she was wrong, but she was right and wrong at the same time. So young. He wished he could explain it to her, but he doubted she would listen and now was not the time. He prayed he would have the opportunity to tell her what peace really meant. For now, he looked towards the Goblin pulling a horse towards him and braced himself. When he rode out of the city it was carrying a white flag and a golden nugget in a pouch by his side. 
 
      
 
    —— 
 
      
 
    Durene’s ears twitched as she heard another thump as a stone thudded into the ground close to where she was walking. She looked back and saw the stone. It had landed and smashed out a small crater a few feet away from the tents that had been set up in the center of the camp. She saw a Human bowman staring at the boulder. It had landed only a few feet away from him. His hands shook as he held the piece of bread he’d been gnawing on. 
 
    “Miss Durene! Over here!” 
 
    Beniar waved her forwards, urging her closer to the back of the camp. Durene followed him as the former Silver-rank adventurer strode into the large war tent that had been set up. Wiskeria, that was to say, General Wiskeria, was talking with a few low-level [Lieutenants] and [Sergeants]. The allied forces that Laken had levied had sent several officers, but no one was close to Wiskeria’s rank, or even Beniar’s. The Humans straightened and stared at Durene as she ducked to enter the tent. She pretended not to see one of the men gulp nervously or how he checked his sword belt. She was used to scaring people. And to be fair, she was scarier than normal at the moment. 
 
    Durene wore a huge leather jerkin, stitched together to cover her body. She had a gigantic tower shield made from a converted door and a club just as long at her side. Both weapons were crude—Durene had been offered a greatsword and other forms of armor, but the club was actually the best weapon at the moment. She’d broken a greatsword in training, and until proper armor could be made for her, this was better. Besides, she’d beaten over a dozen Hobs with the club alone. 
 
    “Durene, thank you for coming. Please give me one moment.” 
 
    The half-Troll girl nodded and waited, watching Wiskeria discuss the new situation with her officers. Tessia, Gamel’s girlfriend, was here as well. The [Engineer] looked beside herself as Wiskeria spoke to her. 
 
    “I don’t know how they did it! Yes, you can make a trebuchet, but that was far, far too quick. They must have copied our design! We have range and power—not to mention accuracy—on them, but I can’t stop them from making more.” 
 
    “Can we make more?” 
 
    Tessia hesitated. 
 
    “We’ve been trying, but few of the [Soldiers] have [Carpenter] classes or so on. And we have to train them to use the trebuchet or else the engineering team will be stuck operating that.” 
 
    “That’s a no, then.” 
 
    “If we brought everyone from Riverfarm or had more help we could rely on…” 
 
    Tessia trailed off helplessly. Wiskeria nodded and tugged the pointed hat lower on her head. She often did that when she was thinking. At last, she looked up. 
 
    “Try and aim for those trebuchets. I know they’re hidden. Just…guess. And keep breaking the walls. Everyone else—we have to stay put. If we pull back any further, the Goblins could make a break for it. We’ll set up the sleeping tents and bedrolls out of range, but I want the army to stay put.” 
 
    She dismissed Tessia and the others and turned to Durene at last. Beniar growled as he folded his arms. 
 
    “Goblins building trebuchets! Those little thieving bastards will steal anything, won’t they?” 
 
    “This is the most dangerous tribe I’ve ever encountered. That Chieftain and those wolf riders—I’m almost certain this is the Redfang Tribe we’ve heard about. Only, they belong in the High Passes.” 
 
    Wiskeria rubbed at her eyes tiredly. Around Durene and Beniar, she slumped a bit. Durene shifted awkwardly. 
 
    “How’re you doing, Wiskeria? Do you think the Goblins are going to attack?” 
 
    “Not likely. They’re safe in their city. We could attack them, but they’d be fools to attack us. The trebuchets make things more complicated. We could have hoped to bombard them until they had to leave. Instead, they’ll eventually hit our siege weapons or do enough damage to us at the same time. We can either trade shots or—” 
 
    “Charge the monsters!” 
 
    Beniar made a fist and punched it into his gauntleted hand. He looked excited at the prospect. Wiskeria did not. 
 
    “It’s an option. One I’ve informed Laken of. But even if we put another dozen holes in the walls, I wouldn’t be happy with it.” 
 
    “Why not? We outnumber the Goblins!” 
 
    “And they have the city walls. And they have Hobs, their wolf riders, and at least one [Mage] capable of throwing lightning. They’re dangerous, Beniar.” 
 
    “So are we.” 
 
    The [Captain] glanced at Durene, nodding confidently. Durene looked back at Wiskeria. The [Witch] was shaking her head. Durene understood the issue, although she didn’t know what the best solution was. She had one real question, though. 
 
    “Why am I here, Wiskeria? I’m just a warrior. A [Paladin], yeah, but I’m no good with strategy.” 
 
    She was a fighter. It was an odd thought to have, but Durene felt right when she was in the thick of battle. Having people look up to her, being depended on, was a giddy feeling. She trusted Wiskeria to do her job. But it seemed the [General] had summoned her for other reasons. Wiskeria strode over to the tent flaps and closed them firmly. 
 
    “I’ve been in touch with Emperor Laken. Via [Message] spell. He’s told me to continue hitting the Goblins. Given the situation, he wants to assault the city as soon as possible, rather than risk them making more trebuchets or worse, escaping.” 
 
    “Sounds good. When do we go in?” 
 
    Wiskeria ignored Beniar. She focused on Durene, meeting her eyes. 
 
    “I’ve asked him to wait. And I’d like you to do the same, Durene. I think he’d listen if you asked him to delay for a day or two.” 
 
    For a moment, Durene was so astonished she couldn’t speak. Wiskeria wanted her to speak to Laken. She stared at Wiskeria, and then her brows shot together. 
 
    “You want me to talk to Laken?” 
 
    “That’s right.” 
 
    Durene stirred. She glared at Wiskeria and stood a bit straighter. 
 
    “And say what? Not to fight? They’re Goblins, Wiskeria! Look at them! They destroyed the city! Didn’t you see all the homeless people we passed by?” 
 
    She pointed furiously, forgetting that Wiskeria had just closed the tent flaps. The memory of the homeless refugees the army had passed was clear in Durene’s mind, though. Wiskeria didn’t reply right away. She tugged on her hat’s brim again. 
 
    “I understand your feelings, Durene. But strategically—” 
 
    “Laken wants to attack, doesn’t he? He saw how many Goblins there were!” 
 
    “Yes he did. But he hasn’t seen this city. His…vision…has been compromised with each lost marker.” 
 
    “But he’s still our [Emperor]. Your [Emperor]. Why not trust him?” 
 
    Durene glared down at Wiskeria. Her voice was fierce. Durene wanted to grab her club and attack the Goblins. She felt—she had never felt so angry before! Righteous fury gave her strength. But Wiskeria just tugged at her pointed hat and sighed. 
 
    “He’s not always right.” 
 
    The half-Troll girl hesitated. That was true. But he’d been pretty right so far! She was just about to tell Wiskeria that and ask what else they could do when someone knocked urgently at the tent flap. Durene turned as a [Soldier] pulled the tent flap back. 
 
    “General! General Wiskeria!” 
 
    “What is it?” 
 
    Wiskeria snapped at the [Soldier], clearly displeased about being interrupted without warning. But the young woman who entered was breathless. She pointed back into the center of camp where Durene could see people pointing and gathering. 
 
    “General, you have to see this.” 
 
    Durene hurried out of the tent with Wiskeria and Beniar following. The half-Troll girl saw clearly over the heads of the people and horses. She saw a lone figure riding out of the city with a flag waving over his head. She blinked, rubbed her eyes, and stared again. 
 
    “A Human?” 
 
    Wiskeria stared as well. She looked around and found the [Mage] that Lady Bevia had loaned to Laken. She waved at him and raised her voice. 
 
    “Send a [Message] to Emperor Laken. He’ll want to know about this.” 
 
      
 
    —— 
 
      
 
    Day 105 
 
      
 
    “You’re serious. A peace offer? That’s seriously what Wiskeria heard?” 
 
    “Yes sir.” 
 
    Nesor stands in front of me. Again, I sit at Wiskeria’s table. It might as well be our war cottage at the moment. It’s private, and we’ve set up all the maps we need. I focus on my mental image of the camp. I can sense a good space around a wooden marker set up right next to Wiskeria’s tent. Heck, I can sense her offering the [Knight]—Sir Kerrig—a cup of tea in her tent. In every direction, I see soldiers. A good distance to the left, Tessia is overseeing another boulder being loaded into the trebuchet. But beyond that? Nothing. 
 
    In every direction, there’s only blankness. Not blackness, not static. Just emptiness. Every marker in the area has been destroyed and so I only have this one, solitary image of the war camp and the space in front of the city. Of course, I have many more markers set up in the nearby area, but the network is slowly collapsing. The Goblins have sent small teams out and are attempting to destroy each marker, and Wiskeria can’t spare enough men to cover every totem. 
 
    I curse as I feel another marker vanish and another part of my empire fade out of my mind. So many holes! If the Goblins wanted to escape, they would only have to run out of the city and take refuge in one of the blank spots. Assuming Wiskeria lost sight of them, they could make a break for it. 
 
    Would that be so bad? Yes, surely. They’d come back and raid my lands or do damage somewhere else. Or they could circle around, begin harrying Wiskeria’s army. The Goblins have already done so much damage. Which makes this latest revelation all the harder to accept. 
 
    “Peace. Really. This [Knight], Sir Kerrig, has been in the Goblin’s tribe the entire time. And only now does their Chieftain send him to sue for peace?” 
 
    “T-that’s what General Wiskeria reports, sir.” 
 
    I whistle softly. I can’t believe it. This has got to be a trick. 
 
    “Tell me again, Nesor. What exactly did this Sir Kerrig say?” 
 
    I hear the [Mage] gulp. Behind him, Lady Rie speaks up. 
 
    “Allow me, Emperor Laken.” 
 
    I nod, and Nesor gratefully steps back. Lady Rie speaks slowly. She’s been here practically every moment she’s not reassuring the nobility. Prost is keeping the village running, and Lady Rie—well, she’s helpful. 
 
    “This Sir Kerrig rode out of the besieged city carrying a white flag. He was intercepted by General Wiskeria’s soldiers and immediately met with her. He bears a message—this offer of peace—from the leader of this Goblin tribe. The Flooded Waters tribe, apparently. Not one I’ve ever heard of. Not the Redfang tribe that we had assumed they were. At any rate, he claims the Goblins can be reasoned with. This tribe is allegedly different. It isn’t part of the Goblin Lord’s forces or the raiding parties sent by this Great Chieftain. It may be that they’re willing to peacefully…negotiate.” 
 
    Lady Rie pauses. The silence in the cottage is incredible. Peacefully negotiate. No way. I hear her swallow and go on. 
 
    “Your Majesty, I don’t know what to believe. This man is a member of the Order of the Petal and General Wiskeria claims he isn’t enchanted, but still.” 
 
    “Order of the Petal? Where have I heard that name before?” 
 
    “Ah. An order of [Knights] that obeys Lady Bethal.” 
 
    “I see. And they’re trustworthy?” 
 
    “I have never heard of a member being impugned for lying, Emperor Laken. By Sir Kerrig’s account, he was part of a force that attacked this particular tribe and was captured.” 
 
    “Lady Bethal never mentioned that to me.” 
 
    “I imagine she wouldn’t have wanted to admit that fact. And Sir Kerrig was apparently given up for dead. The idea of a Goblin keeping a hostage alive—or rather, honoring any convention of war—is incredible.” 
 
    “And he’s not delusional? Or—enchanted?” 
 
    “General Wiskeria says she believes he is genuine, sire.” 
 
    I focus on the image of Sir Kerrig in my mind. Yes, I can ‘see’ him, standing in Wiskeria’s tent. He doesn’t look injured, and he seems animated enough. He’s…well, he’s in good shape. But everything about what he’s said has turned my mind upside down. 
 
    “And Wiskeria wants to hold off the attack because of this.” 
 
    “Yes. She’s reiterated her points about the dangers of sieging the city.” 
 
    Rie’s voice is cautious. I mutter under my breath, wishing Frostwing were here. Or Bismarck. Both animals have been getting restless without me. But they’d hardly fit in here. At last, I nod. 
 
    “Tell Wiskeria to hold off from attacking. Keep bombarding, though. Aim for the Goblins’ trebuchets if you can. How can they make them?” 
 
    “Apparently, they copied our designs from a distance.” 
 
    “Mist! Alright. Alright. Tell Wiskeria that I want her to send this Sir Kerrig to Riverfarm. Give him a small escort. Speed is key. Tell her to be ready to attack, though!” 
 
    “Yes, Your Majesty.” 
 
    Rie goes to confer with Nesor, and I sit back in my seat. A peace treaty? Or rather, peace talks? With a Goblin? How can I take this seriously? 
 
    No, that’s not what’s bothering me. What’s bothering me is what Wiskeria reported first. These Goblins aren’t like the others. They didn’t want to fight. They’re…peaceful? No. How could that be? 
 
    Intelligent Goblins? I can believe that. But peace? I think back to the Goblins raiding my village, the slaughter, the way they laughed and cut down my people. No. Goblins in stories have always been dangerous. Untrustworthy. 
 
    And yet, this is a world of fantasy. And Durene is half-Troll. By that logic, she would be— 
 
    That’s Durene. That’s someone who’s never hurt a fly! Okay, she raised pigs for slaughter. But she never killed anyone. And those Goblins—they slaughtered an army from Filk! I saw them attack the army! Unprovoked! They slaughtered the soldiers there. 
 
    However…a thought nags at me. Wasn’t that army chasing another group of Goblins? A tribe? I vaguely recall tipping off the city about a tribe of Goblins in their area. 
 
    No. No. If that were true, that would mean— 
 
    I look up. Well, I don’t ‘look’ at anything, but I raise my head. 
 
    “Lady Rie, tell Wiskeria that I want this Sir Kerrig in Riverfarm by the end of today. Gallop the horses and switch out as many as you need. I want to speak with him now.” 
 
    “Yes, Your Majesty.” 
 
    I can sense Wiskeria responding to my orders, giving some of her soldiers directions. Sir Kerrig is already moving, riding down the road. He disappears out of my range for a few moments and then reappears in another region I can still ‘see’ into. Meanwhile, I sit in the cottage and feel a twisting pain in my stomach. I know it well. If I had to describe it, it would be if I lost my cane and was wandering around a place I didn’t know. That vague, nebulous fear of the unknown. 
 
    Uncertainty. And in my mind, the trickle of doubt becomes a nagging worm of fear. I silently urge Sir Kerrig to move faster. He’s at the edge of my vision, racing down the road with a group of six soldiers. And behind him, sneaking into my lands, is another group of Goblins. They rush towards the marker with axes in hand and chop at it. Another spot goes dark. I pray I’m not making a mistake. At least I can still see Durene and my army camped around their marker. I will be able to see the battle if it happens. 
 
    If it happens. I was about to order Wiskeria to assault the city by the end of the day or tomorrow at the latest. Now I’m not so certain. I pace back and forth in the cottage, waiting. Uncertain. 
 
    Afraid. 
 
      
 
    —— 
 
      
 
    There’s nothing I can do for now. Nothing but wait. So I leave Wiskeria’s cottage and go for a walk. It’s hardly restful. The instant I’m out the door, I’m besieged by my people. 
 
    Ah, my people. They come up to me with greetings, offers to run and get food if I’m hungry, well wishes—all pleasant things, but what they’re really coming to hear is whether or not there’s been a battle. The latest gossip, the facts from my mouth. I understand what they’re feeling but it’s not what I want to deal with, so I let Rie and Prost disperse the crowd. 
 
    Of course I understand my people’s anxiety. They’re worried. The confidence of a few days ago, of knowing the Goblins were on the run, is gone. Now they’re biting their nails, same as me. And they look to me for reassurance I can’t give them. 
 
    What a mess. Prost hurries up to me and gives me a cursory report. 
 
    “More folks are coming in from villages, sire. Families, friends of folk living here—and there’s three messengers screaming to speak to you directly.” 
 
    “Let Lady Rie handle it or talk to them yourself, Mister Prost. There’s nothing else I can say right now.” 
 
    “Yes, sire.” 
 
    I have to be alone. Steady myself. I walk away from Prost, towards the only people I want to be around. Bismarck and Frostwing. My bird has grown to the point where she’s self-sufficient, or at least, able to fly about and poop wherever she wants. And it just so happens that she enjoys perching on Bismarck while the bear lounges about. 
 
    “Silly bear.” 
 
    I walk up to the Mossbear and pat him affectionately. He snuffles my shirt, and Frostwing shrieks, perhaps sensing my mood. I stroke Frostwing’s head and let some of my tension go with the two animals. Before I know it, a good while has passed. Reluctantly, I pull myself back and check on Sir Kerrig’s progress. 
 
    “Damn. He’ll be gone for hours yet! And those Goblins are still taking down my totems!” 
 
    A marker behind Sir Kerrig and another a few miles west vanish. The Goblins keep destroying my totems, and they take a long time to replace! I should have sent Sir Kerrig back into the city and demanded this Chieftain stop while he came here. Argh. But the city’s still surrounded. I think of that and then frown. 
 
    “Nesor?” 
 
    I stride back into Riverfarm’s main street and find Lady Rie overseeing a group of arguing adults. They’re fighting over who gets a house next—a minor dispute fueled by their anxiety. I interrupt them and grab Rie. 
 
    “Your [Mage] is with the nobility. Come with me.” 
 
    I leave the villagers behind and head to the newest houses that we converted into temporary homes for the nobility when it became clear their stay would be longer than most. The nobles’ personal escorts guard the houses, sounding as bored as they seem in my mind. They stand straighter as I approach, and instantly, one of them goes to announce me. I walk into one of the houses and find Lady Bevia Veniford and a small collection of nobles sitting and having tea. That’s not what I mind. What I mind is Nesor, practically sandwiched between two of the younger [Ladies], teacup in hand. 
 
    “Why, Your Majesty! What a pleasant surprise!” 
 
    Lady Bevia rises instantly to greet me. I nod slightly to her as Lady Rie greets Bevia. 
 
    “Lady Bevia, it is as always a pleasure to speak with you. I trust you are not too starved of entertainment? I understand your current situation leaves much to be desired.” 
 
    She laughs, sounding two decades younger than Lady Rie tells me she is. 
 
    “This is far more than I would hope for given a Goblin army is marauding about the landscape, Your Majesty! I am quite content for the moment, as are my peers. We are somewhat starved for information, but we do try to keep up.” 
 
    “So I note. I see Nesor has been quite stolen away by the company here.” 
 
    The older [Lady] twinkles merrily at me. 
 
    “Yes, well, I’m afraid we are simply dying to know what is going on. Do forgive an old lady’s curiosity.” 
 
    “Of course. But I’m afraid I’m in need of Nesor’s services once again. Nesor?” 
 
    “Yes, Your Majesty! P-pardon me, miladies.” 
 
    He stands up, sounding relieved, guilty, and regretful at once. I excuse myself quickly from Lady Bevia and get out of the house as fast as I can. Lady Rie is mortified once we have a chance to speak in private. 
 
    “I am deeply ashamed, Emperor Laken. I had no notion that Nesor was being sought out like this. This is unacceptable. Please excuse him. Any man—and most women—would be hard-pressed to resist Lady Bevia’s charm.” 
 
    “I understand. But that cannot happen again. Nesor knows everything that’s been going on.” 
 
    “I will keep an eye on him. Please let me assure you—” 
 
    I listen to Rie’s apology, hear Nesor’s stammered plea for forgiveness, and let them go. It’s nothing more than I should have expected, honestly. The nobles have been playing their own game, sending [Message] spells of their own. I sigh and rub at my temples. 
 
    “I need a rest.” 
 
    “Would you like me to prepare a bed…?” 
 
    “No. I’ll nap in Wiskeria’s cottage. Just for an hour or two.” 
 
    So saying, I leave Rie and Nesor and lie down in Wiskeria’s bed, which is really my bed since I don’t think she’s used it as much as I have. War cottage indeed. I close my eyes and drift off, hoping that Sir Kerrig will get here by the time I wake. Only, it’s not that which wakes me. At first, I think I’m dreaming. But too late, I realize it’s reality and shoot out of bed. 
 
    “What the hell is going on now?” 
 
    Far, far north of Sir Kerrig who is yet an hour away from Riverfarm at the fastest gallop, I can sense something happening in Wiskeria’s camp. Soldiers are moving. I can sense horses being saddled, see someone blowing a horn. They begin moving as I sense the entire army moving. Horrified, I shout out loud. 
 
    “What’s happening?” 
 
      
 
    —— 
 
      
 
    Wiskeria looked down at the map of the landscape and cursed. She looked up at the [Mage] who’d just interrupted her in her tent and stared at him. 
 
    “You’re serious. That’s what he said?” 
 
    “I received the [Message] not a minute ago, General.” 
 
    The [Mage] rubbed at the shadows around his eyes. Wiskeria wished she could believe he had misinterpreted the [Message], but she had sent two follow-up spells and received the same reply, each time more impatient. Her knuckles went white as she gripped the edge of her table. 
 
    “What does he mean, the ‘situation has changed’?” 
 
    The mage yawned and then rubbed his eyes again before standing straighter. 
 
    “I do not know, General. But the order is immediate. No delays. If you wish, I can query a third time—” 
 
    “No. He must know something. Okay, now. Now.” 
 
    Wiskeria’s heart leapt in her chest. She stared at the map of the city and the Goblins. Attack. The last three messages had been explicit. She looked around desperately. 
 
    “Shit, shit, shit—sound the horns! Get me Beniar, and prepare to advance on the city! I want to hit it from the east and north and keep the Goblins off my back. Tell Tessia I want her firing throughout the battle! Hit those battlements now—” 
 
      
 
    —— 
 
      
 
    They’re attacking. I run out of my cottage and shout for Lady Rie. She approaches as I dash over to her, and I sense the people watching. But that doesn’t matter right now. 
 
    “Rie! The army is attacking the city!” 
 
    “What? But Your Majesty, you wished to wait—” 
 
    I’m already shaking my head. My mind is spinning. 
 
    “I didn’t order that. I sent no [Message].” 
 
    Lady Rie paled. I grab her shoulder and shake her roughly. 
 
    “Where the hell is Nesor? Get him. Now. And find the [Mage] the nobles have been using and stop them from casting any spells!” 
 
    “There may be other [Mages] or even members of the nobility capable of casting the spell, Emperor—” 
 
    “I don’t care! Get me Nesor!” 
 
    I whirl, searching for him. Where the hell is he? Only, he’s gone. I turn in place, but I’m scanning with my mind the entire time, and I sense no Nesor anywhere in the village. Anywhere in Riverfarm. 
 
    “Nesor? Where the hell has he gone? Where the hell is Nesor?” 
 
    Lady Rie has no idea. Nesor’s gone. Where she thought he was sitting in her cottage she finds no one. Only signs of a scuffle. And when I finally locate Nesor, unconscious, a lump on one head, dumped behind a stand of trees far outside the village, it’s too late. By the time I grab the other [Mage], order Wiskeria to pull back at once, the army is already advancing on the city. They’re already fighting. And all I can do is watch. 
 
      
 
    —— 
 
      
 
    It was Pyrite who saw the Humans coming. He didn’t expect it. He was rather surprised, to be honest. But when he saw the army coming, he didn’t hesitate. He stood and shouted an order. The Goblins looked up, surprised. An attack? But they’d done the peace thing! 
 
    It made no sense. But perhaps that was a lesson in itself. Pyrite hefted the battleaxe and stared at the wall of Humans coming at him. He pointed and bellowed orders. Goblins raced to grab pikes, and Redscar, Poisonbite, and the other Hobs ran to their units. Pyrite stared at the Humans. 
 
    They were shouting as they marched towards the city. Soon, they’d be in bow range. Behind them, the trebuchets were still firing. He saw a boulder crash into the wall of the city. He felt the stones shake. He stared at the Humans and felt his blood pumping. 
 
    So it would be a battle after all. This is what the Humans thought of Goblin peace? Very well. He lifted the battleaxe, and his eyes burned crimson. They had not seen a true battle yet. If they wanted to fight, fine. It was time to show them a Goblin’s war. 

  

 
   
    5.32 G 
 
      
 
    They appeared as dawn broke on the second day of the fighting. At first, no one noticed. Goblins in black armor raced up the slopes, pouring into tunnels abandoned by Tremborag’s forces. They clashed further into the mountain as larger Hobs and Goblins wearing magical gear began entering at key points. The Goblin Lord was sending his officers into battle, and the bloodshed was reaching an intensity far surpassing that of yesterday. 
 
    However, that fever pitch only applied to one side of the mountain. The Goblin Lord had elected to guard his camps rather than spread his forces across all sides of the mountain where he would surely be attacked. Thus, while the southern side was under direct siege and the eastern and western flanks were the site of ambushes and flanking actions, the rear was silent. That was not to say it was unguarded. 
 
    The Goblins on duty weren’t Tremborag’s finest warriors, but nor were they his most incompetent. They stayed still, rotating out regularly in their hiding places, keeping guard in case the Goblin Lord’s forces tried sneaking around back. They’d already killed two such parties at different spots, and the Goblins on duty weren’t worried. It would take a dedicated push to overwhelm their trapped tunnels, and it seemed like the Goblin Lord didn’t care to take more tunnels than he had. So the Goblins weren’t quite as vigilant as they should have been. Then again, it wouldn’t have mattered if they had been. 
 
    One of the tunnels located higher up the mountain was trapped with a collapsing tunnel. Unlike the other choke points or ambush sites, this trap was simple. If one of the six Goblin sentries hidden in an alcove at the back saw anything approaching, they would pull a rope and collapse several tons of rock and dirt on the intruders. The fact that six Goblins were still posted here was a sign of Garen’s watchfulness. 
 
    Currently, the sentries were taking turns guarding and napping. Four Goblins had to stay up while the other two got to sleep. It was a good system, and it allowed the Goblins to remain still without getting annoyed at the wait. Aside from the occasional snore and sound of someone being kicked, they were silent. 
 
    The sentry closest to the tunnel could see the light beginning to grow outside. Dawn was coming, and he was looking forwards to being relieved soon so he could eat. Of course, he might be called on to fight, but between eating and possibly dying or not eating, he was willing to take the risk. He’d been stationed here for eight hours and he was yawning when he saw something move. 
 
    Instantly, the Goblin grabbed his spear. The other Goblins looked up, alert. They peeked out of their alcove, staring for movement. They saw nothing. Only darkness, which to their eyes wasn’t that dark at all. The hungry sentry quickly relaxed as his mind identified the movement. It hadn’t been large enough to have been any kind of person. Rather, a rodent of some kind had entered the tunnel. 
 
    Sure enough, he saw something scurry across the ground. A little white mouse! It looked completely oblivious to the danger. The Goblin sentry licked his lips and lowered his spear. It wouldn’t be hard to grab the little thing, and it would be a good snack, if he could eat it before his friends noticed. He edged forwards. The mouse scurried a few feet closer. The Goblin waited, tense, focused. One more foot… 
 
    The shadows behind the Goblin moved. A hand shot out, and a black blade, invisible in the darkness, sliced across the Goblin’s neck. The Goblin choked. Surprised, his friends looked up. They saw a figure appear out of the shadows. They tried to scream, but the black dagger was faster. 
 
    The little white mouse scurried forwards until it came to the hiding place of the Goblins. It paused there, whiskers twitching, as it sniffed the air. Six figures lay in the small alcove. Two had died in their sleep. The other four had died almost instantly. The killer who had blended so perfectly with the shadows turned as she wiped her knife blade. She bent and made the first sound, offering her hand to the little mouse. 
 
    “Come on, Keri. Shh.” 
 
    The little mouse scurried up her sleeve. The Human woman smiled as she tucked Keri into her belt pouch. Then she took two steps and vanished into the shadows. She made no sound as she moved ahead. The [Rogue] listened carefully as she approached a point where her tunnel opened up into a larger one. She froze a few feet from a torch lit ahead of her and reached for Keri’s belt pouch again. 
 
    “It’s us, Minerva.” 
 
    Someone spoke ahead of her. Minerva froze and then stepped into the light. She spotted nine other figures, most dressed in black, some in dark green or grey. She nodded at the man who’d spoken. He was holding a shortbow and crouching over a pair of dead Hobs. Each had an arrow through the eye. 
 
    “You’re late.” 
 
    His voice was low and reproving. Minerva shrugged. 
 
    “I cleared my tunnel.” 
 
    “With your pet mouse again? Too slow.” 
 
    “It gets the job done. Anyone run into difficulties?” 
 
    “None. They had a patrol and I think the two Hobs were about to check on things, but we heard them coming.” 
 
    The man nodded to the downed Hobs. Minerva nodded. She glanced around. One of the other figures was kneeling and fumbling with what looked like glowing chalk and a glowing blue mana stone. His grumbling was quiet, no more than a gnat’s buzzing. Still, all of the shadowy infiltrators heard him perfectly. 
 
    “Fecking rune inscriptions. Why can’t those idiotic [Mages] figure out a better way to draw this? Using a piece of parchment? Do they know how hard it is to draw on broken ground with chalk that breaks with every second—ah. Got it.” 
 
    He straightened and nodded at the others. Minerva saw him place the mana stone in the center of the diagram. To her eyes, it looked like a circle with far too many wavy lines moving slowly towards the center in a dizzying pattern. But as the mana stone was placed, she saw her leader, Jackal, lower his shortbow and pull a scroll out. He had a quill ready and wrote on the parchment. A short message, barely more than a word. Then he rolled the scroll up and tapped it twice on his palm. It glowed brightly and then vanished. 
 
    “Sloppy. Mages have no idea how much that light travels.” 
 
    The grumbler had an opinion on the magic scroll too. Minerva agreed, but she kept her mouth shut as she stood in place. She didn’t have to wait long. The circle on the ground began to glow brightly, and the mana stone shone with pure blue light. The nine others stood back and shielded their eyes, preserving their night vision. Minerva heard a low pop and then voices. 
 
    “Ah. Here we are. Someone send a [Message] spell back to the others and let them know we’ve arrived safely, would you?” 
 
    A half-Elf with bright silver eyes and a few grey hairs looked around. He didn’t appear as old as some of his companions—one was a woman with a classic witch’s hat who looked positively ancient—but he gave Minerva the same impression as her grandfather had. He was carrying a wand whose tip was set with a fiery gem carved to match the wood. His robes shimmered with an odd, pulsating pattern. He, like his companions, practically shone in the darkness. 
 
    Mages. They looked to Jackal. The [Ranger] grimaced. 
 
    “Can you cancel all those light spells? This is a stealth mission for the moment!” 
 
    “We’ll stay well behind you. But some of us need light to see.” 
 
    “Fine. Then we’ll take the attack group north. We’ve scouted ahead a small ways. We’ll launch the attack in seven minutes as planned. We’re on time.” 
 
    Jackal had a map. As the others crowded around, he went over it. Minerva had already memorized it, but she looked anyways. The map was old, positively decrepit, but it was a good guide of what Dwarfhalls Rest had looked like in ages past. 
 
    “Remember your orders. Keep an eye out for Goblins in black armor, and do not engage if possible. Defend yourselves if need be, but our goal is to cause havoc and retreat at the first sign of danger.” 
 
    The old [Witch] made a laughing, snorting sound. 
 
    “You don’t have to tell us that, boy. We’re not getting paid enough to die here.” 
 
    “Then keep an eye out for this Great Chieftain or his lieutenants. As soon we finish securing the area, we’ll move in our warriors. So ward spells first. We’ll detrap if you hold here.” 
 
    “Easy.” 
 
    One of the [Mages] was already looking towards the tunnel and muttering a spell. Jackal looked towards Minerva. 
 
    “While we do that, we’re sending another group on a scouting mission.” 
 
    The old half-Elf raised his eyebrows. 
 
    “No one spoke to me about that.” 
 
    “This isn’t part of our job. Five of us are going to look for prisoners. There’s a team that vanished here on reconnaissance a week ago. Keening Hunt.” 
 
    One of the [Mages] nodded. 
 
    “I’ve heard of them. You think they’re alive?” 
 
    Jackal didn’t immediately reply. 
 
    “If they are, we’ll find them.” 
 
    “If they are alive, they might not want to be.” 
 
    The old [Witch] tilted her pointed hat. Jackal looked at her. 
 
    “I have a pass that grants me a personal audience with the Healer of Tenbault. If they’re alive, they’ll be made whole.” 
 
    “Ah. Well, best of luck. We’ll hold things here.” 
 
    The [Witch] grinned, showing a few missing teeth. Jackal stood. Minerva and four others followed Jackal into the shadows as the [Mages] began casting ward spells, arguing quietly. The other four infiltrators slipped backwards, removing the traps they’d found on their way in. The [Mages] waited patiently in their now secure entryway until they heard fast footsteps and the jingle of metal on metal. The [Witch] grinned and raised a gnarled staff. 
 
    “Alright. Enough waiting. We’re on a time limit, aren’t we? Let’s cause some trouble, children.” 
 
    She strode down the tunnel as the first of the Gold-rank [Warriors] and less stealthy classes raced into the tunnel. The [Witch] walked down the corridor until she saw a patrol of Goblins heading her way to check on the defenders here. They stared as she grinned and raised her staff. 
 
    “[Grand Fireball]!” 
 
    The explosion filled the tunnel with a roar of heat and flame. The Goblins vanished. The [Witch] cackled, and the half-Elf with silver eyes sighed. Then he strode past her, wand raised. The adventurers behind him advanced as the alarm spread throughout the mountain. 
 
      
 
    —— 
 
      
 
    “Humans? Why are they here?” 
 
    Reiss stared at Snapjaw as he stood over the rough map of Tremborag’s fortress. The Hobgoblin female shook her head. 
 
    “Dunno, Lord. But Humans are here! Throwing big spells!” 
 
    The Goblin Lord growled. Of all the times! He glanced at Osthia. The Drake was listening intently. 
 
    “How many?” 
 
    “Small number. Less than…thirty. All here. This here.” 
 
    Snapjaw struggled with the common tongue as she pointed to a spot far north of the fighting between Reiss and Tremborag’s forces. Reiss stared grimly at the spot. 
 
    “Gold-rank?” 
 
    The answering silence was all he needed to hear. Reiss stared at the occupied spot. 
 
    “How many dead Goblins?” 
 
    “Us? Few. Tremborag? Lots!” 
 
    Surprised, Reiss looked up. Snapjaw grinned. 
 
    “Adventurers aiming at his Goblins! Not many ours go there. Now big trouble for others!” 
 
    That was true. As Reiss studied the map, he saw exactly how advantageous the spot was for his forces. They didn’t have to go near the Humans, and Tremborag had another front to fight on. Still, the presence of so many Gold-rank adventurers made him uneasy. And the next report that came in from a breathless [Scout] made him warier still. 
 
    “Humans marching! Thousands! Thousands of thousands!” 
 
      
 
    —— 
 
      
 
    Tremborag roared, throwing his scout across the banquet hall. Garen saw the little Goblin crash into a table and go still. The Great Chieftain of the Mountain didn’t care. He turned, roaring. 
 
    “An army? Now of all times?” 
 
    The news that came to both the Goblin Lord and Tremborag’s forces was like a physical blow. An army of Humans had been spotted marching towards the mountain. Fast. 
 
    “Many Humans coming this way. On horses! Many on foot behind. Moving fast!” 
 
    One of Garen’s remaining Redfang Warriors explained the situation, watching Tremborag warily. Garen peered at the map, growling as his warrior traced a huge wave of Humans coming south. Tremborag growled as well. 
 
    “Humans! Mounted on horses? And on foot?” 
 
    “Rushing. They must be using Skills to move their army here, Great Chieftain. They’ve left their slower forces behind. They’ll be here by nightfall.” 
 
    Ulvama’s voice was soft. Sultry. She stood by Tremborag, stroking his arm, trying to soothe him. But Tremborag was enraged. He turned towards Ulvama, and she stepped back quickly. 
 
    “An army. Coming for the Goblin Lord at last? Or I? They already crawl into my mountain!” 
 
    “Gold-rank teams. Good ones.” 
 
    Garen had already heard the reports. [Mages], blasting any Goblins who approached down the tunnels, [Warriors] and [Rogues] pushing down other ones. He gritted his teeth, trying to figure out how to take down so many. If his tribe had been here—! 
 
    “We are surrounded, Great Chieftain.” 
 
    Ulvama tried not to look worried, but she and the other Goblins were clearly uneasy. Tremborag glared at her. Then, surprisingly, he laughed. 
 
    “Is my Chief [Shaman] afraid? Do you fear Humans more than the Goblin Lord, Ulvama?” 
 
    She didn’t immediately reply. Tremborag bent, staring at her with a giant grin. 
 
    “We are surrounded. But it is not just we. The Goblin Lord sees the Humans coming. And they come for him as well as I. But he is in the open. And I have my mountain!” 
 
    He turned to Garen. And now Tremborag’s eyes narrowed with calculation. 
 
    “We hold the mountain. If the Humans come, the Goblin Lord must fight or run. Is that not so, Redfang?” 
 
    Garen nodded. He was trying to imagine what Rags would say in this situation. Lacking her insight, he had to go with his gut, and he knew what Tremborag was thinking. 
 
    “Goblin Lord fights now and takes mountain. Or gives up and runs.” 
 
    “And the Humans have to choose between trying to besiege this mountain or chasing him. And then we will be fighting Humans in my domain. Easier than Goblins, perhaps.” 
 
    Tremborag grinned. Garen nodded too, but he was less certain. He stared at the map. Humans. Coming now. It made sense in one way—they had both Goblin sides occupied. But he felt uneasy, and not just because of the sudden attack. He felt like something else was coming, like a dagger in the night. He turned. Tremborag looked at him. 
 
    “Where are you going?” 
 
    Garen turned his head back as he drew his sword. 
 
    “Getting ready. You should too. Goblin Lord not running yet.” 
 
    “No. He will come here first.” 
 
    Tremborag smiled once more. He bared all his teeth and raised his voice. 
 
    “He will come into the mountain rather than flee. So come, tribe! We go hunting for the Goblin Lord’s head.” 
 
    He roared, and his Goblins roared with him. They streamed into the mountain as the waves of black Goblins began pouring in from every tunnel. And among them strode a Goblin with black eyes, surrounded by the undead and Hobs. He pointed and shot death from his fingertips. Tremborag roared as he tore into the Goblin Lord’s soldiers, and Garen and his warriors entered the battle. Now, they were on a time limit. At the same time, the Human adventurers who’d occupied the northern tunnels stopped advancing and fortified their position. They were waiting. 
 
      
 
    —— 
 
      
 
    Day 105 
 
      
 
    I have never seen lightning. But I have heard thunder. To me, it is terrifying. A sound that comes during rain. Only, there is no flash of light to alert me. No hint. Just the boom of sound, sometimes terrifyingly close. I’ve often wondered what lightning must look like. A…fork of electricity hitting the ground? From the sky? I used to wonder. 
 
    Now I think I understand. Lightning is a flash of light. Something searing. A bolt of electricity from the heavens, extremely hot, striking out of nowhere. I feel one shoot through my body now, a bolt of pure energy. And the thunder is my racing heartbeat. 
 
    It’s too late to stop anything. Too late for anything but regrets. All the pieces are in motion. My army is clashing with the Goblins somewhere out of my range of—vision. I can still sense the two trebuchets, sense Tessia and her team rushing to reload the slings, wind back the arms. But what they are firing at, how the battle is going, I have no idea. All I can focus on is the small band rushing ever closer to my position. 
 
    “He warned me of this. I suppose I grew overconfident. Until I came here, I didn’t know what seeing was like. So I forgot to watch my back. But I was warned. I wonder how he knew so much.” 
 
    “Your Majesty?” 
 
    I hear a nervous voice. I am sitting in my throne room, and my advisors are gathered around me. Two out of four, rather. Beniar and Wiskeria are fighting. Prost and Rie stand with me, as does Gamel. It is deathly silent here. They’re all watching me. But I have nothing to tell them about the battle. I’m thinking about treachery. 
 
    I was warned. I should have been more vigilant. Odveig, or rather, Sacra was one thing. But I was told by a…friend that spies would be the least of my trials. And they were right. 
 
    Someone knocked out Nesor. Someone sent a [Message] from Riverfarm ordering Wiskeria to attack. Or perhaps they didn’t need to be in Riverfarm? Only now do I realize how easy it is to fake a [Message] spell. 
 
    I should have established a password. I should have watched the nobles, put a guard on Nesor. But again, it is far too late for regrets. All my focus is turned towards Sir Kerrig, riding towards me. 
 
    Too late for peace? Perhaps. But I want to know what he has to say. As I focus on him, another part of the landscape vanishes into oblivion. My vision of my lands is breaking, piece by piece. And only now do I see the pattern. 
 
    “Clever.” 
 
    “What is? Emperor Laken?” 
 
    I don’t reply to Lady Rie. She sounds anxious. Prost and Gamel just watch me. Slowly, I stand. Thunder becomes my heartbeat. 
 
    “Sir Kerrig will reach the village in minutes. Prost, Gamel, Rie, with me. We have time, so we might as well put on a show.” 
 
    “Yes, Your Majesty.” 
 
    The two men fall in behind me as I stride from the throne. Lady Rie hesitates only a moment before following. 
 
    “Ah, Your Majesty. How fortunate we could meet.” 
 
    A voice greets me the instant I leave the meeting hall. I turn my head, but I already know who stands there. Lady Bevia. I do not smile towards her as I’ve done before. She’s gathered the other nobles with her. And their retainers. She can sense it too. Or perhaps she knows something I don’t? 
 
    “Lady Bevia. Join me if you wish.” 
 
    I stride past her. Towards the eastern side of the village. I walk past rows of houses, many unfinished. But if I compare it to what Riverfarm looked like a month ago—we’ve done so much. I can tell my people are watching me, some following. They fear. I haven’t been a good leader of late. Making strategic decisions, managing my lands, all that is part of it. But the other part is being an [Emperor]. So I walk with my back held high. 
 
    Somewhere overhead, Frostwing is circling. Bismarck snuffles in the forest, hunting for snacks. I call them as I walk towards the gates. And now I hear hoof beats. 
 
    Close. I stop and wait, sensing a group of six riding towards me. The horses are lathered with sweat—they’ve changed them twice. One of the horses has lost a shoe. The riders look tired from the frantic ride. But here they are. I sense a man dressed in worn clothing in front. 
 
    Sir Kerrig. Perhaps he’s a handsome man. Perhaps he’s everything a [Knight] should be. Wiskeria seemed to think he was genuine. But in my mind, he is just a man. Well-built, clearly muscled, but lacking anything else about him. He has no armor. He has a sword, borrowed from one of the soldiers. And as he draws his horse up and dismounts, I can sense him looking at me. 
 
    Behind me, the villagers watch as Sir Kerrig hesitantly approaches. He glances past me at the waiting nobility, at Lady Rie and Mister Prost, at Gamel hovering warily at my side. What he thinks I can’t fathom. Slowly, Sir Kerrig bows deeply to me. 
 
    “Your Majesty. I beg forgiveness for my rude appearance and the unseemly nature of my request. I am Sir Kerrig Louis, a [Knight] sworn to the service of Lady Bethal Walchaís. I humbly beg a private audience—” 
 
    “You are too late.” 
 
    My voice is loud in my ears. Sir Kerrig breaks off, confused. 
 
    “Your Majesty?” 
 
    “You are too late, Sir Kerrig. A battle has begun between my army and the Goblins.” 
 
    A murmur sweeps through the people behind me. Anxious. Many did not know. I sense Sir Kerrig pale. 
 
    “But I was assured by your General—Emperor Laken, I beg you to reconsider! If there is a chance yet—” 
 
    “Be silent.” 
 
    The man shuts up. I stare towards the east more for the look for the thing than anything else. Now, how would you say this? Old English? 
 
    “I am wroth with you, Sir Kerrig. Not just you. I have spies and saboteurs in my empire, it seems. Those who plot against me. Though I do not know what I have done to wrong them. They will be found and hunted. As for you—I am furious towards you, Sir Kerrig.” 
 
    I hear him gulp. He’s wise enough not to open his mouth, though. I wait a beat. Yes. I’m sure. 
 
    “Goblins. Peace. None of that bothers me. I wanted to listen to you. I held back because I wished to know what you had to say. But I should not have listened.” 
 
    “Sire?” 
 
    Now. I turn my head towards Sir Kerrig and open my eyes. I don’t know what he sees. I’m told my eyes are different than…normal. A blind man’s eyes stare at him until I cannot help but blink. So I close my eyes. 
 
    “Tell me you did not conspire with the Goblins, Sir Kerrig. Swear to me here, on your honor as a [Knight].” 
 
    “Your Majesty! I would never do such a thing! I came here to broker peace, but treachery would go against everything I believe in!” 
 
    Sir Kerrig’s voice is genuine. I nod. 
 
    “I believe you. But that does not change the fact—” 
 
    I break off and turn my head east again. At first, I thought it was just more sabotage. It was hard to spot a pattern. But the closer he got, the closer Sir Kerrig came, the more obvious it was. A marker falling here. A group of Goblins racing to hack another down. Another blank spot in my mind. 
 
    It’s like a spider web of oblivion around the Goblins. But the pattern changes towards Riverfarm. I sense a…path. Heading towards me. And another marker falls ten miles north. I know. 
 
    “Your Majesty?” 
 
    I turn my head back to Sir Kerrig. I smile at him, wearily. Thunder. 
 
    “You were followed, Sir Kerrig. The Goblins followed you here.” 
 
    I hear a sharp gasp from behind me. A scream. Someone faints. A noble. In the silence, before shock can become anything else, I turn. 
 
    “Mister Prost? Lady Rie? Raise the alarm. I want palisades built in every spot we can find. Arm every villager with weapons. The Goblins are coming.” 
 
    I turn and walk back into the village. Sir Kerrig stares at my back as people begin running. I ignore it all. In the distance, I can sense the battle raging. And I pray, though there are no gods in this world. 
 
    “Don’t die, Durene. Be safe.” 
 
      
 
    —— 
 
      
 
    Tyrion saw the [Message] flash into the scroll at his side. The [Lord] didn’t bother to stop riding—he transferred the reins to one hand and rode as his horse surged beneath him. The landscape blurred as he and his escort rode across the ground impossibly fast. Tyrion’s brow creased as he read the message once and then twice. Then he tossed it over his shoulder. 
 
    A hand caught it. The man riding behind Tyrion inspected the scroll, and Tyrion Veltras turned his head. 
 
    “We are moving too slowly. Advance to a gallop! Anyone unable to keep up will be left behind. Now. [Wildwind Ride]!” 
 
    The man behind him raised his fist. 
 
    “[Quick Gallop]!” 
 
    The lines of riders behind the two sped up as if pushed from behind. The riders sped down the road, hurrying onwards. They had to be on time. Tyrion pushed ahead, demanding more speed from his warhorse. They could not afford to make a mistake. Not now. 
 
      
 
    —— 
 
      
 
    Pyrite stood on the walls as the Humans marched towards him. The flurry of movement, the rush to prepare slowed before his eyes into a steady march. He nodded. That was basic. Running all the way towards the city would tire soldiers needlessly. Even a hundred foot dash mattered when a life-or-death fight stood at the end of it. 
 
    The way the army moved, the unsubtle way in which the infantry advanced with archers behind and the cavalry forming two wings on either side, all of it told Pyrite that the army and leader was new. Raw. Inexperienced. For all that, they were deadly. He remembered them attacking again and again. Dangerous. He didn’t underestimate Humans. 
 
    Around him, Pyrite could hear war horns bellowing. Goblins rushed to the walls with crossbows while more formed into their units of pikes or infantry. All without him needing to bellow orders. That was a testament to Rags’ skill. Pyrite slowly lifted his battleaxe and walked down the broken steps, taking care not to trip on rubble and break something. That would be…silly. 
 
    His nerves were humming, but Pyrite’s chest was surprisingly cold. The Humans roared as they advanced, beating drums, shouting a name. 
 
    “La-ken! La-ken!” 
 
    Pyrite could hear them screaming other words. 
 
    “The Unseen Emperor!” 
 
    “Riverfarm!” 
 
    “Death to the Goblin scum!” 
 
    That last one was funny. It was hard to get a group to shout that. Pyrite shook his head. A good chant should be simple. Easy to grasp and repeat. Cadence mattered. 
 
    Cadence. What a nice word. It sounded to Pyrite like the measured gait of a horse. He stared blankly up at the blue sky for a moment as he paused before the gates. He could tell that hundreds, thousands of Goblins were looking at him. They were expecting his leadership. The problem was…Pyrite wasn’t angry. 
 
    Not at the moment. He just felt tired. Tired, upset—but not angry. And he needed to be. Pyrite understood what the Humans would do if they entered the city. So he dragged his gaze away from the sky and focused. 
 
    “Pikes.” 
 
    The Goblins at the gates straightened. They were ready to fend off waves of Humans. Pyrite looked around. Poisonbite and Quietstab were running towards him. They would do. 
 
    “Quietstab. Walls. You shoot Humans. Aim for archers. Poisonbite, sides. Keep Humans from entering city.” 
 
    Quietstab nodded. Poisonbite took one look around in disbelief. 
 
    “City has big holes in walls! By myself?” 
 
    Pyrite nodded absently. Poisonbite opened her mouth to shout, and he looked at her. Something must have been on his face, because she waited for him to speak. 
 
    “You guard holes. Take some pikes. Your raiders. Guard. We go out.” 
 
    “Out?” 
 
    The Goblin stared at Pyrite. He nodded. He raised his voice. 
 
    “Pikes! Outside city! Hobs! Follow! Redfangs! Here!” 
 
    The Goblins didn’t hesitate. They were trained, and more importantly, they respected him. They rushed out of the city, shouting, as Hobs followed them. Pyrite saw a group of Goblins with red stripes on their cheeks and arms approach. 
 
    “Pyrite?” 
 
    One of them, a female Redfang, glanced up at him warily. Pyrite nodded. 
 
    “Special job. You follow. Rest go fight.” 
 
    They listened and then ran past Pyrite as he strode past the gates. The Goblins were all clustered in front of the city. The Human army had slowed its advance, clearly surprised. Pyrite was not. He pointed and shouted. 
 
    “Big walls are back-shield! Move there!” 
 
    The Goblins understood. Instantly, they backed up, until their backs were to the walls of the shattered city. Pyrite nodded. Yes, this made sense. Defending a city with big holes in its walls was hard. Especially since a lot of the weapons the Goblins used would be cumbersome on the battlements. The Humans had reach and the numbers to flood the gaps. But fighting with their backs to the walls would prevent the Goblins from being surrounded. And the Goblins with crossbows now had a massive height advantage over the Humans with bows. 
 
    The Humans were coming. Pyrite stared at the rows of pikes. The Humans had nothing like them. Long, twenty-foot staves of wood, sharpened to a point and capped with metal tips. Oh, the Humans had spears and shorter pikes of their own, but Rags had drilled her Goblins to use these extreme versions in combat. 
 
    They hadn’t done much good against the Humans before. The nighttime raids, the way the Humans had picked apart his defenses—all of that had driven Pyrite to despair. But as Rags had pointed out, that wasn’t how the pikes were meant to be used. And back then, his tribe had been suffering from the poison gas. Most hadn’t been able to breathe. 
 
    They could breathe now. Pyrite strode towards the front of the army. He passed by rows of Goblins. They looked at him. Some waved. Pyrite nodded to them, grunting. He wished he had something to chew. But he’d choke on that. 
 
    “Hobs.” 
 
    There was a line of a hundred Hobs waiting just behind the front row of pike Goblins. They turned as Pyrite walked past them. They were all veterans of battle. They all came from different tribes. They grinned as Pyrite passed. A Hobgoblin with feathers behind both ears sharpened her iron axe. Another, gaunt and thin, squatted with two spears in hand. He stood as Pyrite passed and spoke a word. 
 
    “Goldstone.” 
 
    He was from Pyrite’s tribe. Another Goblin with a crude piercing in her ear grinned at him. She had brighter red eyes than most. Yet another Hob reached out, and Pyrite touched fists gently. The Hob grinned, exposing a missing gap in his teeth. 
 
    Friends. Pyrite knew some by name. Others had no names but he knew their face, the way they ate. Pyrite strode to the head of the unit of Hobs and stared at the Human army. Closer now. They were slowing, and he could hear someone shouting orders, trying to time their charge. 
 
    Now would be the time. Pyrite looked up at the sky and then around. A sea of green faces and red eyes stared at him. There was fear there. Trust too. Pyrite knew this was the moment. But he was still not angry. Not yet. So he looked up and searched the lines of Humans until— 
 
    Ah. There. He saw a familiar Human among the rest. One of the riders was covered in steel armor. So was his warhorse. He was gesturing excitedly. Pyrite remembered him riding through the camp, cutting down Goblins, shouting at his soldiers to slaughter them in the dark. The Chieftain felt something jump in his chest. 
 
    Then he saw the Human woman in the pointed hat. He remembered her too. He remembered poison, a dark cloud stealing over the camp. He remembered the sound of Goblins choking, the burning in the air. He remembered the dead. He remembered a grieving child. 
 
    That was enough. Pyrite lifted his battleaxe. It didn’t feel so heavy now. He let the feeling build in his chest. Helplessness. Fury. Anger. Grief. He had told Sir Kerrig, told Welca Caveis that his tribe didn’t fight Humans. But that wasn’t true. Mostly they’d run. But sometimes you fought. Sometimes it was fight or die. Sometimes it mattered. Pyrite took a deep breath and roared. 
 
    There was no word. The sound froze the Humans. It tore through the air, a bellow, a blast of sound louder than the drums, the thump of a trebuchet firing. It was the sound of rage. Pyrite roared again and saw the Humans flinch. He pointed his battleaxe. His voice was raw as he bellowed. 
 
    “Charge!” 
 
    The Goblins did. The stunned Humans were over a hundred feet away. It was bad to run so far. But it was worse to stand and watch something coming at you. The nerve of the front row broke. They charged, ignoring their officers’ calls to wait for the signal. 
 
    Pyrite was not in the first wave. He heard the Goblins screaming, a high-pitched sound mixed with the roars of the Hobs. He saw the pikes reach the Human lines, saw the Humans trying to slow, raise shields. Too late. The front row of pike Goblins speared the Humans and then the second wave ran past the pikes and attacked the survivors. 
 
    “Dead gods!” 
 
    The scream came from the Human lines. The pike charge was deadly. Across the battlefield, the front rank of the Human army collided with the Goblins and disappeared. Then the second wave of Goblins rolled in, fighting with the thrusting pikes. 
 
    “Hobs!” 
 
    Pyrite roared as he charged forwards. The Goblins in front of him heard the sound and moved, some dropping their pikes to get out of the way. The Human soldiers rushed into the gap and then saw Pyrite leading a hundred of the biggest Hobs straight at them. 
 
    Most Humans had not seen a Hob before. They laughed at the idea of a Goblin as big as they were. They screamed as Pyrite charged. The Hob lifted his battleaxe and swung it at the first Human holding a tower shield. He felt the enchanted axe slice through the wooden shield and felt resistance. He bellowed as he swung through and saw the Human go flying in two pieces. 
 
    “Forwards!” 
 
    The battleaxe wasn’t like his old axe. When Pyrite swung it, he had to put every inch of force he possessed into the swing. No one could stand around him. With each swing, Pyrite cut down Humans, the enchanted axe burning through flesh, setting Humans ablaze. He struck the earth and watched flames burst from the axe head, scaring the Humans. 
 
    Forwards. Behind and around Pyrite, the Hobs charged the Humans overwhelming them. The Hob with feathers behind her ears grabbed a shield and pulled it aside before cleaving a skull in. The Hob with two spears charged, throwing one before impaling someone else on the second. The lines of Humans wavered as Pyrite led his group forwards. 
 
    But that was one spot in the battle. Pyrite stopped after advancing fifteen paces and stared around. Where was— 
 
    There. The Human in armor was circling. He hadn’t been part of the clash of infantry. His cavalry were aiming for the Goblins’ weak spot. And he had found it! An unguarded right flank. The pike Goblins were pressing forwards, forgetting to watch their right in their excitement. And in the Humans came. They charged forwards, whooping, holding their shields up as the Goblins on the walls pelted them with arrows, trying to slow them. Too late. They hit the Goblins from the side. 
 
      
 
    —— 
 
      
 
    “We’ve got them! Those damn pikes don’t mean a thing if they aren’t pointed our way! Hit them and cut in!” 
 
    Beniar shouted as he charged into the group of Goblins. He looked down at the first Goblin and was rewarded with a green face staring up at him in horror. His blade slashed down— 
 
    And the Goblin blocked it. Beniar felt his blade bounce off a buckler. As the momentum carried him forwards, Beniar half-turned his head to stare back. He saw the Goblin stagger with the blow and then turn. And grin. And then Beniar had to twist in his saddle or be impaled on an enchanted spear aimed for his belly. 
 
    “What the—” 
 
    The charge of his cavalry had stopped. The Goblins were fighting back! Some had been killed in the first charge, but the rest were dodging and parrying and blocking strikes from above and cutting back with skill. Beniar felt his stomach lurch. These weren’t ordinary Goblins! And then he saw the red stripes painted on the Goblin with the spear that was trying to unhorse him. 
 
    Redfang Goblins. They abandoned their pikes and disguises and drew their weapons. Beniar’s cavalry found themselves surrounded by veterans. They shouted in panic, trying to wheel, but the Redfang Warriors darted past them, hamstringing horses and swarming the individual riders. 
 
    “Fall back! Retreat!” 
 
    The [Captain] howled the words and tried to turn. But the Redfangs refused to let his force go, and then Beniar saw another group headed towards them. Not Humans. Goblins mounted on Carn Wolves. Beniar fought desperately to break free, slashing a Redfang Warrior across the head and cutting down another. He and his [Riders] raced away as the Carn Wolves chased them. They had to pull back towards the safety of their army, which meant that the mounted Redfangs were free to attack with no one to chase them. 
 
      
 
    —— 
 
      
 
    Pyrite heard a howl as the Redfangs mounted on Carn Wolves rode past him. They charged into the Humans’ flank from the right. Pyrite pointed and bellowed. 
 
    “Squish!” 
 
    Instantly, he and his Hobs charged towards the same spot. The Humans were crushed between both forces and broke, screaming. Pyrite pointed, and the Redfang [Raid Leader] nodded. She whistled, and her warriors broke away. They rode back to another spot on the battlefield where the Goblins were struggling to fight the Humans. 
 
    Across the battlefield, Pyrite could sense the Human [General] struggling to keep up. He bared his teeth, feeling the blood on his chest and arms cooling. It wasn’t so easy, was it? Not in a fair fight. An ambush was one thing, but this? This was strategy! This was tactics! And his tribe was better than the Humans. He turned, ready to slash across the Humans now that their right flank was gone. That was when he saw her. 
 
    Among the Humans, there was little variation in height. They were tall and they were short, but compared to the Goblins and Hobs, they were uniform. Except for one. A tall, grey-skinned…warrior was fighting on the left flank. And she was the tallest person Pyrite had seen save for Tremborag himself. 
 
    Her skin was grey, like stone. It had cracks in it, as if her body were still part earth. But though her shoulders were broad and she wore thick leather armor, she was clearly female. A crude metal helmet guarded her face, and she carried a massive wooden club and a shield that looked like it had been a door once. Even Goblins would agree that her equipment looked patchwork. But when she swung her club— 
 
    Pyrite saw a Hob try to guard against the swing. He saw the Hob raise a round shield, saw the club smash into the shield, deform the metal, crush the Hob’s head. The next swing battered the dead Hob aside as if he were a leaf. The warrior with the club turned and swung at a series of pikes rushing towards her. The blow shattered the thick wood and tore the pikes from the Goblins’ hands. The second swing scattered Goblins, breaking their line. 
 
    Humans rushed past the grey-skinned female as she took a breath. She raised her shield and blocked a flurry of crossbow bolts aimed at her. One passed by her shield and struck her in the shoulder. She staggered, but the bolt fell from her shoulder. It hadn’t managed to puncture her skin. 
 
    Pyrite stared. What was that strange warrior? She was no Human. He tried to fit her appearance, but it was only after he heard her bellow and swing again that the image clicked in his head. 
 
    Troll. Or rather, half-Troll. She was too small to be a true Troll. But half-Troll or not, she was single-handedly pushing his tribe back! Pyrite saw her swing and kill a group of five Goblins charging her. His eyes narrowed. Pyrite pointed. 
 
    “There!” 
 
    His Hobs turned. They stormed after Pyrite as he charged across the battlefield towards the half-Troll. She turned as he approached and a warning went up. 
 
    “The Chieftain’s coming! Durene, get back!” 
 
    She refused to run. Durene, if that was her name, spread her arms and raised her bloody club and shield. Pyrite roared as he charged towards her. They met in a clash as he swung his battleaxe and she swung her club. 
 
    His swing was too slow. Pyrite realized it halfway and changed his grip. He lifted his battleaxe instead to catch the club as it came down towards his head. He caught the blow on the steel haft of the battleaxe. He was ready for a crushing blow. He braced and then— 
 
    Something struck Pyrite from above. He heard a crack as his arms gave way, and then the force of the blow knocked him off his feet. He hit the ground harder than he could remember in years. Pyrite blinked upwards, dazed. His arm felt—bad. Then he saw the club rising and heard the cheers. Pyrite watched it go up and then fall down. Then he remembered he should dodge. 
 
    He rolled and heard another thud. The impact alone made his bones vibrate! Pyrite got up, reached for his battleaxe, and realized it was on the ground. He reached for it and saw a wall of wood coming at him. 
 
    Durene charged Pyrite with her shield up. Instinctively Pyrite grabbed it to push her back, but she slammed the shield into his face! Again, Pyrite felt his head go white. He reached up and grabbed the arm as Durene raised her club to strike him. He saw her arm tense— 
 
    “Hah!” 
 
    With one twist, Durene flung Pyrite backwards. He crashed into two Hobs who cried out from pain as he landed. Pyrite felt them push at him and got up slowly. He stared at Durene as the Humans around her cheered. 
 
    Strong. Far, far too strong. Pyrite had seen Trolls fight. He’d fought a Troll once. Durene wasn’t as strong as a Troll. She was stronger. Somehow. 
 
    How? Pyrite’s mind raced as he saw Durene adjust her grip and come charging towards him. His mind worked frantically even as his body ran forwards. It had to be a Skill. A strength Skill. Imagine a Troll with [Lesser Strength] or— 
 
    Another swing from the club. This one came from the side, right at stomach-level. Pyrite dropped and rolled under it. He heard a grunt of surprise—Durene must not have thought he could move that fast. On the ground, Pyrite stared up. She was turning, arm raised for another killing blow. 
 
    Confidence in her eyes. She knew she was strong. She must not have ever met anyone stronger. And she wouldn’t on this battlefield. Pyrite knew he was too weak. He didn’t have his battleaxe. Still. He stared as the club began to fall and stood. As he did, he grabbed the half-Troll girl’s inner knee and pulled up. 
 
    It wasn’t easy. Durene was as big as Pyrite and heavy. She was braced and poised well. Another Skill? But Pyrite was strong and he had her leg. He just had to pull up and then Durene was standing on one leg. Her club struck his shoulder hard, and Pyrite groaned as he felt another crack, but she had bad posture. Durene waved her arms and cursed, and Pyrite pulled her leg up a tiny bit more. 
 
    Down she went. Durene fell as the Humans and Hobs fell around her. She lost her grip on her shield, dropped her club to break her fall. She surged up as Pyrite stood and checked himself. He nodded as Durene grabbed her club. Then he kicked her in the face. 
 
    She didn’t expect that. Pyrite was fat, but his legs were strong and he was good at balancing. Durene staggered back, tried to stand, and tripped as Pyrite stepped on her foot. She shouted something, fell on her back, and then Pyrite stomped on her stomach. He put all of his body into the blow and felt her spasm. Durene curled up into a ball and puked. Pyrite wandered away. 
 
    Strong. Very strong. And tough. She nearly killed him. But she wasn’t experienced. Pyrite thought about trying to keep her on the ground, but he’d cut his foot open kicking her in the helmet and he was worried she could tear his leg off if she caught it. So he went for his battleaxe. It was lying in the mud, the head burning. A Human tried to stop him, and Pyrite casually punched him. When he lifted the battleaxe, Durene was on her feet. And she was angry. 
 
    She’d grabbed her shield. With her club in hand, she roared at Pyrite. There were no words, just rage. Pyrite nodded. He waited. This time, he waited until she was swinging. Durene came at him with another vertical smash. Pyrite planted his battleaxe in the ground, aimed the head, and ducked. 
 
    The club crashed into the head of the enchanted battleaxe. The blow drove the butt and haft of the battleaxe into the earth, but the weapon didn’t break. It was magical. And the head bit into the club and set the bloody wood aflame. As Durene jerked it back with a shout of surprise and horror, the weakened club broke in her hands. She stared at the handle in horror and saw Pyrite raise his battleaxe. She lifted her shield, and he swung. 
 
    “Durene!” 
 
    The scream that Pyrite heard came from two places. The half-Troll girl staggered backwards, a hand over her chest. Red blood and smoke dripped from the place where he had cut her. She stared at Pyrite. He raised his axe for another blow and saw the armored rider charging him. 
 
    “Face me, Goblin!” 
 
    Beniar howled as he charged Pyrite. The Hob shifted his stance and swung. Beniar swore as he turned his horse too late. Pyrite cut down the horse and would have killed Beniar if it weren’t for the last-minute change. Beniar fell to the ground but was up in a moment. He faced off against Pyrite with sword and shield in hand as Humans rushed to pull Durene back, screaming for healing potions. Pyrite saw the Human shift. He was wearing good armor. Pyrite saw his hand lower, and then Beniar stabbed towards Pyrite’s chest. 
 
    The Hob caught the sword in his hand. Beniar jerked and stared as the blade pierced Pyrite’s hand but failed to enter his chest. The Hob lifted his battleaxe with his other hand and swung. Beniar raised his shield. The metal crumpled. His armor crumpled. His ribs broke. He collapsed, and Pyrite yanked the sword from out of his hand. Pain made his head swim, but he raised his axe again. 
 
    “[Fox Fire]!” 
 
    Bright flames burnt Pyrite’s face. He roared, trying to smother the magical flames that enveloped his face. But the conflagration didn’t go out. Pyrite’s hands shot towards his belt, and he grabbed the little glass bottle there. He smashed it against his head, and the soothing healing potion extinguished the magical fire. Howling in pain, Pyrite looked around as he felt his burnt skin healing. He saw a row of Humans in front of him, felt an arrow strike his shoulder and another land in his gut. He saw them pulling Beniar and Durene back and then saw the [Witch]. 
 
    She was standing, aiming a wand at him not twenty paces away. Rows of Human [Soldiers] separated the two. She opened her mouth for another spell, and Pyrite ducked. The bright flames missed his head. Pyrite saw a Human charge him and felt another lancing pain in his side. He growled, and a Hob tore the Human’s sword away and slashed across his face with an axe. 
 
    “Pyrite!” 
 
    Twofeather covered Pyrite as more Hobs rushed forwards. They fought with the Humans as the [Witch] cast more magic. Hobs retreated, burning and howling while the rest fought. Twofeather urged Pyrite back. He didn’t want to go. 
 
    “Pyrite! Danger, danger! You go back!” 
 
    She pointed back a few paces, where Goblins were rushing past him. Pyrite growled, but then stepped back. Only when the bloodlust cleared from his head did he realize how close he’d come to death. It felt like the last few moments had taken hours, but in truth, bare minutes had passed. He looked around. 
 
    The Humans were losing. Across the battlefield, the Goblins were pushing them back. It wasn’t a victory everywhere, but the numerical superiority of the Humans had failed before the Goblins’ superior tactics and experience. The Humans couldn’t face the Hobs or the experienced Redfang Warriors. And with both their cavalry leader and Durene out of the picture, they were losing hope. 
 
    Pyrite saw it all clearly from where he stood. The [Witch] or [General] or whoever she was still held the line, but she had attracted Noears’ attention. From the walls of the city, Pyrite saw a flash and then a lightning bolt blasted apart a group of Humans near the [Witch]. She was forced to flee further back as Noears shot more lightning. 
 
    It wasn’t victory. Not yet. But Pyrite knew it could be taken. He just had to push further in, cut the Humans in two. Overwhelm them from all sides. He could do it. But for a moment, a brief moment, Pyrite leaned on his battleaxe. He was tired. Hurt. He could smell his blood, burnt skin, and tell he had cracked bones the healing potion had yet to mend. Pyrite stared at the battlefield, at the Humans and Goblins bleeding and dying, and looked up. Absently he thought of a poem. 
 
      
 
    Ah, how red, how red 
 
    The living and the dead 
 
    Dying here with blue sky 
 
    Far overhead. 
 
    Painful. 
 
    Yet for my people living and dead, 
 
    Until my last drop is shed, 
 
    I’ll dye my hands this crimson red. 
 
      
 
    Then he came back to himself. Pyrite lifted his battleaxe and roared a word. 
 
    “Advance!” 
 
    The Goblins heard him and, cheering, rushed forwards. The Humans retreated. Pyrite strode forwards, and his gaze turned west. It was a battle here. One he would win. It wasn’t one Rags had expected, but she had prepared him, prepared her tribe for it nonetheless. He hoped she would win her own battle. 
 
    “Luck, Chieftain.” 
 
    Pyrite murmured. Then he lifted his battleaxe and swung. The Humans fell back, screaming, running before him. It was probably something on his face. 
 
      
 
    —— 
 
      
 
    As the Flooded Waters tribe fought with the Unseen Empire’s army, a separate group of Goblins raced out of the forest. They had been camped around a broken totem, a wooden marker chopped down and then burnt to charcoal. They had been hiding, moving from marker to marker while sending small groups forward to destroy the ones ahead. But they were close enough to their destination now. They abandoned their cover and raced out of the forest. 
 
    Sixty Goblins riding Carn Wolves rode down the dirt road, shouting, urging their mounts to race faster. They abandoned silence, and their wolves howled. Fear raced ahead of them. The Goblins were coming. But not to slaughter. Not yet. 
 
    Rags had made that clear. She had told Redscar that if he wouldn’t follow her orders, he could stay behind. That he was riding with her now at the head of his Redfang warriors meant he was obeying…or pretending to. She glanced at him as she rode up and down in her wolf’s saddle. His face was set, his teeth bared as he raced next to her with his enchanted sword unsheathed. 
 
    No. He had been Garen’s second-in-command. He obeyed, and because he was a true Goblin, he obeyed even the orders he didn’t like. It would take truly terrible orders for him to rebel as he had once done to Garen. Something that went against both pride and common sense. And this was not a mistake. This was Rags’ plan. 
 
    The village was smaller than Rags expected. Not that she’d expected a village. She’d assumed the [Emperor] would live in a huge palace. Or a castle. At the very least, a city. She hadn’t believed Pyrite when he’d pointed out the village named Riverfarm as the likeliest spot where the Unseen Emperor lived. But Sir Kerrig had gone straight into the village, so Rags was certain. 
 
    She had also anticipated defenses, but the most the Humans had come up with was a thin line of stakes at the entry points around the village. They must have truly been caught off-guard. Rags saw a group of Humans installing the crude palisades at another entrance to the rows of houses race into the village, calling an alarm. The rest were already gathered at the eastern gate as she slowed. A sea of Human faces stared up at Rags, most white with terror. A few looked calmer, but all were tense. Her eyes flicked from face to face. Now, which one would be the [Emperor]? 
 
    “You!” 
 
    A voice shouted at Rags in fury. She looked and saw Sir Kerrig. He was breathing hard. He’d raced here on his horse. If Rags hadn’t had her [Fleet Foot] Skill that allowed her to rest her warriors while running to keep up with the Carn Wolves, they might have been just as tired. 
 
    The [Knight] was mounted and holding a plain iron sword and shield. He looked angry. Sir Kerrig pointed the tip of his sword towards Rags’ heart as Redscar surveyed the crowd and silently pointed, spacing his warriors out. 
 
    “You lied to me.” 
 
    Rags stared calmly at Sir Kerrig. She considered his words and then shrugged nonchalantly. It was a Goblin shrug. Sir Kerrig stared at her, face pale with fury. 
 
    “Did lie.” 
 
    “I trusted you to keep your word. I trusted your honor!” 
 
    The small Goblin grinned at Sir Kerrig. She bared her teeth. 
 
    “And this is how much I trust Humans.” 
 
    With that she turned and ignored Sir Kerrig completely. Which one? She looked for those without as much fear to begin with. She spotted a woman in a [Maid]’s dress staring at her in the crowd. No. She saw an old [Lady] standing at the head of a group of rich nobles. Rags eyed them, but all the male nobles looked ready to pee. No. 
 
    Then Rags spotted an odd group. A woman in a rich dress, an older man who looked like a [Farmer]. A young man with a hand protectively over his sword and…Rags felt a jolt. It was him. 
 
    It was easy in hindsight. Out of the entire crowd, only the [Emperor] wasn’t looking at her. His head was turned east, and his eyes were closed. The Unseen Emperor slowly turned his head, and Rags felt a prickling chill run down her skin. He wasn’t looking directly at her. His eyes were closed. But she knew he was looking nonetheless. This was the feeling she’d felt the entire time she was in his lands. The feeling of being watched. 
 
    The Humans stared at Rags as Redscar tilted his head and nodded. His Carn Wolves were surrounding the entrance to the village. There were wooden spikes set into the ground, and a lot of the villagers were armed, but few had armor. These weren’t soldiers. If Rags ordered the attack, it would be a slaughter. The Goblin Chieftain assessed the crowd, eyed Sir Kerrig, and nodded to him. Redscar positioned five of his warriors to face off against the [Knight]. 
 
    Good. All was set. Rags reached for the crossbow at her back. When she drew it, all the Humans tensed. She saw the Human with the sword move in front of the [Emperor]. Rags casually pointed her black crossbow with two hands towards the Unseen Emperor, her elusive foe. She grinned in the silence. 
 
    “Time for peace talk?” 
 
      
 
    —— 
 
      
 
    The first time I hear her voice is a shock. At first, I can’t believe that this is the Goblin Chieftain. I recognize her, of course. Dimly. I have sensed all the Goblins who came onto my land. But while I noticed the fat Goblin with the battleaxe, the one with the enchanted longsword and scar, and so on, I never expected this one to be the Chieftain who has done so much harm. 
 
    She’s so small. And when she speaks, I know she’s also young. It’s not just her words. All the Goblins apparently sound like non-native speakers. But her voice is so… 
 
    A child. A child leading monsters. A child monster. Only—a child and a monster don’t go together. For a moment, I’m frozen with shock. But I can’t process the emotions running through me. A crossbow is aimed at my chest, and while I’m sure Gamel would throw himself in front of the bolt, it would probably go through him and me. So I stand and brush him aside. 
 
    “You are the Chieftain of this Goblin Tribe? The…Flooded Waters tribe?” 
 
    The small Goblin looks slightly surprised. She must be wondering how I can see her without eyes. But she nods as if blind men aren’t the strangest thing she’s seen today. 
 
    “Am. Am Rags. Chieftain.” 
 
    I hear a murmur behind me. I ignore it. 
 
    “I am Laken Godart. [Emperor] of these lands.” 
 
    “Murderer.” 
 
    How casually she says the word. The response it provokes among my people is instantaneous. Half shout in outrage. They might have done more than raise the weapons they hold, but the snarling Carn Wolves made them hold back. I raise a hand for silence. 
 
    “Some people would argue that one cannot murder Goblins. Some would say they are not people.” 
 
    It’s a calculated risk. I sense the Goblin with the scar on his face recoil, sense the way his hand tightens on the hilt of his sword and the other Goblins tense. But the small Goblin tilts her head thoughtfully. 
 
    “Can say that. I say same thing about Humans. There.” 
 
    It’s almost funny. For a sick moment, I’m tempted to laugh. Then I remember myself and so I laugh anyways. The others stare at me. But they don’t matter. Not right now. In this moment, it’s only this small Goblin and I. Rags? We stand alone, talking to each other. 
 
    “I thought all Goblins were monsters. You see, a raiding party attacked my empire. They killed my people. They would have killed us all.” 
 
    She shrugs. 
 
    “Probably.” 
 
    “You have nothing to defend their actions?” 
 
    A touch of heat enters her voice. 
 
    “Why do I need defend? Humans do same to Goblins.” 
 
    I nod slowly. Gods. All the pieces are falling together. Listen to her talk! She sounds so—what have I been doing? What have I done? An angry voice shouts out behind me. 
 
    “This is absurd! Goblins are not the same as Humans!” 
 
    “Lord Tourant, be silent.” 
 
    I hear the [Lord]’s voice muffle itself and ignore the scuffle behind me. Rags is tilting her head, inspecting me carefully. Without fear. She’s curious. 
 
    “Why close eyes? Bad eyes?” 
 
    “No. Blind.” 
 
    Head tilt. She squints at me. All the while, the crossbow never wavers. 
 
    “How can see?” 
 
    “Skill. Special [Emperor] Skill.” 
 
    “Ah.” 
 
    She pauses. I wait a beat, but she doesn’t ask anything more. I want—if there was a way—but not now. I fear what will come, but I try anyways. 
 
    “What you said? About peace treaty? You want talk?” 
 
    She scowls. I sense that quite clearly. She points at me with one hand while she keeps the other hand steady, balancing the crossbow on her wolf’s head. It whines softly. 
 
    “No talk bad! I can talk like you. You do not talk like I do!” 
 
    “Very well. What do you want? Peace? This is hardly peaceful.” 
 
    She laughs. 
 
    “Is it not? This way is best way! Peace! I point this at you, and if you don’t make peace, I shoot you.” 
 
    Outrage around me. I smile. There’s something so refreshing about that. 
 
    “If you shoot me, my people will kill you. You will not escape these lands alive.” 
 
    Rags gives me a long, blank look. 
 
    “Right. That why peace works.” 
 
    A stalemate. I slowly nod. 
 
    “So then. What is your peace, Chieftain Rags?” 
 
    She pauses. It hurts to sense how delighted she is to be called Chieftain. My chest burns with pain. 
 
    “Peace is simple. You take army away from city. I take my army away from lands. Your army not follow. I go. You let leave.” 
 
    Again, Rags’ words provoke an uproar, but not from my people. Rather, it’s the nobles and Lady Rie who react. She whispers urgently into my ears. 
 
    “Your Majesty, she can’t be serious! If we let a Goblin tribe roam free, your reputation—” 
 
    “Prost.” 
 
    He pulls Lady Rie back, ignoring her outrage. I tap my chin with a finger. 
 
    “And your proof that you won’t turn back and continue raiding my lands?” 
 
    Another shrug. It seems very Goblin. 
 
    “No proof. You send army if I come back. We fight again.” 
 
    “That’s not good enough.” 
 
    She shifts on her wolf’s back testily. 
 
    “Not good enough? Goblins are stinking cowards. We run away! I make peace. Don’t have to. Could kill you now.” 
 
    She lifts the crossbow as proof of her bona fides. I sense Gamel tense again. If it comes to it…Bismarck is waiting behind one of the houses. I have close to a thousand of my subjects here. The rest are hiding with those unable to fight. The nobles have their entourage as well. Not enough. Sixty-elite Goblins plus their wolves…that’s like a hundred and twenty warriors. It will be a slaughter. 
 
    “How would the peace work? I tell my soldiers to go? What will you do?” 
 
    Rags bares her teeth. They’re sharp. Small. 
 
    “You send message. Tell them to go. Then we go. We stand here one hour. Then I go.” 
 
    She wants us to stand here for an hour? It might work. It could work. I want to laugh. I want to tell her to lower the crossbow, to sit, to let me apologize and ask her—but I shake my head. 
 
    “It’s a good plan. It might have worked. But I’m sorry, Chieftain Rags. There will be no peace.” 
 
    Behind me, Lady Rie inhales sharply. I see Rags waver. For the first time, she looks surprised. Uncertain. 
 
    “Why not?” 
 
    I wait before responding. When I do, my voice is steady. I can say the words now. Pain—pain has already done its work. 
 
    “You came too late, Chieftain of the Flooded Waters tribe. Our armies have already fought. Someone ordered my army to assault your tribe. The battle is lost. Your tribe won.” 
 
    A moan rises from the crowd. I feel the horror rise around me, see faces turn to me with terror mounting. Rags stares at me. The crossbow wavers. 
 
    “My tribe won?” 
 
    I nod. In my head, I sense Humans fleeing, drawing back, fighting around the totem. Where is Durene? 
 
    “Is winning, rather. They’re retreating. Your tribe is chasing them.” 
 
    The Goblin with the red scar leans over to talk urgently to his Chieftain. Rags listens, half shaking her head. Is he suggesting to kill us now that they’ve won? Rags looks back at me, and now her voice is very uncertain. 
 
    “Tribe won. Is good. Humans wrong to attack. Stupid. Can still…make peace.” 
 
    “No.” 
 
    I smile at her. She stares at me, just like a child. 
 
    “Why not?” 
 
    “You slaughtered my people. You killed them. And Durene—I think you’ve taken too much from me, Rags. Your race started this war. I escalated it. For that, I am sorry. But too many have died.” 
 
    I spread my arms. I can sense them. I can remember. Each person her Goblins slew. Each child burnt in a building or mother killed while fleeing. Each father or son or daughter who died. It hurts. And I cannot sense Durene. 
 
    Rags lifts her crossbow. 
 
    “You fight and you die. Your people die.” 
 
    “There are thousands of my people here and sixty of you. I have soldiers too.” 
 
    “Emperor Laken, Your Majesty, let us not be hasty here. Surely there is something we can do to avoid conflict.” 
 
    To my greatest surprise, someone interrupts Rags’ reply. An old voice. Lady Bevia. She speaks up as the [Mage] next to her urgently whispers. She brushes him aside and treats me and Rags to a charming smile. I can feel myself growing calmer. 
 
    “Chieftain Rags, was it? Your Majesty, this young Goblin speaks sense. I would hate to see needless bloodshed—” 
 
    The [Mage]. He’s whispering to her. What does she know? Why is she trying to defuse the situation? I turn towards Lady Bevia and sense Rags spotting the same things I have. She shifts her crossbow’s aim for a second. 
 
    “No talk! Stop using Skill!” 
 
    “I am only trying to—” 
 
    “Be silent, Lady Bevia. There is no more room for negotiation. I have made up my mind.” 
 
    Around me, I sense a vibration in the air. The atmosphere is taut. My people have gone deathly still. They are waiting. Rags hesitates. She lifts her weapon uneasily. 
 
    “I have crossbow. You surrender. Now!” 
 
    I laugh. There’s a bit of madness there. He was right. An [Emperor] can do many things. But some things—no. 
 
    “Surrender? Never.” 
 
    We stare at each other, the small Goblin and I. Without eyes. For a second, I waver. So young. If we had met another way, we might even have understood each other. But my empire bleeds. My people are dead. And when I look at her in my mind’s eye, truly look at her, I don’t think she wants peace either. There’s a monster in both of us. Waiting. So I let it out. 
 
    “Take the Goblins. Do not let them escape. Do not rest until they are all dead.” 
 
    I hear a howl. I sense Rags jerk, see the red scarred Goblin point at me, Sir Kerrig leaping into motion. I can sense her finger pulling the trigger, sense the crossbow aiming at me. I feel Gamel lunge at me, knock me down. The bolt grazes my left cheek, goes into someone behind me. I hit the ground as people rush around me. And I hear the screams. 
 
      
 
    —— 
 
      
 
    Rags saw the first bolt miss the [Emperor]. The second wasn’t aimed at him. It took the [Mage] she’d seen straight through the neck. He dropped, nearly falling on the old [Lady] who’d spoken. Rags saw the woman stumble backwards, face grey as her warriors surged forwards. Rags pointed and threw fire into the crowd as she struggled to reload. 
 
    Where was he? There! He was moving backwards, fleeing into the village! Rags heard a terrifying roar and turned her head to see a giant green bear charging out of the village towards her warriors. Three Redfang Warriors turned to ride at it. The rest were fighting the crowd. Five were dueling Sir Kerrig! 
 
    “Redscar!” 
 
    She howled the name as she struggled to reload her crossbow. The Humans were shielding the [Emperor]. She’d never get a clear shot! Redscar looked at her, his sword bathed in blood. Rags pointed. 
 
    “Him!” 
 
    The [Emperor] turned his head as Redscar charged. The current leader of the Redfangs rode a Carn Wolf larger than all but Garen Redfang’s. He had raised the wolf cub from birth. Now, he charged into the Humans with cleavers, pitchforks, and other weapons, ignoring their attempts to unseat him. His Carn Wolf snarled and leapt over the crowd, crushing more where it landed. Its fur resisted the blows around it, and Redscar slashed left and right, cutting Humans down. But with each passing second, the [Emperor] was drawing further away. 
 
    “Stop! Stop this madness!” 
 
    Sir Kerrig was trying to fight his way to Rags. She ignored him. Her eyes were on Redscar and the Emperor. Laken. He had run a dozen feet down the street. He was headed for one of the houses. If he could get inside, he’d barricade himself in with all the other Humans. Redscar was racing at him. 
 
    A Human stood in the way. A young man with a sword and padded jerkin. He was inexperienced, but he swung well. Redscar leaned back and slashed him across the chest as he passed. The young man fell, bleeding but not dead. 
 
    Next, the woman in the dress. She fled to one side. Next an old man, the [Farmer]. He had a sword too and swung clumsily at Redscar. The Carn Wolf rammed into him, knocking him flat. 
 
    The [Emperor] was last. He had run down the street, but Redscar charged him. Ironically, Laken’s order had sent his subjects racing towards Rags’ warriors in a blind rage. There was no one to save him. Rags waited as Redscar raised his frosted blade. The [Emperor] was turning. He knew he wouldn’t escape. He turned and stared at Redscar. Rags heard him speak. 
 
    “Stop.” 
 
    For a moment, Redscar did. He froze, and his Carn Wolf skidded to a stop. Then Redscar cursed. He leapt off his Carn Wolf and ran at the [Emperor]. Laken ran once more. Rags cursed, but Redscar was a trained warrior. He was still closing on the Human. Closer, closer— 
 
    “Chieftain!” 
 
    Rags heard the voice. Her head turned. She saw something flash past her Redfang Warriors, heard the galloping hooves. She turned, raised her crossbow, and shot. Too slow. Her bolt missed the target. 
 
    Redscar was sprinting towards Laken. His sword was ready to slash across his back. He raised it as he reached Laken’s back and turned his head as Rags screamed a warning. He saw the blur approaching on horseback and struck anyways. Too slow. 
 
    The galloping figure rode down the village street faster than an arrow could fly. Faster than Rags’ fiery magic. Faster than Redfang’s sword. He rode as if the rest of the world were underwater. A lance was in his hand, and he aimed it at Redscar. The Goblin saw it coming and tried to dodge. Again he failed. 
 
    The lance pierced Redscar’s shoulder. The momentum of the strike spun the Goblin, and Rags saw the rider flick his lance casually. Redscar slowed, and she saw a hole in his right shoulder. He stared at it and fell, his sword still held in his left hand. The [Emperor], Laken, looked up. The Redfangs stopped fighting, and the villagers of Riverfarm stopped too. They turned their heads and saw him standing there. Larger than life. Exactly on time. 
 
    Lord Tyrion Veltras. He removed his helmet and offered Laken a slight, stiff bow. Behind Rags, she heard a clarion horn sound and heard more drumming hooves. She turned and saw a hundred riders in full armor charging straight at her. She screamed an order, and her Goblins broke away. Tyrion Veltras pointed, and the armored [Knights] and [Lords] charged the Goblins. He turned back to Laken Godart. 
 
    “Emperor Laken Godart? I believe we have yet to meet. I am Lord Tyrion Veltras. I have heard of you. I believe we could be of mutual benefit to each other.” 
 
    “You?” 
 
    Laken stared up at the man. Lord Tyrion was tall, and his hair was black. He had a trimmed goatee and clean-shaven upper lip. His armor glowed slightly in the light, and he held himself strictly, almost painfully upright on his horse. There was no smile on his face, and his dark blue eyes were cold. Nevertheless, there was an urgency to the way he moved, a purpose. Tyrion turned his head, looking east. 
 
    “I understand your forces are in full retreat following a clash with this tribe. My escort passed by the conflict less than an hour ago. I instructed the rest of my force to ride into battle as soon as they caught up.” 
 
    “The rest of your…?” 
 
    Tyrion Veltras nodded. His gaze flicked upwards towards the sun and then travelled across the breadth of Riverfarm. It took in the fleeing Goblins, the hundred or so armored Humans in pursuit, and the lone Goblin racing towards them. Tyrion watched as Rags flung herself from the saddle towards Redscar. He made no move towards them as his lance tip dripped blood onto the ground. Rags dragged Redscar up as the Goblin’s own Carn Wolf approached, whining. She shouted a command, and both Carn Wolves began to run, one carrying the fallen Goblin. 
 
    “Lord Matthews?” 
 
    Lord Tyrion turned his head and called at one of the men dressed in silver armor. A tall [Lord] with red gold hair rode up. 
 
    “Lord Veltras! What can I do for you?” 
 
    The scion of the Veltras family calmly nodded towards Rags and Redscar, who were both fleeing towards the other Redfang Warriors. 
 
    “Mark both targets. The one with the enchanted sword and the small female with the crossbow. Remember your orders.” 
 
    “By your leave, Lord Veltras. Formation on me!” 
 
    Lord Matthews called out, and a wedge of [Knights] and [Lords] raced after him. Laken stared at the fleeing Goblins and the Humans. 
 
    “You came all this way for…how did you know about me? About the Goblins? My army—Durene—” 
 
    The [Lord] turned his head slightly. He nodded towards Lady Bevia as she stood at a distance. The older lady curtsied slightly. 
 
    “I have my informants. Moreover, I received an extraordinary messenger. Your army will be saved, Emperor. I did not come with a hundred soldiers alone.” 
 
      
 
    —— 
 
      
 
    The cavalry that drew rein in front of the battleground spotted the fleeing Humans and advancing Goblins from a distance. Their mounts were sweaty, exhausted, and the riders looked just as tired. But the commander seemed confident, casual, even. He shaded his eyes as he peered at the Goblins chasing the Humans down. 
 
    “That’s the tribe you informed Lord Veltras of, Lady Caveis? Do you see your comrade among them?” 
 
    Welca Caveis gasped for air and wiped sweat out of her eyes. She stared down at the Goblin army and then shifted her gaze to the city. 
 
    “I don’t see Sir Kerrig anywhere, Lord Pellmia.” 
 
    The [Lord] nodded. 
 
    “A pity. But we may still have hope that he is alive within the city at least. Men! Ladies. On my order we will charge the Goblins! Form a wedge on me. [Second Wind]!” 
 
    As he spoke, Welca felt energy flood back into her limbs. It was a nervous, temporary rush, but it made even the horses canter as the cavalry moved into place. She lowered the visor of her helm as Lord Pellmia pointed. 
 
    “Remember your orders! Scatter the Goblins first and find me the commander of the Human army! On my mark! Charge!” 
 
      
 
    —— 
 
      
 
    Pyrite was marching after the Humans, ordering the tribe to harry them, when he heard the horns. He turned his head and saw a wall of silver and steel descending a distant hilltop. His blood ran cold. He screamed an order, and the Goblins saw the danger. They turned and ran for the city. They ran and ran as the Humans descended on them. Pyrite stared at the Humans as he ran. Where had they come from? Why were they here? 
 
    Where was Rags? 
 
      
 
    —— 
 
      
 
    “Report.” 
 
    Lord Tyrion was speaking to a bevy of soldiers, his people. He had dismounted and was at the center of attention. Laken was sitting. His knees had gone out. He saw Tyrion listen to a report coming straight from the fighting around the city. The Goblins were running! They’d retreated back into the city. 
 
    Just like that. Just…in an instant. Now, Tyrion was speaking to one of the [Mages] who’d rode with him. 
 
    “Convey my gratitude to Lord Pellmia. Tell him I will return to appraise the situation shortly. Now, I require a second [Message] to be sent to my aide Telmia. Send the message with the identifying passphrase: Benivald Veltras. Await her counter signal identifying him as the 52nd second-son of the House Veltras. Inform her to begin the operation on my mark.” 
 
    The flurry of activity around Tyrion ceased. He glanced up at the position of the sun and waited a beat. All was still. Laken felt the world pausing. Tyrion nodded. 
 
    “Mark.” 
 
      
 
    —— 
 
      
 
    In the mountain, the Goblin Lord and Tremborag met for the second time. The Great Chieftain of the Mountain taunted Reiss from above as his Goblins loosed arrows and threw stones down from above. The crisscrossing network of rope and wood bridges were filled with Goblins as the undead and Reiss’ forces fought below, trying to push upwards. 
 
    “You will never take my home, False Lord! Not you, nor your armies! You are too late! The Humans come for you! They will never break my home! I outlived the Goblin King, and I will live in my fortress until all is dust!” 
 
    He roared down at the Goblin Lord. Reiss stared up, his eyes narrowed, and shot black bolts of magic upwards. But Tremborag just laughed and backed away from the edge. Reiss knew he was right. 
 
    “Lord, lots of Humans are coming! Lots and lots of Humans!” 
 
    Snapjaw was tugging at Reiss, trying to get him to pull back. Reiss snarled, feeling blood running down from the side of his face. Garen had nearly gotten him in the last ambush. He saw his Goblin fighting with Tremborag’s forces in a narrow gap. They couldn’t push in! They had to retreat! But the Humans— 
 
    “Redfang!” 
 
    A roar from the left interrupted him. Garen Redfang rode out of a large tunnel with his Redfang Warriors, cutting again for Reiss. This time, Eater of Spears charged at him, and the two Hobs fought in a shower of blood. Reiss snarled. 
 
    “Pull Eater of Spears back! Garen is aiming for him!” 
 
    The Redfang Chieftain was cutting the larger Hob, bleeding him! He locked eyes as Reiss pointed and the Shield Spider he was riding turned. The two Goblins surged towards each other and then looked up. They felt it at the same time. 
 
    Danger. The other Goblins with [Dangersense] looked up as well. They stared up and then saw a flash of crimson light. Heat billowed up, and Tremborag turned his head. A network of bridges had burst into flame! As the Goblins watched, they saw a group of distant figures perched high overhead. 
 
    Humans. One of the [Mages] aimed a wand down and shot a stream of lava at another network of bridges. The Goblins there screamed in agony as they burned and more fled. Too late. The bridge collapsed, sending hundreds of Goblins falling to their deaths. 
 
    “Humans! Pathetic adventurers! Kill them!” 
 
    Tremborag was furious. He pointed, and thousands of Goblins swarmed upwards. Too many even for teams of Gold-rank adventurers to handle! The [Mages] instantly threw up magic barriers as the [Warriors] closed ranks. 
 
    Garen stared up at the Gold-rank adventurers coldly. They were fools. They’d be forced to retreat, and some would die because of that poor decision. Goblins weren’t like monsters. They knew how to fight adventurers. Tremborag himself was racing higher. He would tear a score of the Gold-ranks apart by himself. But then why was his [Dangersense] still active? He frowned and then saw a flash of magic. Someone had used [Lesser Teleport]. He saw a distant figure appear high overhead. A flash of blonde hair, a pale face. Pointed ears. And suddenly, Garen was afraid. 
 
    Not just afraid. Petrified. He stared up, and again, the Goblins stopped. Something was…off. They knew fear. But the sight of the half-Elf standing above them filled them with a fear they couldn’t shake. All Goblins were afraid. They learned to conquer fear or die. But this? 
 
    Tremborag had halted too when he saw the half-Elf. She stood with a group of four other companions, all of whom held bows. Only one was a half-Elf like her, and that archer was far younger. But it was the blonde half-Elf Tremborag stared at. His voice, normally a grand echo in the cavernous mountain, shook as he stared up at her. 
 
    “You.” 
 
    The half-Elf had a bow. It glowed brightly with a fierce, silvery light as she drew an arrow from the quiver at her back. The adventurers around her stepped back. Tremborag pointed up at her. Now his voice was a shout, but it was filled with horror. And dread. 
 
    “You. I know your face!” 
 
    The half-Elf glanced at him dismissively and then away. Tremborag backed up. The huge Hobgoblin was afraid. He spoke, his voice filling every ear. 
 
    “You were there! You shot the arrow! You have come for me! Destroyer! Bringer of doom! You are she! Arcsinger! The one who slew Velan the Kind!” 
 
    Garen felt his heart stop. He stared up as Elia Arcsinger aimed her bow down, searching the faces of Goblins. Tremborag pointed. He screamed a word, the name no Goblin had ever forgotten. 
 
    “Kingslayer!” 
 
    And then he fled. Tremborag leapt from his place, falling, crashing onto the ground of a lower tunnel. He disappeared into it. And behind him, Goblins screamed. They wailed and threw down their weapons, turning and running in a panic. Tremborag’s Goblins and the Goblin Lord’s forces. There was no thought behind it. They were gripped by madness. Primal fear. The Kingslayer stood above, the one who had killed Velan the Kind. Even the Redfang Warriors ran, their Carn Wolves howling in panic. 
 
    “Stand and fight! Stand!” 
 
    Garen roared at his tribe. But his knees shook as he stared up at the half-Elf with the silver bow. He saw her eyes flash towards him, and he felt true terror grip his heart. He turned, cursing, and ran. 
 
    “Lord! Lord, run!” 
 
    Snapjaw was screaming in Reiss’ ear. He had leapt from his Shield Spider’s back and was running with the other Goblins. They sheltered him, even in their panic. They knew. He knew. She was searching for him. Reiss took one look back above as Elia Arcsinger looked down below. He shuddered. And that fear was not only of her. 
 
    Tremborag’s mountain was lost. Both the Mountain City tribe and the Goblin Lord’s army fled in the face of the Human army. Not just because of the army. Not just because of the danger. Because of her. Because of the memory they could not erase. They fled in a panic on first sight of her, forgetting everything. 
 
    All according to plan. 
 
      
 
    —— 
 
      
 
    “Excellent. Continue as planned and notify me of any developments. I will return by nightfall.” 
 
    Lord Tyrion finished speaking through the spell and turned. He walked over to the young man who was sitting in the dirt street. Laken could still remember where the sword had been. Just a hand’s breadth away from his chest. It took him a moment when Tyrion bent to realize the man was offering him his hand. 
 
    “Your Majesty, there is much I would like to discuss.” 
 
    It looked like it pained Tyrion to address Laken by his title, but it would have pained him more not to. Laken looked up into his eyes. He did not immediately take Tyrion’s hand. 
 
    “I have heard that you are a dangerous man, Lord Tyrion Veltras. A certain [Maid] came by to tell me not to trust you by any means.” 
 
    “[Maids] gossip.” 
 
    Tyrion could have been remarking on the weather. He spoke coolly, never taking his eyes off of Laken. 
 
    “There are many rumors about me. I would advise you to judge the truth of them for yourself. I have no doubt that many of my detractors have valid points. But I am first and foremost a [Lord] of Izril. I protect my people. This Goblin threat has prompted me to action.” 
 
    “Took you a while, didn’t it?” 
 
    Lord Tyrion paused. 
 
    “Indeed. It is the unfortunate nature of the times. One cannot act without understanding the truth about Goblins. And it is with that understanding that I do execute my plans according to necessity, not compassion.” 
 
    “Truth? What truth about Goblins?” 
 
    The hand was still outstretched. He should have looked silly, waiting for Laken to take his hand, but Tyrion merely looked expectant. He spoke slowly as Laken stared up at him. 
 
    “The truth about Goblins, Emperor Laken Godart, is that they do not matter. Not Chieftains or Lords or Kings. Only one thing matters.” 
 
    “And that is?” 
 
    “People. Humanity. Responsibility to one’s lands. Safeguarding the continent. Uniting against a common foe, be it monsters or any other threat. We are both men of duty. And I would have your help, Emperor Godart. I offer you my hand. Will you take it?” 
 
    Laken stared. He opened his eyes and stared into Tyrion’s own. The [Lord] looked back calmly. After a moment, Laken slowly reached out. The man hauled him up, and Laken stood face-to-face with Lord Tyrion Veltras. He slowly nodded. 
 
    “Let’s talk.” 

  

 
   
    5.33 B 
 
      
 
    She sat below. He stood above. The distance between the two was immaterial. They were linked, and the rock, stone, and water that lay between them was no barrier. If they had stood ten miles apart, they might have struggled with this trick. But practice made the task as easy as breathing here. When she spoke, he spoke. When he listened, she heard. 
 
    “I dislike interruptions. I am busy. Nor do I care for questions.” 
 
    Klbkch bowed smoothly to the two Drakes. 
 
    “My Queen greets you with perceived warmth and welcomes your inquiries, Watch Captain.” 
 
    Zevara cleared her throat. She looked nervous, although she had spoken with Klbkch often in her private office in the Watch’s barracks. Only, it wasn’t Senior Guardsman Klbkch she was speaking to. Klbkch stood in front of her, divested of his armor, with only the twin silver swords hanging at his waist. In this moment, he was the Revalantor of the Free Antinium of Liscor, and she addressed him as such. 
 
    “Revalantor Klbkch. Do I have that right? Let me first congratulate you on your promotion.” 
 
    “Thank you.” 
 
    Watch Captain Zevara waited, but Klbkch did not elaborate on what his new rank meant. She coughed and went on. 
 
    “Ah, I realize this is somewhat irregular, but some concerns have been raised about the proximity of the Antinium Hive to the dungeon.” 
 
    The Drake shuffled some papers on her desk. Klbkch nodded. 
 
    “My Queen is aware of these concerns. She has tasked me with relaying her words. Ask your questions, Watch Captain.” 
 
    “Right. Well, to begin with, how long have the Antinium known about this dungeon?” 
 
    Beneath the earth, the Queen shifted in her chambers. She spoke in the dim light, her mandibles slowly clicking together as she looked upwards. 
 
    “How could we not?” 
 
    Klbkch inclined his head a fraction. 
 
    “The discovery of the dungeon was quite a surprise to our Hive. I believe we first became aware of it a few months ago.” 
 
    Zevara glanced at something hidden in her right claw. Red light shone brightly at her, and she grimaced. 
 
    “I see. And the entrances to the dungeon?” 
 
    “It seems monsters are able to tunnel through the earth. The fortifications discovered by the Horns of Hammerad and the Silver Swords are a natural precaution.” 
 
    “Very sensible of you. This wouldn’t also be a, ah, staging ground for the Antinium to enter the dungeon themselves?” 
 
    Below, the Queen sighed. She moved her huge body a few feet, ponderously, a giant confined in a cavern too small. 
 
    “Tiresome. Why ask what is known?” 
 
    “Of course we would leave the exploration of the dungeon to adventurers in all circumstances. However, the proximity of so many threats to the Hive—and to Liscor—necessitates a combative approach that may result in incursions of a preventative nature.” 
 
    “Obviously.” 
 
    Zevara scratched at the spines on her head and sighed. 
 
    “You are aware that under Liscorian law that all items retrieved from the dungeon are technically Liscor’s property? Naturally, the dungeon falls under existing agreements with the Adventurer’s Guild’s right to trespass, but that would not apply to third parties.” 
 
    “What the Antinium take will never be returned.” 
 
    “My Queen is fully aware of the existing legal structure of Liscor and abides by every law placed to the best of her ability. However, it would be remiss for me not to point out that under the agreement signed by Liscor’s Council and the Free Antinium, our Hive is not subject to the legal restrictions of Liscor, nor would the dungeon be considered Liscorian property as the claim to Liscor only applies to the lands around the city, not, in fact, what lies underground.” 
 
    Both the Queen and Zevara paused. The Queen raised one massive feeler. 
 
    “Is that so, Klbkch?” 
 
    Far above, he shrugged. Zevara cursed softly and rifled through her papers. 
 
    “Damn. Really? I, uh—sorry, Klbkch. Let me just write that down.” 
 
    She scribbled urgently on a piece of parchment as Klbkch waited patiently. After a few seconds, Zevara looked up and sat up formally once more. 
 
    “I see. Well, as Watch Captain of Liscor, I am concerned about the possibility of Antinium and adventurers meeting by accident. I understand the Hive is…dangerous to intruders.” 
 
    “Tell her that creeping spies and saboteurs will die as they always have, Klbkchhezeim.” 
 
    “The entryways to the dungeon will be marked, Watch Captain. Quite clearly. We cannot take responsibility for anyone who ignores the warnings.” 
 
    “Nor can Liscor prevent any accidents that might occur while adventurers explore the dungeon.” 
 
    “I fully understand.” 
 
    Zevara met Klbkch’s eyes and sighed. 
 
    “Please tell your Queen that I hope for our continued success working together. I am sure that whatever reservations the Council may have about the dungeon will be assuaged by our meeting. I would like to speak with you further about the possible dangers of monsters attacking Liscor and the Hive…but I think we can do that in your capacity as Senior Guardsman. Send my sincerest regards to your Queen.” 
 
    “I shall do so.” 
 
    The Queen of the Free Antinium turned her head. 
 
    “Tell your Watch Captain that I do not care for her.” 
 
    “She thanks you for your interest and wishes you continued success as Watch Captain. My Queen was especially pleased to note your commendation after the siege of Face-Eater Moths. It is well deserved.” 
 
    Zevara blinked. Her tail, hidden behind her desk, swished and gently knocked against the table before she caught herself. 
 
    “Oh? Oh. Thank you. I, ah, thank her and wish her the same. That’s all, Klbkch.” 
 
    The Antinium nodded. He left Zevara’s office, marching downstairs and out of the barracks. A few Gnolls and Drakes waved at him. Klbkch waved back as he stepped out into the pouring rain. He strode down the street. After a moment, the Queen spoke. 
 
    “What commendation was that, Klbkchhezeim?” 
 
    Klbkch spoke softly, although no one was around to hear him as he walked down the street. Water glanced off his carapace as he headed for the Hive. 
 
    “She received a medal for heroism and competence in the defense of Liscor, my Queen.” 
 
    “Medals. They are…” 
 
    “Bits of shaped metal that are hung on a body to emphasize superiority for deeds achieved.” 
 
    “Ah. Are they valuable?” 
 
    “Not monetarily.” 
 
    “I see. Do you have more of your duties above, Klbkchhezeim?” 
 
    “No, my Queen. I will return below shortly. However, I have been apprised of an outstanding package waiting for me at the Runner’s Guild and will meet the Courier there before returning.” 
 
    “Do so.” 
 
    The Queen of the Free Antinium felt Klbkch stride down the street and turn before she broke the connection between the two. 
 
      
 
    —— 
 
      
 
    Klbkch was gone. He vanished from the Queen’s mind, and she no longer sensed the rain falling, saw and heard and smelled what he did. Suddenly, she only had one body, and it sat, bloated and immobile, in her chambers. It felt limiting. But the Queen had lived so for over a decade, and she was used to the feeling. 
 
    She settled back in her dark cavern, feeling isolation steal over her. But only for a moment. Because the Queen of the Free Antinium was never alone. If she reached out, she could feel thousands of Antinium moving in the space around her, each connected to her by a thread thinner than a spider’s strand. She was at the center of the Hive. She gave them purpose. 
 
    The Queen thought, and more Antinium obediently moved towards a passage that had sprung a leak, allowing water to pour in from above. She sensed them battling the waters, retreating, one falling behind. Drowning. The connection disappeared as the Antinium drowned. But there were always more. 
 
    While the Queen existed, the Hive moved. They demanded her thoughts. Even if it wasn’t conscious, the Queen was still responsible for the way the Antinium moved in perfect synchronization. It was…taxing. 
 
    On busy days when the Hive was at war or in crisis, the Queen devoted all of her mind to allowing the Hive to run at peak capacity. Even on ‘slow’ days, a portion of her intellect was consumed by the task of managing so many. Klbkch did his job, but he was only one. The Queen had to send hundreds of orders each second. It was a task that would have killed Watch Captain Zevara and her desk full of papers in a single day. Sometimes, all the Queen could do was sit and keep everything running. 
 
    But of late, the Queen had found herself with more thoughts, more freedom to do as she wished. The new Individuals were responsible for this. Not all of them. Two, rather. The Queen recalled their names vaguely. 
 
    “Belgrade. Anand. [Tacticians].” 
 
    They were efficient. Together, they had effectively taken away the burden of managing the Hive’s defenses and had begun to regulate a greater portion of the Hive without the Queen needing to take command. They had freed up her mental space and so she deemed them worthy…if still flawed. Of the five Individuals that had first been created, they were the most useful. 
 
    The Queen was aware that more Individuals had been identified, of course, but she had not inspected them yet. Klbkch told her they were all inferior copies of the original five to begin with. She had no desire to observe them in their failings. 
 
    Five Individuals. Around two hundred lesser Individuals capable of receiving names, but lacking the same degree of autonomy. Or so Klbkch claimed. Of that number, an inordinate amount were Soldiers—Painted Soldiers as they had been dubbed. That was not part of the original plan, but they were an asset to the Hive. 
 
    After ten years, the Free Antinium had succeeded with part of their goals. But their grand success was still incomplete. The Individuals were still flawed. That dissatisfied the Queen when she thought of it. And yet—she felt an urge move through her body and looked up. 
 
    “Food.” 
 
    Her words provoked instant movement. The Queen’s head barely turned as a small Worker scurried out of the newly-built side tunnel in her chambers. Garry, one of the original five Individual Workers, practically fell over himself as he pushed out a small cart laden with food. 
 
    Cooked food. The Queen felt her appetite rising the instant she detected the scent rising from the hot dishes. She saw glazed pieces of meat, succulent dishes of sweet fruit, and delicately roasted vegetables, fillet fish freshly bought and then steamed, baked, or fried, and of course, insects. 
 
    “What is that?” 
 
    The Queen reached with one huge feeler and picked up a fried ball of something chitinous before the cart had reached her side. Garry squeaked and fled as the Queen greedily grabbed more pieces of food with her other feelers. He retreated rapidly and spoke loudly. 
 
    “I have prepared a Shield Spider abdomen by cleaning the insides and then stuffing it with a mixture of lentils and fried eggs, my Queen. I then deep fried the entire dish in oil—” 
 
    The Queen gestured, and Garry fell silent. She crunched the abdomen, savoring the complex flavors. The hot oil, the way the insides squished as she ate—it was heavenly. Taste! After a decade of eating the paste that the Antinium made, such flavors were as addictive as a drug for the Queen. She consumed the abdomen quickly and then lifted a roast of pork up. She knew she liked that. 
 
    “Good. Make more. What is that?” 
 
    “That is a Lurkersnatch Fish, my Queen. I attempted to prepare it by—” 
 
    Again, Garry broke off as the Queen waved a feeler. She chewed and swallowed. 
 
    “I don’t like it as much. Make something else.” 
 
    “Yes, my Queen.” 
 
    Garry waited until the Queen had finished the cart of food. It took her less than five minutes. The Queen opened and closed her mandibles and then turned away. 
 
    “Go.” 
 
    The small Worker grabbed the cart and turned it, trundling backwards into the kitchen he’d been assigned to. This was his job—feeding the Queen delicious food every day. It was something the Free Queen enjoyed. In that way, Garry was useful. 
 
    “But flawed.” 
 
    The Queen stared at Garry as he hurried away. Her feelers twitched with annoyance. He was Individual. But a failure. He was not true Antinium. Nor was Anand or Belgrade or Pawn or…the last one. They had all failed her test. In that sense, they were incomplete. They were not people. They were only useful tools for Klbkch and her to make use of. 
 
    The Queen sighed as she sat back in her chambers. So close. Yet their final goal was still so far. She and Klbkch had labored for a decade to bring about true individuality in the Antinium. They had made that the goal of their Hive, while the other five advanced the Antinium’s goals in their way. The Free Queen had gone against her peers, been exiled to this far-off spot with little resources because of her goals. 
 
    And she was lonely. Only Klbkch had been here to keep her company these long years, and he was so busy. She had no one to converse with. There were only two real Antinium in the Hive. All else were dross. Expendable shells. She stared at Garry as he left, shoulders hunched, scurrying along. 
 
    “Alone.” 
 
    She shook her head and pulled herself across her chambers. The Antinium Soldiers standing guard stirred, but they did not follow her. The Queen exited her chambers, moving into a private area that no other Antinium save Klbkch could enter. She opened a pair of doors, airtight, and sensed a miasma of foul and strange odors assail her before she crawled through and closed the doors. It was time to work while she still had enough mental space for it. 
 
      
 
    —— 
 
      
 
    Hawk the Courier was wet. His large, furry ears drooped as he pushed his way into the Runner’s Guild, muttering about wet fur. He didn’t often enter Liscor’s Guild compared to the Street and City Runners—his job took him across Izril and it was more convenient to visit a larger Runner’s Guild. But there was always paperwork to fill out, and as a resident of Liscor, Hawk had to provide his city with occasional updates. 
 
    The Runner’s Guild in Liscor was, as usual, mostly filled with Street Runners. There wasn’t much call for City Runners in Liscor, given that Drakes rarely traded with Human cities and other Drake cities were too far away. Thus, most of the Runners in the Guild were part-timers. Young Gnolls and Drakes who wouldn’t ever become City Runners, much less Couriers. They stared at Hawk and pointed covertly as he strode past them. Hawk paid them no notice. 
 
    However, he did stop and stare when he saw the Drake with dark orange scales and bright white stripes of color across his face. Hawk broke into a grin. 
 
    “Baiss!” 
 
    The Courier sitting at the table was looking anxious and restless, but he turned with a relieved look the instant he heard Hawk’s voice. He stood up and grabbed Hawk’s arm. 
 
    “Hawk! I hoped I’d see you here!” 
 
    “What’s Oteslia’s finest Courier doing this far north? How’s the work going? Did you have a quiet run north?” 
 
    “Oh, you know. Dodging Wyverns all the way. I had to take a massive detour rather than go near the Blood Fields.” 
 
    Baiss shuddered as he sat. He had white slashes of color across his face and tail that stood out from his darker scales. Some of the Street Runners recognized him and pointed excitedly to their comrades. Baiss was a Courier like Hawk, and his abilities were a known quantity to anyone who lived and breathed the world of Runners. He wasn’t as distinctive as Hawk, the only Beastkin Runner on the continent, but a Courier was famous, if only in their home city. 
 
    “Had any problems with getting across Liscor? It’s not easy to move, is it?” 
 
    The Drake grimaced. 
 
    “I don’t know how you can do it, Hawk. [Flash Step]’s no good on water, and I thought someone would grab me as I was swimming. I had a bottle of Boneset Marrow in one claw the entire time I was in the water.” 
 
    Hawk rolled his eyes as he took a seat. 
 
    “Don’t use that! Boneset won’t harden nearly quick enough! Just toss something loud in the water. The explosion scares most things away. Besides, I don’t swim. I jump from hill to hill.” 
 
    “Horse crap. You’re pulling my tail. There’s no way you can jump that far!” 
 
    “Wanna bet? Some hills are just under the water. I can land on them. You just have to know where you are.” 
 
    “Huh. Well, I’m not memorizing the landscape. I’m only here to do this delivery and get out. Can’t say I’ll enjoy swimming back, but I can’t wait to be done.” 
 
    Baiss grimaced and reached for a mug. Hawk raised his eyes as he noticed how many drinks Baiss had gone through. The Runner’s Guild supplied liquor on demand, but they were hardly a bar. 
 
    “Stressed out?” 
 
    “I want to be gone yesterday. Damn rain. Damn water and fish trying to take chunks out of my ass. I don’t know how you stand it.” 
 
    The Rabbit Beastkin watched Baiss drink deeply. The Drake did look quite stressed, which was unusual. Hawk thought a moment and then nodded with his head. 
 
    “You know, there’s this door from Pallass to Liscor. Magical. You can step right through and be in Pallass in a second.” 
 
    “You serious? If I’d known that—” 
 
    Before Baiss could throw his drink, Hawk cut him off. 
 
    “The [Innkeeper]’s got a deal with the Runner’s Guild, though. No deliveries or anything that cuts into our work. You could walk through it, though. As a traveler.” 
 
    “Oh. Well, that makes sense. Good thing for us, huh?” 
 
    “I don’t see the point. It’s not like Liscor to Pallass is a good route for Couriers, anyways. Too short.” 
 
    “Right. And it’d help keep us out of the water. I’ll ask when I get done with this.” 
 
    Baiss shifted again. He looked quite worried. Hawk eyed him and hesitated. Couriers, like Runners, had a strict code that prohibited them from leaking secrets of what they delivered and to whom. It mattered a lot more for Couriers given how much they traded on their reputation, but Baiss looked like he was about to burst. So Hawk carefully chose his next words. 
 
    “Can you tell me about your delivery?” 
 
    “What? Oh.” 
 
    The Drake jumped and looked around. He frowned, and Hawk expected him to say no. But to his surprise, the Drake grunted. 
 
    “Can’t hurt. It’s not like everyone doesn’t know about it already.” 
 
    “Really?” 
 
    Now both of Hawk’s eyebrows rose. A Courier usually kept every detail of their delivery private. Even for innocuous deliveries. But Baiss was nodding. 
 
    “You have no idea how many Drakes know about this. Not my fault either. I had to get this cleared by so many channels that—well, I should never have taken the job. But the pay was really good, and they wanted someone to do it. So—here.” 
 
    He put something on the table. A bag of holding. This one was delicate, hand-made, and clearly superior to most mass-produced bags of holding. Hawk had seen it before, so he picked up the black pouch stitched with red and gold and peeked inside. The instant he opened the drawstrings, he recoiled and closed the bag up tight. It took all of Hawk’s effort not to shout. 
 
    “Ancestors, Baiss!” 
 
    “Yup.” 
 
    The Drake drained another mug and waved at the [Receptionist]. The Gnoll on duty gulped and hurried over with another drink as fast as he could. Hawk waited until he was back behind the desk before hissing at Baiss. Couriers used anti-listening charms and other tools to detect observation as a matter of trade, so there was no chance of being overheard by the Gnoll’s keen ears. 
 
    “And you’ve been carrying that all the way from Oteslia?” 
 
    “Not that far. I was on a trip northwest. Scale me alive, do you think I’d get something like this anywhere else?” 
 
    “No. But—are you sure this is alright?” 
 
    Hawk looked at Baiss with genuine concern. The Drake nodded slowly. 
 
    “It’s been cleared. Through the highest channels. I’ll bet my tail and yours that every official in all six Walled Cities knows about it.” 
 
    “And they agreed to let you deliver it?” 
 
    “It’s a request. It pays well. I just want to be rid of it now. I’m waiting on one of them to pick it up. But—” 
 
    The door opened. Baiss looked over Hawk’s shoulder and choked on his drink. The Rabbit man thumped him on the back and turned. He saw Klbkch looking around. The Gnoll on duty hurried towards him and pointed to the table. 
 
    “Oh, Ancestors!” 
 
    Baiss shook in his seat. Hawk stared at him before he realized that Baiss had probably never seen an Antinium before. 
 
    “Calm down, Baiss. That’s Klbkch. He’s known around the city. He’s a Senior Guardsman. As Antinium go, he’s the only one I trust.” 
 
    “Him? I heard the Antinium actually walked about Liscor, but—oh, dead gods.” 
 
    “Don’t panic.” 
 
    Hawk turned and waved at Klbkch as the Antinium approached. Baiss was stiff in his seat, but he remembered to stand. 
 
    “Uh—are you—are you—?” 
 
    Klbkch nodded coolly at Baiss. He glanced at Hawk. 
 
    “I am Klbkchhezeim, Revalantor of the Free Antinium of Liscor. I believe you have a delivery for me?” 
 
    “I do. I do! It’s right here—I’ll need a seal, proof of your identification. Uh—” 
 
    “I should go.” 
 
    Hawk got up to leave, aware that he shouldn’t be listening. But Baiss shot him a desperate look and Klbkch also shook his head. 
 
    “That is not necessary. I am sure your presence would expedite matters, Courier Hawk.” 
 
    That was true. Hawk sat back down and helped Baiss go through the somewhat lengthy process of making sure Klbkch was who he said he was and receiving confirmation of delivery. The Drake was so nervous and stumbled so many times that he seemed like a Street Runner doing his first delivery. 
 
    At last, Klbkch had the bag of holding in his hands. It was Baiss’, but the Runner had assured Klbkch that he could return it to the Runner’s Guild later that day. Hawk thought privately that Baiss would have given his precious bag of holding away if it meant the Antinium would leave sooner. Klbkch marched back out of the Runner’s Guild, and both Couriers sat. Baiss was breathing as if he’d run a hundred miles. 
 
    “Ancestors. I don’t know how you live with them in your city, Hawk.” 
 
    “You get used to it. Did you notice how Klbkch told me I could stay? He knew the delivery was public knowledge.” 
 
    A bit of color flooded back into Baiss’ scales. 
 
    “That’s true. Damn. I’d better note that in my report. You know, I’m going to have to file twice as much paperwork for all of this? Not to mention I need to do an interview with a [Mage]—it’ll be such a pain to do! I wonder if I can do it in Pallass? Better get it out of the way, you know?” 
 
    Filled with relief, Baiss started babbling. Hawk listened, nodding at the appropriate times, but his mind was still filled with what he’d seen in the bag of holding. He thought of Klbkch. He’d seldom spoken with the Antinium, but he’d gotten to know him over the decade that Klbkch had been working in the city. It was true what he’d said. Klbkch was well-liked. Better than other [Guardsmen], actually. He was polite, efficient, and had won over Liscor by hard work. 
 
    But still. Hawk shuddered. Sometimes he forgot what Klbkch really was. He reached for Baiss’ drink and drained it entirely. He’d delivered terrible and wondrous things in his line of work as a Courier. But there were still things that made him very, very nervous. 
 
      
 
    —— 
 
      
 
    Klbkch walked with the small bag of holding in his hands. His movements were quick. Graceful. His new body was unlike that of the hunched Workers or solid Soldiers he passed as he entered the Hive and strode down the tunnels. Klbkch stood tall with only two arms and a far slimmer body than any of the other Antinium. It felt good. Not that he could recall what his old body had been like very well. But he remembered the awkwardness. 
 
    This body was smoother. It had been designed for him. The designer had broken the rules set upon her to make it, but she had done so for him. Now, Klbkch strode into her private chambers and looked for her. She wasn’t there. He turned his head and stared at the two stone doors that had been custom-built. He strode towards them and hauled one open. A strange, alchemical scent assailed him as he walked inside, closing the door swiftly before anything could enter. Or escape. 
 
    “My Queen. I have received the delivery. It is of great importance. I think you will want to view it at once.” 
 
    The inside of this sealed chamber resembled a place of horrors, even to Klbkch. He stared past the sacks of fluid, the heaps of strange minerals and powdered or crushed objects, the vats of fluids, and saw a gigantic, black form turn as it slowly mixed something at the far end of the chambers. The Queen of the Free Antinium turned, her face nearly invisible in the darkness. No lanterns hung here, and the only glow came from glowing lichen on the walls. 
 
    “Klbkchhezeim.” 
 
    “How goes it, my Queen?” 
 
    The Queen moved, pulling her bloated body towards Klbkch. Halfway there she paused and stared at one of the sacks clinging to the wall. The membrane was slightly translucent, and something was suspended within. But what hung there even Klbkch dared not stare at. In the fluid, something cried out without tongue or voice. The Queen of the Free Antinium looked away. 
 
    “Poorly.” 
 
    “I see. Shall we enter the main chamber?” 
 
    That was all Klbkch said. The Queen nodded, and they left the room quickly. She knew he did not like to be there. It brought up too many memories. Nor was entering that place particularly encouraging for either of them. It reminded them of failure. Of what had been lost. 
 
    “What have you brought me, Klbkchhezeim? A delivery? Did you buy something for the Hive?” 
 
    “No. This was sent from the Hives. The other Hives.” 
 
    The Free Queen froze. She stared at the bag of holding that Klbkch held. 
 
    “I see. It comes from the Grand Queen?” 
 
    “Without a doubt. Would you like to inspect it first?” 
 
    “No. Place it before me.” 
 
    The Free Queen waited as Klbkch reached into the bag of holding. He had to kneel so whatever would come out would spill onto the ground. That alone told the Queen that whatever was inside was ungainly or heavy. She waited as Klbkch slowly pulled. 
 
    The Courier, Baiss, had been terrified and uneasy about what he’d carried. He knew what was inside, of course. Generally Couriers respected the desire for anonymity, but the Runner’s Guild demanded to know the contents of anything sent or received by the Antinium. So did the Drakes. The instant a request had been made—through the most unusual of channels—the contents of the delivery had been known to anyone with power in southern Izril. 
 
    It nearly hadn’t been sent. The Walled Cities had been highly, highly suspicious of the package. They would have blocked it, but they had a peace treaty and they did not want to reveal to the Antinium what they knew. Better to have them use a public service than do whatever they wanted in secret. They hadn’t dared tamper with what Baiss carried, but they had studied it as extensively as they could with magic. 
 
    There was some genius to the delivery. That Klbkch understood. It was hard to travel from Liscor to the other five Hives, all of which were located far to the west in southern Izril. Such a journey was difficult, especially covertly. That Xrn and the others had made the trip at all was a testament to how important it had been. Or perhaps how important Xrn had made it. But beside that one occurrence, Klbkch had not seen another Antinium from the other Hives for ten years. They had communicated, of course, but rarely. But this? 
 
    For all their uses, bags of holding had several flaws. It was dangerous to carry multiple bags of holding around on the same person. They had limits on what they could store. They could break, malfunction, and you couldn’t put something living inside. Bags of holding could not contain living things. So what was inside was not living. 
 
    A dead Antinium exited the bag of holding. It fell wetly to the ground. It was encased in a thick mucus. Its limbs were wrapped around itself. It was very dead. But the body was preserved. That was not what surprised the Free Queen. Her mandibles clicked together in a sharp gasp. She stared down at the dead Antinium. 
 
    “Female?” 
 
    For a second, she was stunned. And then the Queen picked up the Antinium and ran her feelers over it, swiping away the gel impatiently. After a second, she shook her head. 
 
    It was not female. This drone had been created in the shape of a Queen, scaled down to a Worker’s size, but the change in appearance was cosmetic. Her internal organs and biological processes were the same as any Worker. She had not the capacity for thought, or the ability to give birth that any true female Antinium would. 
 
    By the same token, it would have been wrong to call her ‘male’. The Drone was Antinium, neither male nor female or any sex unless the biological need arose. Still, the Queen thought of the small replica as female, if only because that was her function. 
 
    “It is not female, Klbkchhezeim.” 
 
    “I thought as much. It is a replica made to imitate a Queen, though.” 
 
    “Yes. And I think it only requires revival.” 
 
    “The Rite?” 
 
    The Free Queen waved a feeler. She placed the drone back on the ground. 
 
    “Hardly. It is perfectly preserved. Reactivating the brain will only take a moment. But cleaning out the air passages so it does not choke would be helpful.” 
 
    “I will do so.” 
 
    Klbkch knelt as the Queen placed her feeler on the Antinium’s head. The miniature replica of the Queen twitched once and then went limp. It was now alive, for a given value of alive. 
 
    “It is conscious?” 
 
    “No. It has no mind. It is a shell. We must wait for the Queen in charge to realize it is awake.” 
 
    The two stood in silence for a while. Klbkch studied the inert Drone. 
 
    “I understand part of why it was sent. But surely it cannot relay anything? Not unless they have discovered how to form a Unitasis Network?” 
 
    The Free Queen paused, her feelers rubbing together. 
 
    “I am unsure. Perhaps—” 
 
    Both broke off as the drone sat upright. The Free Queen blinked as it slowly raised something. It had been holding an object in one of its feelers. She saw it raise something that shone. A piece of glass? No. A hand mirror. It stared into it, and the Queen saw a flicker of light. Somewhere, far away, the cousin of the mirror activated, and magic shared both image and sound between the two. 
 
    “Ah. Clever.” 
 
    A Queen from the Hives far to the south would not be able to control one of her drones from this far away with any subtlety. Without a Unitasis Network, her range would only extend a hundred miles. At most. But the little scrying glass would neatly bypass the issue. The Drone stared into the mirror, and the Queen used the magical link to augment the mental one. Now, the Drone stood taller and her posture changed. The mandibles opened and closed, and her feelers moved with delicate subtlety as she looked around the Hive. 
 
    When she spoke, it was quietly. 
 
    “The transport was successful. The Grand Queen of the Antinium sits here. And here.” 
 
    She gestured with one feeler, then she saw the Free Queen. She looked up. 
 
    “Free Queen of the Antinium.” 
 
    “Grand Queen. It has been too long.” 
 
    “Yes.” 
 
    Neither Klbkch nor the Free Queen bowed. The Queen paused, her feelers moving uncertainly. She searched for words. The sudden contact unsettled her. They had been separated for so many years. After a moment, she spoke. 
 
    “I assume this drone was sent after Prognugator Xrn returned to the Hive? I trust that she relayed her findings—” 
 
    The Grand Queen spoke over the Free Queen. She turned her head, looking around the cavern as she spoke in what was for the Antinium, clipped, quiet tones. 
 
    “This vessel was delivered for the purpose of more secure communication, should the need arise. The Free Antinium have been judged to have adequately made progress towards their objectives. They will now rejoin the larger Hive through this relay.” 
 
    Her words were abrupt. Almost insulting. The Free Queen bristled until she remembered that this was how the Grand Queen had been. She spoke, concealing her anger. 
 
    “Prognugator Xrn has returned to the Hive, then?” 
 
    “Yes.” 
 
    Silence. The Free Queen paused. 
 
    “This network—” 
 
    “A series of proxies using magic to facilitate control at range. My design.” 
 
    The Grand Queen’s satisfaction radiated through her voice and posture. The Free Queen clicked her mandibles together shortly. 
 
    “Is the process one w—” 
 
    “Other Queens have their own proxies. This one was sent first. Others will arrive in time.” 
 
    “What if I wish to instigate communications with other Hives?” 
 
    A pause. 
 
    “That is not necessary at this point. Other Queens may contact your Hive as appropriate.” 
 
    “I see.” 
 
    The Free Queen contemplated the miniature Grand Queen. Perhaps the only thing that kept her from picking up the drone and breaking it was how satisfying it felt to look down at the Grand Queen. The Grand Queen didn’t feel the same way. She stepped backwards until she was able to stare at the Free Queen without tilting her head up. 
 
    “Drakes have made inquiries as to the Hive in Liscor. In regards to the dungeon unearthed recently.” 
 
    “As I informed you in my latest report. The dungeon is currently the subject of interest in Liscor. A group of adventurers inadvertently discovered a route into the Hive from the dungeon. However, the Hive is well-fortified and—” 
 
    “This information has already been considered. Continue probing the dungeon. Commit whatever resources are necessary to acquire artifacts.” 
 
    The Grand Queen turned from the Free Queen and looked at Klbkch. 
 
    “Klbkchhezeim.” 
 
    “Grand Queen.” 
 
    He bowed smoothly. The Grand Queen studied him. Her feelers waved. When she spoke next, she sounded irritated. 
 
    “Your form has been altered. Without permission.” 
 
    “It was a necessary side effect of the Rite of Anastases, Grand Queen. This form allows me to fulfill my duties far more efficiently than my old one.” 
 
    “…Understood. Do you have anything to report at this moment?” 
 
    Klbkch looked at the Grand Queen’s proxy. He glanced up at the Free Queen who was vibrating dangerously. 
 
    “Did Prognugator Xrn return to the Hive safely?” 
 
    “Yes.” 
 
    “Then I have nothing to report.” 
 
    “Understood. Maintain this vessel. Other proxies will be delivered in time. Await orders until then. That is all.” 
 
    The Grand Queen departed as quickly as she’d come. The drone crumpled, and Klbkch and the Free Queen looked at it. Neither spoke for a second. Klbkch clicked his mandibles together shortly. 
 
    “That was unexpected.” 
 
    “Was it?” 
 
    The Free Queen was simmering with slow-burning fury. Klbkch paused. 
 
    “I suppose not. She is still angry at you, my Queen.” 
 
    “Yes. Because I am here. Because I succeeded where she believed I would not.” 
 
    The two looked at each other. Klbkch nodded. 
 
    “The other Queens will send their own proxies? It would be good to communicate with the Hives.” 
 
    “And receive orders I do not wish to obey. But yes. The connection will be reestablished. Perhaps a transportation network will be built.” 
 
    “That would be an undertaking. But yes, it would be welcome. What concerns me is that the Hives may soon move.” 
 
    “Too soon.” 
 
    “We must say as much.” 
 
    The Free Queen turned away from Klbkch. 
 
    “You must say as much. She will listen to you. I am renegade. She saw your new form. She was displeased.” 
 
    “As well you did not show her your experiments. But if she is willing to speak, perhaps she would lend you the components you require.” 
 
    “Perhaps. I am in need of them, Klbkch.” 
 
    Klbkch’s gaze went to the sealed stone doors. 
 
    “The alchemy ingredients I purchased did not work?” 
 
    The Free Queen shook her head. 
 
    “Alchemical goods are too complex. Without rendering, they are impossible to work with. Magic and body parts—” 
 
    The Queen clicked her mandibles irritably. The notion of alchemy, of the so-called masters of potions and craft, offended her to her core. To a Queen of the Antinium, [Alchemists] were nothing more than infants playing around with cheap toys. They banged rocks together when they should be rendering miracles out of sand. 
 
    Of course, these were metaphors based in the terminology of other species. The Free Queen didn’t think of rocks and sand, or even infants. Her image of the [Alchemists] was of a wriggling larvae with half-formed eyes, squirming about and playing with complex cellulose instead of the most basic of enzymes. The Free Queen clicked her mandibles together, scratching them irritably. 
 
    “The Grand Queen boasted of her invention. Magic scrying and remote control. A poor solution.” 
 
    “Effective.” 
 
    “I saw her Prognugators. She has not altered them in any way. What have the other Queens done in this time? Have they learned nothing?” 
 
    Klbkch paused, his antennae moving restlessly. 
 
    “I observed the Flying Queen and the Silent Queen’s new combat forms. The Silent Queen has improved on her designs.” 
 
    “True. As for the Flying Queen, she has delved further into folly. I saw the Flying Antinium’s forms. Many flaws. Imperfections. Even in her Revalantor! That they move and ‘fly’ is a product of so many faults. So many that they cover for each other.” 
 
    “If they function well in battle, her methods have merit, my Queen.” 
 
    “She should have spent time perfecting what she had. As I did. I spent four years reconfiguring the formulation of muscle fiber. Two more years after that I spent on balance. Your current form is the pinnacle of that achievement. Not enough. But it is better, is it not?” 
 
    The Free Queen looked down at Klbkch. He flexed one arm and nodded. 
 
    “I am stronger. Though I have still yet to regain the rest of my lost levels…this form is stronger than my old one.” 
 
    “Good.” 
 
    “Do you have plans on mass-producing this form?” 
 
    “No. It requires too much work. Too many resources. I may update the Workers and Soldiers with the changes in muscle fiber. If I am able. There is much to do, Klbkch. Much, and the Hive still consumes my attention.” 
 
    “Belgrade and Anand have helped in that regard of late, haven’t they?” 
 
    The Free Queen nodded. She picked up the lifeless Drone and set it in a corner of the room, propping it up. Garry would have to feed it now and then. Tiresome. 
 
    “Progress has been made. But there is still far too much to be done, Klbkchhezeim. These Individuals are incomplete, and the methods of creating them are far too uncertain. Look at that one.” 
 
    She pointed. Garry froze as he scurried out of his kitchen, perhaps to do some shopping. He turned and bowed to the Free Queen and Klbkch. 
 
    “Flaw.” 
 
    Garry trembled. Klbkch stared at him and then at his Queen. He hesitated, and then stepped backwards, as if shielding Garry from the Free Queen’s displeasure. 
 
    “They are not true Antinium, my Queen. But I believe you do them a disservice. Each of the original five Workers has contributed to the Hive’s wellbeing in their own way. Garry is an exemplary [Cook], and I believe his continued leveling is a testament to his hard work.” 
 
    Garry’s mandibles opened wide in surprise. Klbkch turned his head and stared at him and then looked up at the Queen. 
 
    “You might consider giving him a day off? That is customary for those employed in other races.” 
 
    “Is it necessary?” 
 
    Klbkch paused. He glanced at Garry again. The Worker looked hopeful. 
 
    “…It may assist with his leveling.” 
 
    “Hm.” 
 
    The Free Queen was already in a bad mood. The idea of not having anything to snack on displeased her, but she put Klbkch’s advice over her desires. 
 
    “Very well. A day. Go.” 
 
    “Thank you, my Queen!” 
 
    Garry bowed. The Free Queen stared at him, and he fled. Klbkch sighed. He looked up at his Queen. In some ways, she understood very little about the world. She was holed up in the Hive while he had gone above and seen the world. He understood more than she did, he knew. But he had little but admiration for her. She had seen the flaw of the Antinium and attempted to solve it, though she understood little of the solution. He wondered if he could tell her what he had seen, explain to her what Pawn had done. 
 
    “I believe these Individuals show promise. Especially Pawn’s new unit.” 
 
    “The Painted Soldiers. You have given me the reports, and I have observed their efficiency. Yes. I agree. But they are still not…” 
 
    “I know. But it seems that we will be able to create more of them. That will strengthen the Hive.” 
 
    “True.” 
 
    The Free Queen was moody. Unhappy. The Hive would become stronger, but her goal, the goal that she and Klbkch were working for, was no closer. 
 
    “You say these Individuals show promise. I agree. But we have but five. Five who you claim are…original.” 
 
    “Perhaps seven, now, my Queen. Two of the Soldiers show great promise. Yellow Splatters and Purple Smile.” 
 
    “What ridiculous names.” 
 
    Klbkch had no answer to that. The Free Queen paused. 
 
    “Will these Individuals ever be true Antinium, Klbkch?” 
 
    “I do not know, my Queen. But they are helpful. If I could turn a thousand Antinium into such Individuals of Belgrade or Anand’s character, I would in an instant. Those of Garry’s quality, likewise. Even Pawn shows promise, for all the trouble he causes.” 
 
    “Hmm. What about the fifth one?” 
 
    Klbkch paused. 
 
    “Oh. Bird.” 
 
    “Does he show promise, Klbkchhezeim?” 
 
    “…Yes?” 
 
    The Free Queen stared down at Klbkch. He looked away from her. She had worked with him, shared her mind and goals with him, for over a decade. She knew he had his secrets. She knew he was, in a way, far superior to anything she could be. A Centenium while she was but a Queen. She trusted him and took his words to heart, even if she disagreed with his assessment of the Individuals. But she was very sure he was lying to her right now. And because she was frustrated, annoyed with the Grand Queen and her failed experiments and not having anything to eat, she called him on his lies. 
 
    “Prove it.” 
 
      
 
    —— 
 
      
 
    Bird sang in his little watch tower above Erin’s inn. He watched the rain come down as he sang. It was not a song he knew. He made it up as he went along. Sometimes the song surprised him. 
 
    “Rain, rain, go away. Rain on me another day.” 
 
    This one was based off a song Erin had taught him. Bird rocked back and forth on the little stool she’d given him, his homemade bow in hand. He missed his other bow. It had broken. Bird had tried to put it back together, but he’d failed. But he still had a bow. And arrows. And what else did you really need? Bird didn’t know, but Erin had told him there was something else. 
 
    He didn’t care. The rain kept falling down, pattering on the roof on top of his tower. Bird hadn’t wanted it—how could he look overhead with it there?—but Pawn told him he could take it down when the rain was gone. The rain made a nice pattering sound overhead. 
 
    “So rainy. Lots of rain.” 
 
    It was the second week of rain. Or was it the third? The fourth? Bird couldn’t remember. But the rain kept falling, and the waters were still high. He could see little fish swimming around and bigger ones hiding in the murky water. If he looked really hard, he could sometimes see Rock Crabs scuttling in the waters, feasting. They were dangerous. Bird had already heard of people nearly getting eaten by them while fishing. 
 
    If one tried to climb up to the inn, Bird would shoot it. He didn’t know if his bow would do any good, but he’d learned [Piercing Shot] and he had lots of arrows. Bird didn’t think of the possible dangers an encounter like that might entail, however. He was watching the water, and the skies too. He was waiting. Waiting for water birds. 
 
    They had to exist. Bird had no proof, but water birds had to exist. If they didn’t…what was the point of anything? So he waited, bow at the ready for when the elusive water birds appeared. 
 
    They did not. After a period of time that might have been long or short, Bird felt his stomach rumble. He realized he was hungry. 
 
    “Food?” 
 
    Bird looked towards the trap door leading down to the inn. He decided to go down for food. He had no idea if it was night or day—the sky was always grey and dark. But that didn’t matter. If no one was awake, Bird would just go back to his tower and wait. He remembered sitting up there, listening to his stomach growl for hours. 
 
    That didn’t matter. Bird was good at waiting. He could wait for a bird to come closer for hours. That was why he was a [Hunter]. Because he shot birds. 
 
    “I am Bird. I shoot birds. La, la, la…” 
 
    Bird pulled up the trapdoor and then remembered to be quiet in case he woke anyone up. He closed the trapdoor, wiped the steps with a towel on a little rack that Erin had put there for that very purpose. Then he trundled downstairs. 
 
    “Oh! Erin is awake. And so is Lyonette. And you.” 
 
    Erin, Lyonette, and Ceria looked up. They were all gathered around a table. Bird stared at the table. Then he stared at what was on it. They were eating from a plate. And on that plate was… 
 
    “Pretzels! I’d offer you one, Bird. But it’s all bread, so you can’t have it.” 
 
    Miss Erin looked apologetic. Bird nodded. 
 
    “That is okay. I would like to eat. If that is good.” 
 
    “Oh! Sure! What do you want? B—” 
 
    “Birds.” 
 
    “Why am I surprised?” 
 
    Erin laughed. She bit the chewy bread pretzel she was eating and then dipped the uneaten side into a bowl. It was filled with a cheesy mixture. Erin ate the rest of her pretzel. 
 
    “Mm. Cheesy.” 
 
    “I like the sauces more. The cheese has too much oil in it for me.” 
 
    Lyonette had another little bowl of red sauce. She and Ceria were cautiously dipping their pretzels into it. Bird stared at the bowls as Erin went into the kitchen. 
 
    “You good with any kind of bird, Bird?” 
 
    “Yes.” 
 
    Bird sat at a table and listened to his stomach grumble. He wondered how bad it would be to eat a pretzel. Probably bad. He remembered his stomach hurting last time he ate bread by mistake. But maybe the pretzels could be good? Could he use them as bait for birds? Maybe water birds would eat a crumbled pretzel? He was about to ask Lyonette about that when he saw a little bit of white. 
 
    “Oh. Bird bait.” 
 
    Mrsha poked her head up from the table’s edge and regarded Bird severely. She snatched a pretzel and dipped it in another, dark brown sauce. She savored the flavor and disappeared behind the table. 
 
    “Here we are! Hot chicken! Seared wings and some veggies. What do you want to drink, Bird?” 
 
    “Milk?” 
 
    A big tankard of milk was placed in front of Bird. He happily put down his bow and picked up a fork. 
 
    “Birds. Mm. Tasty.” 
 
    The food was hot and filling. Miss Erin watched him eat and then frowned. 
 
    “Hey Bird, how long have you been up on the roof? I can’t remember the last time I saw you eating down here.” 
 
    Bird paused and shrugged. 
 
    “I don’t know. Maybe I was here a week ago?” 
 
    “A week!?” 
 
    “Maybe I was here an hour ago?” 
 
    Erin exchanged odd looks with Ceria and Lyonette. She went to confer with them as Bird ate. Good food made him happy. He saw Mrsha sneaking up to his plate and blocked her when she tried to snatch a piece of his chicken. 
 
    “My birds.” 
 
    “Bird, you need to come down at least twice a day for food, okay? Promise me.” 
 
    “Okay. I promise.” 
 
    Bird finished his food and felt better. His head felt clearer, and his stomach stopped bothering him. He sat as Erin took his plate, and when she asked him how it tasted, he told her it was good. All things were going well, until Bird remembered something. 
 
    “Oh. I forgot.” 
 
    “About your promise?” 
 
    “No. Today is an important day.” 
 
    A special day. Bird had nearly forgotten, but he was sure he’d remembered just in time. He stood up. 
 
    “I must go to the Hive today. I have to meet Pawn and Belgrade and Anand and Garry. Maybe not Garry. But the others will be there.” 
 
    Erin slapped her forehead. 
 
    “That’s right! Pawn did say to remind you! Hold on—I even made a few snacks for you to take with you! Hold on—” 
 
    She went into the kitchen. When she came back, she had a rucksack filled with nice smelling things. Bird opened the pack and discovered it was more food! His stomach rumbled again. 
 
    “Now Bird, remember, this is for everyone. It’s not bird bait. And you can’t get it wet, okay?” 
 
    “Okay, Miss Erin. I will go now.” 
 
    Bird strode towards the door. He opened it and was halfway down the hill when Erin came chasing after him. 
 
    “Bird! Not that way!” 
 
    Bird was headed towards the underwater bridge. He looked back at Erin, confused, as she waved at him in the rain. 
 
    “Are you crazy? Go through the magic door!” 
 
    “But there is a bridge now.” 
 
    “You can’t swim!” 
 
    That was true. If he fell in the water, Bird was sure he’d drown. But the bridge looked like fun as it swayed just under the water’s surface. Erin dragged Bird back into the inn, though. She made him promise not to use the bridge and fiddled with the door. 
 
    “Let’s see—oops! That’s Pallass.” 
 
    Bright sunlight shone on Bird’s face. He looked at the blue skies. 
 
    “Do you think there are birds in Pallass?” 
 
    Erin hesitated, looking at Bird. She bit her lip and looked at Lyonette, who waved her hands and shook her head for some reason. 
 
    “…No. I think Pallass has no birds. At all.” 
 
    “That is a shame.” 
 
    “Yes, it is, isn’t it? Okay, here’s Liscor.” 
 
    It was wet and raining. Bird stepped through into the street and heard Erin turn back to Lyonette. He quite clearly heard her voice before the door closed. 
 
    “Lyonette, I think you should take Bird when you go with Mrsha to Celum. He’ll be a good bodyguard.” 
 
    “If we can get him through the city without causing trouble. I’ll try it next time. Now, these pretzels are good, but they won’t stop trouble at tonight’s play, Erin.” 
 
    “That’s why I’ve been practicing with my aura. The pretzels are just for fun. Did you like the cheese sauce or is it—” 
 
    The door closed. Bird stared at it for a second and then began walking down the street. Liscor was rainy. Drakes and Gnolls passed Bird on the street, some staring at him, but without much alarm. Bird hummed under his breath, looking around in case there were birds, but not really expecting any. 
 
    Soon, he came to the Hive. The entrance was dark and rain was pouring in. Bird paused there. 
 
    “Dark.” 
 
    He didn’t like the Hive. There were no birds in the Hive. He always had to work in the Hive. But he had promised Pawn, so he went down inside. He passed through the entrance into dry dirt. Then he saw the Soldiers. 
 
    “Hello. I am Bird.” 
 
    They stared at him from their alcoves. Big Soldiers. They would kill him if he wasn’t a Worker, Bird knew. He walked past them, humming. Then his hum vanished. He felt himself enter the Hive. 
 
    There was a difference there. A rhythm. A flow. Bird didn’t like it. He had lived in the Hive for almost all his life, but when he entered the lines of Soldiers and Workers moving in perfect synch, it was still a struggle to move with them. 
 
    Walk. Stop. Walk. Turn. Step left to let Soldiers go past. Walk. Stop. Turn. Turn. 
 
    Each Worker moved in unison with the others. Each one stopped and stepped precisely. The crisscrossing lines of Antinium were efficient. Bird didn’t like it. He shifted, awkwardly holding the rucksack Erin had given him. He wished he’d brought his bow, but he’d forgotten it on the table. He hoped Erin didn’t throw it away. 
 
    Walk. Stop. Step left. Turn. Walk. Walk. Turn. 
 
    At least he could do this without having to think as hard. So long as he became one with the others, Bird wouldn’t fall out of place. Reassured by this, he began to hum to himself. 
 
    “Birds and pretzels, birds and pretzels. I like birds. I cannot eat pretzels.” 
 
    He stopped when he realized no one was moving. Bird looked around. All the Antinium in the tunnel were staring at him. All of them. Hundreds. Bird hunched his shoulders. Suddenly, he felt bad and his insides hurt. 
 
    “I am Bird. I did not mean to sing.” 
 
    After a moment, the flow resumed. Hunched, afraid, Bird moved as one. He did not sing again. Soon, he reached his destination. 
 
    “Bird. You remembered!” 
 
    Pawn stood in the barracks. Bird stared at him and waved one of his four hands. 
 
    “Hello Pawn.” 
 
    He stared around the big barracks. It was bigger than before. And there were more Workers and Soldiers in it. That was Bird’s only observation. He noticed three other Workers waiting for him. 
 
    “Belgrade and Anand. Oh. And Garry.” 
 
    “Hello Bird. We have not spoken in a long time.” 
 
    “We haven’t?” 
 
    Bird stared blankly at Garry. Then he shifted his attention to what the Worker had brought. 
 
    “Oh. Food!” 
 
    The [Cook] nodded. 
 
    “I have brought a few treats to share. What is it that you are holding, Bird?” 
 
    Bird remembered the rucksack. Carefully, he placed it on the mound of dirt the Workers were using as a table. 
 
    “This is food from Miss Erin. She says it is for me to share with everyone. It did not get wet.” 
 
    “How wonderful.” 
 
    Anand and Belgrade immediately clustered around the rucksack. Garry and Pawn held back. Bird looked around. Yes, there were more colorful Soldiers around. That was good. Bird stared at Yellow Splatters reading a book, Purple Smile doing something like dancing and showing the other Workers and Soldiers how to do it too, and then he found the special thing. It was always what he looked at. On the barracks, on the far wall, was a white bird. A symbol of one of the Soldiers. Bird always liked staring at it. 
 
    “This is delicious. What are these things? Bird? Bird?” 
 
    Someone interrupted Bird. He looked around. 
 
    “Oh. Those are fish flakes.” 
 
    “Fish flakes?” 
 
    The other Workers were intrigued. Bird nodded. He explained them as best he could. 
 
    “Miss Erin made them. They are fish with bread. Or bread on fish. She says she made some for Antinium with less bread because bread is no good for Antinium. But it still has bread. There is a sauce you dip the fish flakes into. Miss Erin says the fish flakes are good hot and a nice snack.” 
 
    “How wonderful. I must copy this design.” 
 
    Garry reverentially picked up a fish flake, breaking off a bit and then inspecting the insides to see what was underneath the crust. He nibbled at the food as Anand and Belgrade offered the fish flakes to some of the other Antinium who had passed by. It was Pawn who gave two thirds of the pack’s contents to Yellow Splatters to distribute. The rest went on the dirt table. 
 
    “I envy you, Bird. It is a privilege to work at Miss Erin’s inn and experience her cooking each day.” 
 
    “It is? Yes, it is good.” 
 
    Bird nodded at Garry. The other Worker paused and looked at Pawn. The Worker opened his mandibles and looked around. 
 
    “I suppose it is time. Let us speak.” 
 
    The other Workers nodded. They sat around the table, eating from what Garry and Bird had brought. Belgrade and Anand had brought real chess sets, and so the Workers took turns playing while they spoke. Bird sat, letting Anand play Pawn first while Garry played Belgrade. He listened, staring at the white bird on the walls sometimes. Just in case it moved. 
 
    “—An incident while I was on duty. Two adventuring teams entered the Hive from the dungeon. It was the subject of much agitation from Revalantor Klbkch. However, he told me this may be an opportunity for the Hive. He did not elaborate.” 
 
    Pawn delicately moved a chess piece, nodding. 
 
    “The issue is that of the Drake cities. Or so Lyonette tells me. The Drakes may be upset that we have a route into the dungeon and thus may obtain treasure. By we, I refer to the Hive in general.” 
 
    “Surely they knew? It would be obvious that a Hive would have some vectors by which to enter the dungeon given our proximity.” 
 
    Anand paused as he pushed Garry across the board with ease. Pawn shook his head. 
 
    “I cannot speculate. I only know what Lyonette told me, and she is not an expert on Drake politics.” 
 
    “But she is a Human. She knows many things. And you danced with her. I did not know this.” 
 
    Garry’s tone was wistful. The other Workers had not seen him for over a month. Garry’s duties involved serving the Queen, and apparently, that meant he did not get much time off. Bird watched as Garry lost the game against Anand. 
 
    “Revalantor Klbkch was very upset with you, Pawn. But he has expressed contentment with you as well. I do not know how he regards you.” 
 
    Belgrade’s mandibles clicked as he cornered Pawn’s bishop. He was a better player than Pawn. Both Belgrade and Anand were very good. Bird obediently sat as Anand reset the board so they could play. He enjoyed chess. But not as much as hunting birds. 
 
    “I do not know what Klbkch thinks of me either, Belgrade. I hope to work well with him, but I cannot help but feel that I disappoint him sometimes. Other times, I feel that I do not disappoint him because he has no expectations of me. By contrast, he speaks highly of you and Anand. Your fortifications and traps perform wonderfully.” 
 
    “Revalantor Klbkch says that?” 
 
    Belgrade’s antennae twitched wildly. Bird watched with interest as he played Anand. Pawn nodded. 
 
    “In terms of developments, I would hope for your and Anand’s continued growth most. You have already saved many lives with your strategies, and I am told your management helps the Queen herself.” 
 
    The two [Tacticians] sat straighter. Anand nodded. 
 
    “That is most gratifying to hear. I hope that our continued efforts will mean we can visit Miss Erin someday. I would like to play her and see how much I have improved. And play games of Go with her.” 
 
    “I also.” 
 
    Pawn listened to the two and nodded. 
 
    “I will attempt to bring this matter up with Klbkch.” 
 
    “Thank you, Pawn.” 
 
    “Yes. Thank you. Garry, what of you?” 
 
    “I serve the Queen. It is…difficult. But I do level.” 
 
    Garry took over for Pawn in playing Belgrade. His four hands moved slower than the other Worker’s. Pawn stared at Garry with concern. 
 
    “I have spoken to the Queen only once. How is she to work under directly?” 
 
    “She is the Queen. I am a Worker. It is…good to cook. I must not complain.” 
 
    The [Cook] looked down at the board. The other three Workers looked at each other. Bird looked at the white bird on the walls. In silence, they played. It seemed Belgrade was suddenly worse because he lost to Garry, and Pawn told Garry to learn to dance and read some of the picture books on his day off. He got up with Belgrade while Bird played Anand. When they came back, Bird was still playing. 
 
    “What of you, Bird? Have you done anything of note?” 
 
    Startled, Bird looked up. 
 
    “I shot a fish.” 
 
    The Workers waited. Garry was staring at a picture book and glancing up every now and then. Pawn clicked his mandibles together. 
 
    “And?” 
 
    “And my bow is still broken.” 
 
    “I see.” 
 
    Bird looked down at his board. He knew that he should say something else. But it was hard! He tried to think. 
 
    “I got paid.” 
 
    “Paid?” 
 
    Suddenly, all of the Workers stared at Bird. He hunched his shoulders. 
 
    “Is that news?” 
 
    “Yes. Miss Erin is paying you, Bird?” 
 
    “She is. She says I can save it for a new bow. She gave me many silver coins and bronze ones. She tells me not to use them as bait for crows. I have put it away in my room. Next to my fortress of fluff.” 
 
    “Your what?” 
 
    “It is what Miss Erin calls my bedding. She made me a place to sit and sleep. It is made of pillows and blankets and soft things.” 
 
    The other Workers stared at Bird. Belgrade opened and closed his mandibles. 
 
    “I would like to express my incredible jealousy towards you, Bird.” 
 
    “Alright, Belgrade.” 
 
    The other Workers kept pestering Bird about his fortress of fluff and what it was like having money and what he was going to do with it. And about Miss Erin and the adventurers, Goblins, and everything else. It was very hard for Bird to concentrate on his game and the questions. Eventually, he lost. 
 
    Anand frowned down at the board. He stared up at Bird who was chewing on a piece of fish. 
 
    “Bird. That was a most curious game we played.” 
 
    “Yes?” 
 
    Bird tilted his head. Anand looked at the board. Belgrade, Pawn, and Garry crowded around. They looked up at Bird. 
 
    “I had the same impression as Anand. Your playing style was incredibly odd, Bird. What was your objective? It seems as though you threw away your Queen and a quarter of your pieces. But your play on the left side was incredible.” 
 
    “I played to make the game good. It did not go entirely like I wanted. But it is good. See?” 
 
    Bird turned the board. Anand, Belgrade, Garry, and Pawn stared at his side of the board blankly. Bird waited. They looked at him. 
 
    “What is good about this, Bird?” 
 
    “I made a crow. See?” 
 
    Bird pointed. It was lopsided, but a black crow was looking at the other Workers. A white king was the one eye. The Workers stared at it. Belgrade turned his head left and right. 
 
    “I do not see a crow.” 
 
    “Bird. Was that your objective in playing the game the entire time?” 
 
    Anand asked sharply. Bird hunched his shoulders. 
 
    “Maybe?” 
 
    The other Workers looked at each other. At last, Pawn closed his mandibles. 
 
    “That is a good game, Bird.” 
 
    “Yes. Yes. I did not expect any of it. What does Miss Erin say when she plays chess with you, Bird?” 
 
    “I do not play chess with Miss Erin often.” 
 
    “Oh. She is busy?” 
 
    “Yes. And I say no when she asks me.” 
 
    The other Workers stared. Belgrade grabbed Bird with his four arms. 
 
    “Say that again?” 
 
    Bird shifted uncomfortably. 
 
    “I say no. Miss Erin says I am always ‘weird to play’. But she likes playing me. Especially when I win.” 
 
    “You wh—” 
 
    All four Workers stopped and turned. Bird looked around and saw what they were staring at. The other Antinium in the barracks had gone still. Because Revalantor Klbkch was striding towards them. 
 
    “Bird.” 
 
    He spoke, and Bird looked up. The other Workers stared warily at Klbkch, and Garry shuffled behind Pawn. 
 
    “Yes, Revalantor Klbkch?” 
 
    “I require your presence. You will come with me.” 
 
    “Okay. Where am I going?” 
 
    “To meet the Queen. She wishes to inspect you.” 
 
    The other Workers froze. Bird nodded. 
 
    “Okay.” 
 
    He wanted to follow Klbkch, but Pawn blocked their way. 
 
    “Revalantor Klbkch. Is Bird in trouble?” 
 
    “That remains to be seen.” 
 
    Klbkch was taller than Bird and Pawn. Slimmer too. Bird stared at the shiny blades at his side. Pawn glanced at Bird and then at Klbkch. 
 
    “May I ask why the Queen wishes to see Bird?” 
 
    “She wishes to evaluate Bird’s contributions to the Hive. He will be brought before her and questioned. I will not be present.” 
 
    Both Worker and Revalantor paused. They looked at Bird. He looked at them blankly. Klbkch lowered his voice. 
 
    “I will feed him answers. It should not be a difficult questioning.” 
 
    “But Bird is—” 
 
    “I am aware. But the Queen wishes to see him. Now.” 
 
    Pawn looked helplessly at Bird. He turned to the other Workers and then hurried to Bird. He pulled the Worker aside and lowered his head. 
 
    “Bird, you must listen to whatever Revalantor Klbkch says. Understand? Whatever he says, you must do.” 
 
    “Yes, Pawn.” 
 
    “You will be alright. The Queen just wishes to speak with you. Do whatever Klbkch says and do not do anything…abnormal. You will be fine.” 
 
    “I will be fine.” 
 
    Pawn’s mandibles opened and closed. He seemed anxious. Then he lowered his head and two of his hands clasped together. The other two held Bird’s shoulders gently. 
 
    “You will be well. I will pray for you. You will be well, Bird. Be well.” 
 
    Bird nodded. 
 
    “Thank you, Pawn.” 
 
    He walked back towards Klbkch. The Revalantor nodded, and Bird walked with him as the others watched him go. Bird stared one last time at the white bird on the wall before Klbkch took him out of the barracks. They walked through the Hive. This time, Bird did not walk as one. The Workers and Soldiers made way for Klbkch as he strode forwards. 
 
    “You will be alone with the Queen. Answer her honestly.” 
 
    “Yes, Revalantor Klbkch.” 
 
    “If she asks about your contributions to the Hive, mention your income as well as your role defending the inn. Do not speak overly long or in tangents.” 
 
    “What is a tangent?” 
 
    “Answer her in short sentences, Bird. Speak only of the good you have done.” 
 
    “Yes, Revalantor Klbkch.” 
 
    The other Antinium turned to look at him as they neared the Queen’s chambers. Bird had only been there once. He remembered that day. Klbkch had been worried, and so had the others. The Queen had asked them questions in turn. She had made Pawn afraid, and the others had shaken as they stood before her. Now it was Klbkch who seemed on the verge of shaking. 
 
    “I am sorry. I did not expect her to ask for you. If you are lucky, she will notice nothing as before. Answer her quickly, Bird. Do not speak about birds.” 
 
    “Why? I like birds.” 
 
    Bird tilted his head. Klbkch shook his head. 
 
    “Simply do not. Now. She is waiting.” 
 
    He pointed. Bird stared at the dark hallway where Soldiers stood on guard. He walked forwards. He did not know what the Queen wanted or why Klbkch and the others were afraid. He did not know many things he thought he should know. He had always been like that. Even before he met Erin. He wondered when he could go back and sit in his watch tower again. 
 
      
 
    —— 
 
      
 
    The Free Queen watched the Worker and Klbkchhezeim enter her chambers. She saw Klbkch bow precisely and saw the Worker copy him awkwardly. His gracelessness hurt to see. By contrast, Klbkch had no wasted motion. He had been created a warrior. The thing that stood next to him had been formed as a simple Worker. It had become something more, but the Queen did not see it in him. 
 
    “The Individual known as Bird is here, my Queen. If you wish, I will stay to answer any questions you may have. The nature of his task is complex and—” 
 
    “Your presence is not required, Klbkchhezeim. Leave us.” 
 
    Klbkch hesitated. The Free Queen saw him glance twice at the Worker before he bowed and left. Bird, he had called him. Another strange name. An odd name. Not like an Antinium’s name at all. It rankled the Queen, so she spoke harshly. 
 
    “Approach.” 
 
    The Worker shuffled forwards, staring up at her. He did not quiver as other Antinium did when they stood before their Queen. She was unlike any other Antinium in the Hive. Where all the Antinium were uniform, she was unique. A colossus sitting in her chambers. Her arms were not based on a humanoid appearance. She had feelers rather than hands. Her body was bloated, changed by food and the stresses of birth. And she was the Queen. The Worker stared. 
 
    “Hello. I am Bird.” 
 
    The Queen of the Free Antinium jerked in surprise. He had spoken! Without permission! She stared at the Worker, and her mandibles closed slowly. 
 
    “Worker, you were not given permission to speak.” 
 
    “Oh. I am sorry.” 
 
    “Be silent.” 
 
    He was. The Free Queen regarded the Worker for a moment. Her feelers twitched. So this was the fifth. She had received regular reports of the exploits of the other four from Klbkch. Anand and Belgrade she had observed herself. Garry was almost always in her chambers. Pawn was…different, but his efforts had been recognized, and an assessment could be made off the performance of his unit of Painted Soldiers. But she had never heard of this Worker’s deeds. 
 
    “You are one of the remaining Individual Workers formed after the battle against the undead.” 
 
    The Worker did not reply. The Free Queen inspected him. He was not different from the others. Not that she had expected him to be. She had heard that one of her Soldiers had grown after receiving his [Sergeant] class. An anomaly like that was troubling. 
 
    “Your class is [Hunter]. You provided the Hive with sustenance until you were reassigned to act as a guard for the Human known as Erin Solstice. You now reside in her inn, do you not?” 
 
    The Worker didn’t respond. The Free Queen stared at him. 
 
    “Is this so?” 
 
    He said nothing. The Queen, already irritable, felt dangerously close to true anger. She leaned down, shifting her enormous weight closer. 
 
    “Speak.” 
 
    “Yes. I am working at Miss Erin’s inn. I shoot birds. But I am not supposed to talk about birds.” 
 
    The Worker’s voice was loud and cheerful. The Queen sat back. 
 
    “Birds? But your name is Bird.” 
 
    “Yes. I am Bird! And I shoot birds.” 
 
    “You are a [Hunter].” 
 
    “I am. I have a bow. I shoot birds.” 
 
    For the first time in years, the Queen had to pause to digest this information. She studied the Worker. Well, he had answered her. He hunted animals. 
 
    “And you believe this contributes to the Hive? Do you believe protecting this inn is a task that will further the Hive’s goals?” 
 
    The Worker tilted his head back and forth. 
 
    “Um. I do not know.” 
 
    Uncertainty. The Queen nodded slowly. At least he was aware of this. She peered at Bird again. 
 
    “Erin Solstice is a unique individual to the Hive. She has worth of a kind. But will she employ it for the Hive’s use or does she withhold her aid? Klbkchhezeim assures me she is an ally. What is your opinion?” 
 
    The little Antinium paused. 
 
    “Miss Erin is very nice. She made me a fortress of fluff.” 
 
    At first, she was shocked by the reply. And then she was suspicious. Darkly so. This time, the silence that came from the Queen was ominous. The Worker seemed to take that as a cue to go on, so he did. 
 
    “She feeds me food when I ask for it. And she has many interesting things. She has a play in the inn. And Goblins. And adventurers. And she gave me a bow. Which broke. I like Miss Erin. She plays chess and says I play weird games. But good! When I hunt birds, she takes them and cooks them. And she pays me money.” 
 
    “Money?” 
 
    The Queen latched onto that last word, ceasing the flow of chatter. The Worker nodded. 
 
    “I am paid money each week. She gives me silver coins and bronze ones and tells me not to use them to lure crows.” 
 
    “And do you give this money to Klbkch—to your Revalantor? Do you return it to the Hive?” 
 
    The Worker looked blank. 
 
    “Why should I? It is mine.” 
 
    Now, the Queen was certain. She leaned forwards. 
 
    “But you are part of the Hive. You are Individual, but you are still loyal to the Hive. Or are you Aberration? Do you reject the Hive?” 
 
    “No. I am Bird. I hunt birds. No one told me to give money to the Hive, so I did not. I hunt birds because Miss Erin and Revalantor Klbkch told me I could. I have a bow, but I left it on the table. But I brought the rucksack!” 
 
    And there it was. The Queen drew herself backwards. She spoke one word. 
 
    “Flaw.” 
 
    The word echoed in the chamber. At the entrance, the Soldiers shuddered, the first move they had made since arriving for their shift of guard duty. The Worker looked around. 
 
    “Where?” 
 
    The Queen ignored him. She sat back, feeling tired. Betrayed? No. Not even hurt, in truth. But she understood now why Klbkch had been so anxious not to let her see this Worker. She had not realized it when he stood with the others. Then, she had been too disappointed listening to their wrong answers that marked them as not being true Antinium. But now it was clear. She looked down at the Worker. 
 
    “You are a flawed creation.” 
 
    The Worker stared up at her, neither surprised nor afraid. It did not understand. 
 
    “I am?” 
 
    The Queen nodded. He—it was a failure. It shouldn’t have surprised her. In a pool size as small as that of the Individuals, there was certain to be at least one. She sighed. Of course, Klbkch would have wanted to conceal an error, especially one that hinted at more faults in the creation of individuals. It was only fortunate that he had concealed the same failings from Xrn and the others when they inspected the Hive. Wearily, she beckoned with a feeler. 
 
    “Come closer, Worker.” 
 
    “Okay.” 
 
    He walked closer. The Queen bent. Her massive face stared down at him, and her mandibles opened slowly. 
 
    “Your mind is broken, little Worker. Your development was flawed. You never should have been created.” 
 
    “I should not?” 
 
    “No. The Workers and Soldiers are made to an exacting standard. Something—an imperfection in the growing stage—led to this flaw. It is not your fault.” 
 
    The Worker considered this. 
 
    “Oh. That is good.” 
 
    The Queen nodded. She didn’t know why she had told the Worker that. Perhaps it was an admission of her guilt. She did not oversee the process by which new Soldiers and Workers were brought to life. Many were created each week. But she should have paid more attention. Perhaps the flaw was rampant among the others. She would inspect the process herself, order Klbkch to manually check each one of the birthing pods. It would be too late for those already formed however, just as it was too late for this one. 
 
    “Come closer, Worker.” 
 
    “I will.” 
 
    Bird walked forwards. The Queen stared at him. A pity. But the other Individuals were sound, and more could be made. A mistake was a mistake. 
 
    “So Klbkchhezeim gave you a position guarding this Human. Sensible. But he should not have hidden the truth from me. You are flawed. And that is unforgivable.” 
 
    “It is?” 
 
    The Queen nodded. She moved slowly, raising her massive feelers. Just one was large enough to grab the Worker. He stood in front of her, tilting his head back and forth. 
 
    “So it is my fault after all? Am I in trouble? I get in trouble with Revalantor Klbkch almost as much as Pawn.” 
 
    “I am sure you do. But this is not your fault. And it will be corrected soon.” 
 
    “That is good! I want to go back to Miss Erin’s inn soon. I left my bow there, and I am waiting for water birds. I have not seen any before, but they will appear someday. Erin says it might happen. Oh, but Revalantor Klbkch says I must not speak about birds. I cannot speak about them. But I like birds. I sit in my tower all day and look for them. And sometimes I shoot fish.” 
 
    He babbled nonsense as the Queen slowly drew her feelers around him. She lifted the little Worker up, tightening her feelers slowly. He did not seem to notice. He spoke brightly and cheerfully. 
 
    “You are a big Queen. Not at all like a bird. I am Bird. Is it hard to breathe? I am very high. Like a bird! I always wanted to be a bird.” 
 
    “I am sure.” 
 
    The carapace cracked. Bird made a sound. The Queen found his head. She heard his voice, muffled. Still speaking. 
 
    “I always wanted to fly. Belgrade says a Worker cannot fly, but I am very high. I am very high. I am very high, all up in the sky. I am Bird. I like to fly. So very high. When my Queen holds me, I am in the sky. Will I die? Fly, fly. Fly.” 
 
    And he sang. The Queen froze. Her feeler encircled the Worker’s head. He sang, his voice muffled, the words nonsense. His tune meandered, but his voice was pure. He sang. 
 
    She had not heard a song in the Hive. Not since coming to Izril. Not since—the Queen’s grip loosened. She slowly lowered Bird. The Antinium looked up at her. He had stopped singing. 
 
    “What was that song?” 
 
    The Free Queen stared at him. Bird tilted his head. 
 
    “What song? Oh. That song? I made it up. It is a song about flying. Because I flew.” 
 
    The Queen stared at him. 
 
    “You sing? Workers do not sing.” 
 
    “They do not?” 
 
    Bird suddenly looked worried, for the first time since he had been here. He looked around and then hunched his shoulders. 
 
    “I did not know that. I will stop singing.” 
 
    “No—” 
 
    The Queen couldn’t help it. She bent down, and Bird looked up. 
 
    “Do not stop. Workers do not sing. But I desire you to.” 
 
    “Really?” 
 
    “Yes. I am your Queen. Sing for me. Sing—Bird.” 
 
    He looked up at her. The Queen looked down. Bird shrugged. And began to sing. 
 
      
 
    —— 
 
      
 
    It was a nonsense song. The first one was. The rest as well. Each one was silly, made up. A child’s song where Bird repeated his own name. There was no melody, no accompaniment. But it was a song. 
 
    While Pawn and the other Workers paced anxiously and Klbkch waited, afraid of what he might have to explain to Erin, the Queen of the Free Antinium sat in her chambers and listened to Bird sing. He perched on her feeler, sat, and sang about birds and water and what he saw every day. And she listened. Entranced. 
 
    Workers did not sing. They had not been designed to. They had not been given the tools, mental or physical, that would allow them to make music of any kind. Yet Bird sang. Somewhere in his flawed mind, he had discovered music. And that was a wonder. 
 
    “You are special, little Worker.” 
 
    “I am special.” 
 
    Bird looked up at the Queen. He was so confident. She envied him that. In his way, he had obtained something she could not. She thought of her experiments. The pain and death there bothered her. The failure. For each step she took forwards, she took a thousand back. What she made—the pinnacle of her creation in Klbkch was copying, redefining what was already there. 
 
    But in the past, the Antinium had created beauty. They had created, and what they had created was unique. Klbkch’s first form had been grace and death and elegance at once. Xrn was a reminder of that. And she had fallen once before as well. They all had. 
 
    She was so lonely. The Free Queen sat with Bird on her lap. She touched his head gently as he stopped singing. 
 
    “I find you worthy, Bird.” 
 
    “That is good. Pawn and Revalantor Klbkch will be happy to hear that.” 
 
    “Yes they will. I am pleased with you. And because I am pleased, I will allow you to reside in these chambers. You will sing for me each day.” 
 
    Bird looked up. The Queen opened her mandibles and raised them in a smile. The Worker tilted his head, and then he spoke. 
 
    “No.” 
 
    “What?” 
 
    The Queen stared at him. Bird stood up. 
 
    “I do not want to stay here. You are nice, my Queen. But I will go back up to Miss Erin’s inn, please. I want to hunt birds.” 
 
    “Birds?” 
 
    “Yes. There are no birds underground. And I want to hunt them. So I will go back above. And bring Miss Erin her rucksack.” 
 
    The Queen stared at Bird. She closed her feelers. He made a small sound, like a squeak. 
 
    “I do not wish to let you leave. I would keep you here.” 
 
    “But I do not want to be here.” 
 
    Bird stared up at the Queen. She stared back. 
 
    “I am your Queen.” 
 
    “Yes.” 
 
    “You should obey me.” 
 
    “Do I have to?” 
 
    Frustrated, the Queen lowered Bird. 
 
    “That is your purpose! You must stay to sing for me. I demand it!” 
 
    “But there is nothing to sing about here. And I must go back above. Erin will miss me. She does not mind if I have flaws. She likes me.” 
 
    Bird’s plaintive voice struck a chord in the Queen. She lowered her head. 
 
    “I like you, Bird. And I will make you whole. Stay here and sing. And I will fix your mind.” 
 
    “But I do not want you to.” 
 
    This time, the Queen paused. She stared down at the Worker as he stood before her. 
 
    “What do you mean? You are flawed. Your mind does not work properly. You should be fixed.” 
 
    “Should I?” 
 
    He tilted his head. Bird patted his chest and waved all four arms about. 
 
    “I am Bird. You say I am broken. This is probably so. Pawn tells me I do wrong things. So does Erin and Revalantor Klbkch and everyone else. My mind is faulty. This is so. But if you fixed me, what would I be? Not Bird. Not me. So I will be me and be faulty. Please?” 
 
    The Queen looked at him. Bird looked up. He scuffed at the ground and looked around. The Soldiers stared at him. The Queen of the Free Antinium stared at him. 
 
    “If I bring you a bird, can I go?” 
 
    For a while, the Queen looked. Then she smiled. She tried to remember an Antinium like Bird. She couldn’t remember a one. She thought of Galuc the Builder. Yes, perhaps Bird was close to him. Ironically, he had something of Galuc in him. Or perhaps he was unique. She lifted him, and Bird looked around, excited to be in the air. 
 
    “So this is what Klbkchhezeim meant. You are not true Antinium, little Worker.” 
 
    Bird nodded. 
 
    “I am not. You told me.” 
 
    “Yes. But you are Individual. You are worthy.” 
 
    “Does this mean I can go?” 
 
    The Queen sighed. 
 
    “Yes. But you must return.” 
 
    “Oh. With birds?” 
 
    “Yes. With a bird. And to sing for me. Will you do that?” 
 
    Bird thought about this. He tilted his head from side to side and then nodded. 
 
    “Yes. I promise. And I do not forget my promises. Mostly.” 
 
    “Good. Then sing for me. One last song, little Bird. Sing for me.” 
 
    And Bird did. The Queen listened as Bird rocked back and forth, singing a song about the day he broke his bow and there were many birds in the sky. Oh, flying so high. And then they came down and broke his tower too. And there was rain, and Bird could not put back together his bow. Even with glue. 
 
    He liked to rhyme. At last, Bird stopped singing, and the Queen let him go. She gave brief orders to Klbkch when he rushed back in and then sat back as both Antinium hurried out of her chambers. Bird left. He went out of the Hive. But his song remained. And when Garry eventually crept back into the room, the Queen turned and looked at him. And bent low until her head was close to Garry’s trembling form. 
 
    “Do you too sing, little Worker? Do you sing…Garry?” 
 
    He did not. But that was fine too. 
 
      
 
    —— 
 
      
 
    One unusual detail happened in Liscor. Aside from the Drakes that flooded into Erin’s inn to heckle her performance that night. And Watch Captain Zevara delivering her report to Wall Lord Ilvriss and the Walled Cities. And Baiss nearly getting eaten by a fish. But one more thing happened, and Krshia was part of it. 
 
    It was the curious incident of a Bird in the marketplace. She was called by one of the Gnolls who ran a bowyer’s shop. He was in some distress. Krshia arrived to find Bird inspecting each bow with great curiosity. 
 
    “He—it—just arrived ten minutes ago and started looking at bows, Krshia. I cannot make it tell me what it wants! It just says it wants a bird-bow. Can you speak to it?” 
 
    Krshia eyed Bird and then approached him with a smile on her face. Bird looked up. 
 
    “Hello Miss Krshia. I am Bird. We have met.” 
 
    She nodded carefully. Erin had told her about Bird. So had Pawn. He was the strange one, even by Antinium standards. 
 
    “We have, yes. Are you here to shop, Bird?” 
 
    “Yes! Miss Erin gave me money today. I earned it.” 
 
    The Gnoll looked at the other [Shopkeeper] and grimaced. 
 
    “Yes, well, that is very good. But bows cost much money, no? It may be you do not have enough.” 
 
    “Oh.” 
 
    “And it is not good to enter a shop and try merchandise without enough coin, you understand? Maybe you should come back another time. Miss Erin will tell you when you have enough money, surely.” 
 
    “I see. I thought I had enough.” 
 
    Bird drooped. Krshia felt so bad for him that she threw him a metaphorical bone. Or rather, gave him one since no Gnoll would bother throwing away a good bone without sucking the marrow out first. 
 
    “Maybe you have enough. Who knows? Miss Erin may be generous, yes? I can at least tell you how much you must save.” 
 
    “That is good! This is what I have. Miss Erin gave me this.” 
 
    Bird proudly showed Krshia a handful of silver and bronze coins. The Gnoll sighed. And then Bird pulled something else out of his belt. 
 
    “And my Queen gave me this to buy a bow!” 
 
    He upended a bag on the table. Gold coins spilled from it, in an unending flow. Both Gnolls’ eyes bulged as Bird emptied the bag of holding on the floor. He pointed at the glittering pile. 
 
    “How many more do I need?” 
 
      
 
    —— 
 
      
 
    Later that night, Bird edged into The Wandering Inn holding a reflexed composite bow that had turned every Gnoll head on the street. Erin, who’d been shouting at a crowd of booing Drakes while the [Actors] struggled to perform on stage, hurried towards him. 
 
    “Bird! I was worried when you were gone so long! How was the Hive and—where did you get that?” 
 
    She stared at the bow. Bird lifted it proudly. 
 
    “I bought it.” 
 
    “With what? Oh no—did you take it and leave the money? Bird—” 
 
    “No! Miss Krshia said it was alright. She said it was a very good deal, yes?” 
 
    “She did? Hold on—” 
 
    Erin winced as a Drake threw something at the stage. She turned, and Bird felt something ripple in the air. The crowd went quiet and the impending riot stopped, but they began to boo under their breaths. He peered at the Drakes with interest. 
 
    “Are they pretending to be birds? They are saying ‘boo’. You told me owls go ‘hoo’. Or ‘whoo’. Did you lie to me?” 
 
    Bird gave Erin a betrayed look. She stared at him. 
 
    “No, Bird. They’re unhappy about the play.” 
 
    “Oh. That is okay then.” 
 
    “That bow—” 
 
    Erin winced as something else broke. A Human [Actor] stormed off stage, and she turned. 
 
    “Damnit. I’ve got to sort this out. Bird—get some food if you’re hungry.” 
 
    “I am not hungry.” 
 
    “Okay, then—stay out of trouble! The Goblins have this. I don’t want you getting hurt, so just, uh—” 
 
    “Can I go to my tower and look for birds?” 
 
    “Yes! Do that!” 
 
    Bird walked upstairs happily as Erin went to shout at people. Erin was always having fun. He walked up to his tower and opened his trap door. Rain was still falling. Bird climbed up and sat on his stool. It was wet. He covered his new bow so the rain would not make it bad and wondered where his old one had gone. He would ask Erin about it later. It was good to have a new bow, but two bows were better than one. 
 
    It was wet up in his tower. The wind occasionally blew water into Bird. It was cold. There were no birds. But Bird was happy. He had had a special day alright. He sat in his tower. Time passed. After a while, he sang a song. 
 
    “When will the rain stop? Maybe never. Maybe we’ll all be washed away. Erin tells me someday, but forever is like tomorrow. Today is today. When will the rain stop? I miss birds and water birds never come out to play.” 
 
    And when he was tired, Bird went down to his fortress of fluff and slept in it. He curled up with his new bow lying in front of him. And he heard a voice. 
 
      
 
    [Singer Level 7!] 
 
    [Skill – Soothing Melody obtained!] 
 
      
 
    That was nice. Bird drifted off to sleep. And in his dreams, the water birds came out to play. Bird watched them fly through the water and sky and happily raised his bow. It was about time. 

  

 
   
    Interlude – Blackmage 
 
      
 
    It was the silliest of notions. A fanciful request. After all, by his calculations it was probably late March in this world, early April at the very latest. If the months even lined up the same way as they did back at home. It was far too many months away from October, and there weren’t even any children around to begin with. 
 
    But to Blackmage’s greatest surprise, it turned out that the Mages of Wistram loved the idea. Within the hour, illusion spells were being cast across Wistram, and the banquet hall turned into something right out of his dreams. Sugary treats were heaped up along with the daily banquet of food. No one objected. That was because [Mages] loved dressing up and having fun. If there was anything Blackmage had learned so far, it was probably that. Oh, and how to shoot lightning from his fingers. He was particularly pleased about that, too. 
 
      
 
    —— 
 
      
 
    His name was Blackmage. Actually, it was Aaron Vanwell, but he hadn’t been called by his real name since entering this world. Within the Academy’s walls, he was referred to as Blackmage and went by that as his name. But since most of the [Mages] found the name incredibly amusing, they often just said ‘new student’, ‘Human’, ‘otherworlder’, or ‘you’. 
 
    However, Aaron would admit that every time Archmage Feor, one of the few most powerful spellcasters in the world, called him Blackmage, he grew slightly giddy inside. Now, he watched as the aged half-Elf sat only a few feet away from him, his silvery-white beard practically glowing as he inspected the hat in front of him. 
 
    It was a wizard’s hat. That was to say, it looked like what most people would imagine a wizard’s hat to be, rather than, say, any hat that happened to fall on a wizard’s head. Blackmage had expected glowing stars or maybe a few glowing mystic words, but the [Illusionist] had sneered at such basic spells and enchanted the hat with a nimbus of light that shimmered like the aurora around the hat. To top it off, little flying dragons made out of magefire flew through the colored lights, roaring soundlessly. 
 
    The half-Elf who’d presented the Archmage with the hat clearly thought it was an abomination of design that should be burned, but the Archmage laughed instead. 
 
    “Dressing up as [Witches]. How amusing.” 
 
    Archmage Feor chuckled at the quaintness of the idea. He inspected the pointed hat, smiling at the illusion magics. Then he placed it upon his head. 
 
    “As for [Wizards]…well, I suppose the look suits the occasion. Tell me, young Blackmage, is this custom of dressing up solely reserved for this holiday in your world? Halloween?” 
 
    Two pale blue and silver eyes peered at Blackmage. The pupils were bright in a way that had nothing to do with the ambient light. Blackmage felt a jolt as they met his. That was the real magic. Feor’s hat shone, but the half-Elf himself was timeless. And when he looked at you, you could feel the power in his glance. The young Human man, barely nineteen years old, stammered as he replied to the half-Elf who was easily twenty times older than he was. 
 
    “That’s, uh, right, Archmage Feor. Well, sometimes people dress up for fun for other events. But the holiday only comes once a year. But I thought it would be appropriate for the new students. Because it’s a celebration. And it’s like Hogwarts.” 
 
    “Ah. The fictional magic school of your world.” 
 
    Feor’s eyebrows rose slightly. He looked down the banquet table at the other mages. The head table in Wistram’s grand dining hall was reserved for the highest-level [Mages] in the academy. Well, it wasn’t reserved, but any arrogant young [Mage] strolling up to the table probably would be subjected to some kind of hex to put them in their place. It was rare to see more than ten bodies at the long table except for dinner, so Blackmage, Feor, and the third half-Elf had plenty of space to sit. 
 
    Not that Blackmage felt quite comfortable up here. He was aware of the staring from the other students and mages in the room, but Feor’s personal invitation meant that he could sit with the other elite mages, none of whom looked younger than forty. He saw half of them were also wearing hats or had spelled their already enchanted robes to look more grandiose for the occasion. 
 
    “It is incredible to me that a place of fiction can be known throughout your world. Almost as incredible as the notion that magic does not exist where you come from. I must wonder if our worlds are tied in some way. That both would have a center of magic, an academy where mages gather—if only as an idea in your world—speaks to me of some kind of resonance. And certainly, this idea has quite enlivened the academy. Still, dressing up as wizards and witches…” 
 
    Feor laughed again. Blackmage saw his pointed ears raise a bit and stared. He had to. Even after several months of staying in Wistram, seeing Elves or rather, half-Elves in the flesh was incredible. He shifted in his seat and coughed. 
 
    “Archmage Feor. May I ask a question?” 
 
    “Of course.” 
 
    The half-Elf peered at Blackmage, and again, the young man had to try not to shiver with delight. There was something entirely too Gandalf-ish or, perhaps, Dumbledore-esque about Feor. Not that Blackmage thought of himself as having entered the world of Harry Potter. It was only his favorite book series and movie of all time. He was aware the world he was in wasn’t like that. But still. 
 
    “Archmage Feor, I understand that a [Witch] is a—uh, weaker spellcaster in this world than most [Mage] classes, but what about [Wizard]? Why does Wistram have [Mages] rather than…[Wizards]?” 
 
    The question made Feor smile and earned Blackmage a silent glare from the female half-Elf [Mage] waiting patiently by the table. It was a stupid question he was sure, but Feor only pondered a moment before replying. 
 
    “A [Mage] or [Magus] is commonly understood to be a general practitioner of magic. By contrast, Wistram does have a few [Wizards]. They would be considered more scholarly and wield magics in the form of prepared spells or items. It would be easiest to understand them as ‘[Mages] who rely on wands’, whereas a [Mage] may choose to use an artifact or not as the situation demands. One is a general class, the other is specific, even cumbersome to obtain. Does that make sense?” 
 
    “It does. Thank you.” 
 
    “Very good. It would make sense for an academy of magic to boast a higher percentage of [Wizards]. As for [Witches], well, we have had a number of them in our halls from time to time, but they generally keep to their covens. Their magic is more specialized—a blend of alchemy and spellcraft. I do not mean to impugn their abilities, but they are considered weaker in purely magical terms to a [Mage] of the same level. Now, I believe this hat will suffice, and a small demonstration would not go amiss. I shall consider the appropriate spell. The first ships should have already arrived in the harbor—why don’t you inspect the new arrivals as they enter the hall? Teura shall escort you.” 
 
    Feor nodded to the half-Elf woman, and she inclined her head. Blackmage stood up hurriedly. He’d hardly eaten his poached egg, but a flick of Feor’s fingers sent both his plate and the Archmage’s floating over to a cart laden with used dishes. It turned out there were no house elves or disappearing plates in Wistram, much to Blackmage’s disappointment. Not that he was comparing the two places! Not at all. 
 
    “This way, please.” 
 
    Teura beckoned, and Blackmage stood. He followed her away from the table, out of the dining hall, and into one of the many corridors of Wistram. Dark stone and bright windows replaced the lit dining hall, and Blackmage had to hurry to pass before a giant figure carved of stone. The Golem waited as students passed in front of it, its hands gripping one of the laden carts. The Golem’s face was crude, and it looked weathered from years, centuries of service. But it moved with a steady, unwavering pace as it followed Blackmage and Teura into the academy. 
 
    This was Wistram. Blackmage’s heart beat faster every time he passed by a gossiping group of Lizardgirls holding wands and spellbooks, or saw a ghostly pale Selphid wearing magical robes flicking colored sparks of magic up into the air. Everywhere he walked, every time he turned his head he saw magic. 
 
    To say he was enthralled would be an understatement. Sometimes, Blackmage wanted to run about screaming. He was here! In a magical world. When he’d been ten, he’d dreamed of magic, and he’d counted the days until his birthday. When he’d been eleven, he’d been crushed. Now, eight years later it felt like he was a kid again. 
 
    Of course, it wasn’t all fun and games. Blackmage knew that. In fact, after the jubilation of seeing Archmage Feor wearing a magic hat had faded, he stared at the half-Elf he was following with some degree of annoyance and chagrin. She too was a half-Elf, and like Feor, she radiated magical power. Unlike Feor, Blackmage would have given anything to not be around her. 
 
    His trailing footsteps meant that Teura was moving faster than he was. Blackmage hoped she might turn a corridor and lose him, but she seemed to notice and stopped. She turned her head, and he instantly quickened his pace. 
 
    Teura was a half-Elf. She had bright red hair, sable eyes, and the kind of effortless grace that made Blackmage flush and stumble every time he focused on her. So he stared past her instead. The half-Elf clicked her tongue softly as he caught up. 
 
    “Archmage Feor used to teach one of the highest-level magic courses for students in their eighth year. He still has quite a number of apprentices and fellow mages whom he advises. His private instruction is something you should be honored to receive.” 
 
    “I am, uh, Mage Teura.” 
 
    “That is most wise. Please try to keep up. And as I have informed you, please do not openly identify any of the new students. Speak to me in private once the banquet has begun.” 
 
    “I will.” 
 
    She nodded and strode off. Blackmage stared at her back. Identify them? And how was he supposed to do that? Humans looked the same in both worlds! Okay, the ones here sometimes had identifying elements like actual swords at their waists, but it wasn’t as if he could make sure of anything! He stomped after Teura, noting how the students and some of the mages got out of her way. 
 
    She was one of the better mages of Wistram, as Blackmage understood it. He didn’t know her level—that was a secret, and the mages of Wistram guarded their secrets as fiercely as a Dragon guarded their treasure. But Teura, like Feor, stood at the higher end of badass. She was senior to many [Mages], having lived in Wistram for over six decades. Too, she was part of Archmage Feor’s personal faction. As was Blackmage himself. 
 
    Factions and power and politics. Again, sort of like Hogwarts. But not. Blackmage resolved to stop making the comparison soon. The first month he’d been here, he’d annoyed everyone in earshot by mentioning Harry Potter references, and they hadn’t even understood what he’d been talking about. 
 
    How would he explain it to the others? Blackmage tried to figure it out as he walked. Wistram was…well, it was an academy located on an isle in the middle of the sea. Literally in the middle of the sea. The bubble surrounding Wistram kept it from being besieged by waves, but sail just a bit away from the academy and you could find yourself in the middle of a storm. But Wistram was a safe haven. The citadel sat on an island, large from the outside, but enormous once you passed through the metal doors. 
 
    Because Wistram was magical. Within its halls, you could run for hours and still not reach from one side of the academy to the other. If there was even a straight line in Wistram. So many mages had built and added onto the academy over the thousands of years that it had stood that it contained more secrets and hidden spaces than anyone could guess at. And it was knowledge of those secrets that defined Wistram. Mages traded in secrets like coin, and they fought with each other to gain more influence, power, and above all, magical knowledge. 
 
    There were factions in Wistram. Almost any powerful mage would be in one of the major factions that controlled Wistram’s Council, or allied to one of the big players. Feor was part of a faction in Wistram, the Centrists, but he also had his personal group of half-Elf mages whom he trusted implicitly. Teura was one of his best [Mages], so she watched Blackmage like a hawk. 
 
    That would be the downside of it all. Blackmage stared at another Golem he passed in the hallway. This one was sand. Living sand. Its body shifted constantly as it walked, bearing a load of mana crystals which all shone different colors. Blackmage would have loved to follow it and stare, perhaps ask about how it had been made, what it could do. But he had to follow Teura. Because he was a prisoner. Of sorts. 
 
    Blackmage wasn’t an idiot. Okay, [batman] had called him an idiot, but she’d sounded really paranoid when they talked. Even if she was right about some things. 
 
    It had been months since the day when Blackmage had appeared out of nowhere in the room with the Golems. He remembered walking to the door of his college dorm to get a pizza and opening it— 
 
    Before finding himself standing in a room with three Golems. They rose as Aaron stared. One was a being of fire, a creature of burning magma formed into humanoid form. The second was a giant metal knight, armed with a sword that was twice as tall as he was. It couldn’t be real. 
 
    Aaron’s gaze turned to the third, a tall, thin creation of metal that looked like it had stepped out of some kind of sci-fi movie. It was too thin, insanely tall! Three giant creations stared at him across the room. The fourth bounded towards him, a creature of stitched flesh and shadows. It rotted as it bared its teeth, its jaws opening wide, wide— 
 
    He’d screamed then and fainted. When he’d woken up, he’d found himself staring into a white, porcelain face. She’d called herself Cognita. She had demanded to know how he’d come here. After many explanations, she’d summoned four people who called themselves ‘Archmages’. They had debated, cast magic on Blackmage, and then accepted his words as truth. Thus, he had entered Wistram. He had not left since. 
 
    A Human from another world. Blackmage understood the significance, especially after he had managed to actually tinker with his phone and get it to actually call the other iPhones in this world. Over eighty [Mages] had linked to perform the spell that he and Feor had worked for two weeks on. 
 
    Blackmage could still remember the sweat on his hands as he typed responses and the [Mages] of Wistram debated every line that had appeared in the air. He remembered the shock as they read the King of Destruction’s declaration, realized that someone was spying on the chat. Funny, he’d laughed as he read [twinTrouble_53]’s messages. Now he realized the significance. 
 
    He had not left Wistram. For his protection. Teura was there every time Blackmage turned his head, or another one of the half-Elves that Feor trusted. Again, for his protection. The mages of Wistram let him take classes, learn magic, and they’d given him his own personal rooms, spellbooks, and a wand! But they were determined not to let go of him. 
 
    One example of the danger he was in—might be in—was Blackmage’s name. He hadn’t asked to call himself Blackmage. But as soon as it was discovered that someone was scrying others by their real names, Feor had informed Aaron never to use his real name in Wistram’s halls. Wistram guarded its own, but an individual could be bought, and a true name could be used for more spells than just scrying. 
 
    Sometimes, Blackmage stayed up at night thinking about that. But mainly he tried to live in the positive side of things. Magic was incredible. He was learning spells—he’d already reached Level 18 in [Mage], which was incredibly fast! He would have been content to stay in Wistram his entire life, especially if he could find more people from Earth. Just without Teura glaring at him, thanks. 
 
    They were nearly at the entrance hall when Blackmage carefully spoke. 
 
    “Do you really think there will be any people from…my place with the new students?” 
 
    “Perhaps. That is what Archmage Feor wishes to know. The first group of students has already disembarked. You will inspect them as they pass. These…decorations and the dressing up is meant to aid in that inspection, is it not?” 
 
    Teura had a witch’s hat on her head, and she looked good in it. Also peeved. Blackmage nodded quickly. 
 
    “Oh, totally. But, uh, aren’t the odds really low of anyone coming to Wistram? I mean, I know we’re looking for people from Earth—” 
 
    He broke off as he remembered not to mention Earth in public. Teura frowned at him. Blackmage blushed. 
 
    “I mean, people I know. But Wistram is hard to get to, right? People have to pay lots of money to get in. Couldn’t you waive the fee or something?” 
 
    The half-Elf sniffed. 
 
    “And let a horde into Wistram’s halls? That is a Revivalist notion. I will admit, the Council deliberated on that idea to attract those like you. But the change in policy would have been too drastic. We are simply relying on those you contacted to make their way here.” 
 
    “Yeah. Okay. I guess that might work.” 
 
    “Indeed. As for the others scattered across the world, the Council is preparing to send teams of [Mages] to each continent.” 
 
    “I wish they’d hurry up.” 
 
    “The Council does not move without due deliberation. Now, we are nearly at the hall. Stay behind me and keep si—” 
 
    Teura walked forwards and froze. She looked up and nodded slowly. 
 
    “Cognita.” 
 
    “Mage Teura. And student Blackmage. Greetings.” 
 
    Someone stood in the entrance hall. Not a person. A Golem. A towering woman carved out of stone turned, her dress rippling. She was eight feet tall, a giant. She inclined her head as Teura walked carefully past her. 
 
    “Hello, Cognita.” 
 
    Blackmage grinned up at her. Cognita was a Golem, the leader of the Golems of Wistram, the mage’s silent, tireless workforce. She alone could think. She was a Truestone Construct, an adjudicator of Wistram’s laws and beholden to no one. Not even the Archmages. He enjoyed seeing Teura get nervous around Cognita. Then he remembered why she was nervous and got a bit nervous himself. 
 
    Cognita guarded the upper floors. To pass into the higher levels of Wistram, one would have to defeat her and the other four Golem guardians that Archmage Zelkyr had placed there as a test. To Blackmage’s knowledge, no [Mage] had ever attempted the test and survived. Still, Cognita was unfailingly polite and helpful in all other capacities, so Blackmage edged over to her as Teura stood several paces away and watched the doors. 
 
    “Hey Cognita, everyone in the banquet hall is dressed up. Even Archmage Feor. I was wondering if you would—” 
 
    “No.” 
 
    The Golem woman turned her head and stared at Blackmage with a neutral expression. She had been carved so perfectly that she looked like she really was a living person, albeit eight foot tall and made of stone. Her mouth moved and her eyes blinked, the stone moving like flesh. Blackmage hesitated. 
 
    “Please?” 
 
    “I will not. My role as steward, protector, and guide of Wistram will not be compromised by your desires.” 
 
    “Oh.” 
 
    It was fairly hard to argue with that, so Blackmage stood and waited. He did not have to wait long. Within minutes of arriving in the entrance hall, he saw the double doors slowly open. He heard a loud voice. 
 
    “New students, welcome to Wistram!” 
 
    A Lizardman strode through the doors. Blackmage recognized him instantly. Cessic, his rainbow scales polished and the red frill at his neck bright, stepped into Wistram. He had a hat on his head and a wand in one of his clawed hands. He grinned at Blackmage and turned. Behind him streamed in students. 
 
    They had come by ship, through the stormy waters, from every continent. From Rhir, Baleros, Izril, Chandrar, and Terandria, they had paid or been given scholarships for outstanding magical ability and been sent here to learn magic. Blackmage saw young Human faces, a pale Drake with blue scales staring around wildly, a pair of Selphids wearing the bodies of twins—fresh students. 
 
    Wistram admitted new students at regular times each year, and this spring crowd was the first Blackmage had ever seen. He grinned in delight as they filed in, exclaiming at the mage lights hung in the air, the staircases high above where [Mages] walked, the Golem made of rusted iron who passed by— 
 
    “Pay attention.” 
 
    Teura’s voice made Blackmage stiffen. He realized he had been caught up and guiltily started inspecting all of the Humans by face. They weren’t a majority in the crowd, but they were the largest minority. Humans were one of the most prolific races in this world, although it looked like this crowd had come mainly from Baleros. Unfortunately, Blackmage couldn’t tell if they were from Earth. They were all staring around wide-eyed. 
 
    Everyone jumped when Cognita moved. She had been standing so still she had literally been a statue. Now she strode forwards. Cessic gulped and moved out of the way as Cognita stood before the first crowd of arrivals. 
 
    “Oh yeah. Um, everyone, this is Cognita—she’s—uh—” 
 
    He was cut off as the Truestone Construct spoke. Cognita’s voice echoed as she spoke loud enough for even the students still climbing Wistram’s steps to hear. The new students stared up at her, some afraid, many simply wondering. 
 
    “I am Cognita. I am a Carved Golem, or rather, a Truestone Construct designed to oversee Wistram and its mages. I and my kindred maintain and preserve this building and will assist you for the duration of your stay. In a few moments, you will be led to your rooms, but before that I must tell you of the rules of Wistram.” 
 
    She stared down at each person in turn, her emerald eyes serious. 
 
    “Firstly. You must never venture into the high parts of the castle or the lower reaches unaccompanied, and even then, only with great cause. Dangers lurk within Wistram, ancient magics and spells and creatures called here and never destroyed. The very enchantments keeping this citadel intact sometimes fray. Only a mage with true power is allowed into such places. Second. Some of the Golems here were made as I am, but most lack any form of intelligence and simply obey orders. Do not attack or obstruct them in any way or they may react unpredictably. Third. Anyone attempting to cast area-wide magics must first consult with me or an experienced mage. Unpredictable results may occur if a spell affects a wide area of the academy at once. Is that understood?” 
 
    No one spoke. Blackmage saw Cognita pause. She stared down at the students and then nodded. 
 
    “That is all. Follow me, and I will lead you to your rooms and give you your keys.” 
 
    It was the same speech she gave every year. She’d given Blackmage an identical speech, word for word. Cognita strode off, and Cessic jumped. Remembering his job, he called out. 
 
    “First years, this way!” 
 
    He winked at Blackmage, and the young man grinned in delight. He’d said the thing. He heard Teura sigh as the students hurried after both Golem and Lizardman. 
 
    “Did you sense anything from the Humans present?” 
 
    The slight hope in her voice was dashed by Blackmage’s denial. Teura shook her head. 
 
    “Very well. You will have ample opportunities to study the other students in time. You will be placed into the first-year classes when they begin.” 
 
    “What? But I’ve been studying from Feor for months!” 
 
    Teura looked reproving. 
 
    “Archmage Feor’s instruction has indeed given you far more levels than any typical first-year student should hope for. But the fundamentals of magic theory require years of study. And Archmage Feor does not have the time to personally tutor you.” 
 
    “But—” 
 
    Too late. Teura was already striding back to the banquet hall. Blackmage stared darkly at her back. So, he was losing his usefulness if they were going to make him a regular student. That was fine. The less attention on him the better. He had a plan of his own tonight. After a moment, he followed Teura into the hallway. 
 
      
 
    —— 
 
      
 
    The first banquet was wondrous. Archmage Feor was as good as his word and conjured a giant, spectral Dragon to fly across the banquet hall and awe the first-year students. The other mages were dressed up more than usual, and the stunned arrivals found themselves eating and gaping at the magicked banquet at the same time. 
 
    “This was a good idea. Dazzling the new students takes little effort and it befits Wistram’s reputation. I cannot believe we were so casual in years prior to this. A little custom and ceremony should be part of our traditions.” 
 
    “Indeed. Appearances must be kept up. To that end, I’ve put a motion forwards to tinker with these, ah, movies that the academy’s producing.” 
 
    “Oh? Do tell.” 
 
    “I quite insist on adding a mandatory opening to each one. Something that mentions Wistram. ‘This production is brought to you courtesy of Wistram Academy’ or some such. What do you think?” 
 
    “I like the notion. Not the wording.” 
 
    “Well, what would you write? This is only a motion.” 
 
    “Of course, of course. Pass the buttered bread, will you?” 
 
    Blackmage saw a basket of bread float past his head. He watched it go to the mages as they talked at the high table. He was sitting a ways down from them, near Archmage Feor and a group of very senior [Mages]. He felt out of place. But Feor had insisted he be present and with good reason. The talk between Wistram’s elite mages—those who sat on the Council or were otherwise in the know enough to know who Blackmage was—turned instantly from the first years to the various subjects of debate that they always had when Blackmage was present. 
 
    “These movies. Agh. What a word. I quite like the idea, though. We’ve always had moving images, but mass-producing them and selling the recollections? A splendid notion! If only it were as simple as enchanting a bunch of crystals.” 
 
    A Drake sitting across from Blackmage spoke, waving a fork filled with some kind of meatball. The Human next to him nodded and floated over a tureen of soup. Blackmage wished he could do that. 
 
    “Production will be extremely limited. However, displaying the siege of Liscor was well worth the effort. We’ve already seen interest from countless [Merchants]—even some of the nobility who might invest in this venture. I agree with the idea of creating, ah, movie theatres to view such entertainments in, though. They are apparently quite popular where you come from, young Blackmage?” 
 
    She smiled at Blackmage as a grandmother would to a child. He nodded nervously as every eye turned to him. 
 
    “That’s right. Movies are, uh, a household staple. Where I come from. People who make movies—producers, we call them—are very rich. Very rich. They make billions of d—gold coins each year.” 
 
    “Ah.” 
 
    The sigh that rippled around the table was long and satisfied. Blackmage bit his tongue. It was hard to speak in code with the other mages. They seemed perfectly at ease. Feor smiled at Blackmage, and he remembered the injunction not to talk about certain things. Even among Wistram’s Council, there were things Blackmage had only told the Archmages. 
 
    “A profitable enterprise indeed. As was the idea of creating an interconnected communication network across the world. Of course we have Mage’s Guilds, but they are not affiliated with Wistram by and large. A central network produced by the academy would benefit Wistram’s interests greatly.” 
 
    A Dullahan nodded, adjusting her head as she fed herself some corn. 
 
    “As would a number of other innovations. I am still seeking a number of [Alchemists] to procure a supply of ingredients for our workshops. As for electricity, we have any number of mages, but the [Engineers] and [Alchemists] I’ve spoken to have no idea how to produce what I seek based on vague descriptions. I wonder, Blackmage, if you might have time to do some sketching? Or perhaps some unobtrusive mental divination so we might have a clearer idea of how to produce a few of the more…interesting concepts you have presented the Council.” 
 
    She peered over her plate at Blackmage, and he felt a jolt. Feor’s smile cut off any response he might have made. 
 
    “All in good time, Mage Gelia. Mind magic is by its nature somewhat intrusive. Let us first focus our attention on what is easily producible.” 
 
    “As you like, Archmage Feor. But I have detected a number of inquiries in the same vein. Those asking about black powder. A suspicious run on high-quality steel. And I believe my inquiries were also traced back to Wistram.” 
 
    All the [Mages] glanced at each other. Blackmage held still. There were more Humans out there. And someone else might have had the same idea. He had no idea how gunpowder was made—or electricity. He had an [Engineer] class, but it was only because he’d painstakingly taken apart his watch and iPhone, relying on Feor’s [Repair] spell to put it back together. Actually generating an electrical current—he wished he’d read a textbook. 
 
    Technology was a prized possession in this world, even for the powerful mages of Wistram. True, they could do almost everything he could. Record sounds? They could use a spell. Take a picture? Spell. But the fact that Blackmage could do with ease what a [Mage] had to study for years to achieve was telling. Blackmage wished he could duplicate his iPhone somehow, but no [Blacksmith] could replicate the fine metalwork. 
 
    And Feor had told him that the [Repair] spell could mend, but not recreate. Creating new material, new, permanent material like duplicating components of Blackmage’s phone or watch? That was high magic even he didn’t have access to. 
 
    “Well, we shall just have to take advantage of what we do know. Movies for instance. I would quite like to see one showcasing Wistram’s splendors. Perhaps with commentary from a few select [Mages]?” 
 
    “Like yourself, Foulton? Hah!” 
 
    “If you have a complaint…” 
 
    “Forget movies for a moment. I’m more intrigued with all of these little cultural advancements. You know, I’ve had a craftsman working on a deck of cards. It should arrive with the next shipment from Izril. I would like to invite you all to a small session. Perhaps with wagering?” 
 
    Blackmage saw a few mages look up at that. He hadn’t just told the mages about technology. Things like card games and even chess had been of great interest to them. Especially since chess already existed in this world. Feor had asked many questions about that. 
 
    “Gambling already, Welaiat? I should have known a Libertarian would throw his money around carelessly. Just so long as your lot doesn’t want to waste Wistram’s resources, you can enjoy such trivial pursuits.” 
 
    One of the Drakes leaned forwards and smirked at the Human [Mage] who’d been offering the card game. The mood at the high table soured. Blackmage groaned as he anticipated what was going to come. 
 
    “Of course a Preservationist would lecture me about coin. Still saving copper coins, Failess? Or are your coffers not deep enough to afford enough spellbooks for your newest members?” 
 
    The Drake flushed and made a fist. Sparks spat out of his mouth as the mages sitting between the two leaned back. 
 
    “The very notion of spending recklessly is the exact reason why you Libertarians keep trying to drag us into continental affairs! You have to keep running back to those with deeper pockets to finance your spending! Whereas a proper, budgeted system—” 
 
    “Hah! You’d have us cut everything that attracts prospective students to Wistram! Food, supplies—this is what makes the academy thrive!” 
 
    Failess growled. 
 
    “And I should blindly vote to take loans to finance projects like these fanciful movies? Ridiculous! Spend what we have, don’t overspend!” 
 
    “A loan pays for itself. Moreover, debt is not something that need concern the academy. Any lender knows that what they give will be repaid with interest. It is not a debt, in fact. It is an investment—” 
 
    “Hah! Don’t mince words. How can any nation, any institution survive permanent debt? The very idea of being beholden to a band of [Merchants] is surely ridiculous.” 
 
    “Not according to our young guest. Blackmage, pray tell us what you spoke about when we talked about, ah, the economy of debt.” 
 
    Blackmage gulped. Welaiat of the Libertarian faction gestured at him, and again, the [Mages] stared. He hated this. The Drake known as Failess looked at him. 
 
    “Nations from your homeland truly endure crippling debt, Human?” 
 
    “Well…yes. It’s sort of how we operate. I mean, we try to balance the budgets, but we always spend more than we have.” 
 
    “How could that be viable? The instant someone called in their debts—” 
 
    “They don’t. They get interest each year. I think. And my nation keeps repaying debt and getting more, I think. They spend more money than they have to thrive.” 
 
    “Spend to thrive. You see, Failess?” 
 
    The Human Libertarian grinned at the Drake Preservationist. Failess scowled and replied sharply, but some of the other [Mages] were looking thoughtful. Blackmage sat back, sweating, afraid to even touch his food. 
 
    He didn’t think he’d explained the way America managed its debt well. The problem was that the [Mages] wanted to know everything about his world, and Blackmage, in a very real sense, knew very little about the underlying economic, cultural, or other structures of Earth. He told them what he could, and they used it in their debates. Archmage Feor smiled at Blackmage as the conversation turned into a hot argument about Wistram’s spending budget. 
 
    “Teura tells me you did not spot any familiar faces in today’s arrivals, Blackmage. Perhaps tomorrow will be different? It would be reassuring to see more companions, I am sure.” 
 
    “Yes, Archmage Feor. I, ah, well, I’ll do my best to mingle. Actually, I’m a bit full, so I might go and talk with the other students.” 
 
    “Of course. I imagine it’s hardly entertaining to listen to politics. Please, enjoy yourself.” 
 
    Archmage Feor watched as Blackmage excused himself. He looked to one side, and Teura rose silently. The other [Mages] watched Blackmage go. When he was making his way down the dining hall, they spoke amongst themselves. 
 
    “I wonder how aware he is of his position.” 
 
    “The Human’s young. Young, even for his age. Naïve, I think. Feor has him on a tight leash.” 
 
    “Let him. The Human’s of no interest to us. Whatever Feor learns we’ll learn in turn. The real trick will be if the search teams find anyone else. But filling the roster with our side will be next to impossible.” 
 
    “It’ll have to be a balanced team. Maybe even one [Mage] from each faction. Dead gods, imagine how we’ll have to explain it to the mages not in the know. The point is to get them here. And then…” 
 
      
 
    —— 
 
      
 
    Blackmage wandered down the banquet hall, disconsolate. [batman] was right. Batman was always right, come to think of it. He was a pawn. There was danger in Wistram. There was danger everywhere, which is why Blackmage was still trying to find as many people from Earth as possible and bring them to the academy, but within these walls, he had very little power. Feor’s faction had him, and Blackmage’s only bargaining chips, his knowledge of Earth, were mostly exhausted. If he wanted influence, if he wanted freedom— 
 
    Secrets ran Wistram. Secrets were a currency here. If you had a big secret, you could trade it. Cash it in with secret brokers, or use it. Blackmage knew that some secrets were worth thousands of gold coins. His secret, the secret of why he was at the head table, was probably worth that much. He knew the students and mages were burning with curiosity about him, so he fanned the flames as he walked down the banquet hall. 
 
    “Mage Rievan, I’ll be one of the students in your class next week. I’ll be studying with the first-years. I hear great things about your, uh, teaching methods.” 
 
    Blackmage introduced himself to a group of Humans sitting at one of the tables. The [Mage] he’d addressed, a gaunt fellow who was always looking down his nose at people, looked startled. 
 
    “You are? That is to say, I look forwards to it. May I ask where you come from?” 
 
    “Oh, I, uh—” 
 
    Blackmage hesitated just long enough for Teura to step in. The half-Elf quickly nudged Blackmage backwards and not-so-subtly nodded her head. Blackmage moved back, mouthing an apology, and Teura turned. The smile she gave Rievan was entirely fake. 
 
    “Blackmage’s identity is a somewhat touchy issue, Mage Rievan. Please understand that he is to be treated as any other student.” 
 
    “Black—is that his name? Mage Teura, I’ve seen that young man sitting with Archmage Feor. I understand the need for privacy, but I think that if I am to teach him properly, I should—” 
 
    Rievan stood up somewhat pompously. He and the other Libertarians did not agree with Archmage Feor’s faction…or non-Humans if it came to that. But he paused as Teura stared at him. 
 
    “He is a student. His name is Blackmage. That is all you need to know, Mage Rievan. I would suggest that a mage of your caliber not ask any more questions. Or he might land himself in undue trouble.” 
 
    The Human man froze. Teura looked at him and then at his companions, all of whom suddenly found themselves ravenously hungry. He turned, and he sat. The other Libertarians stared at Teura’s back in frustration, but they dared not ask their leaders at the high table for help. They were out of the know. Teura turned, searching for Blackmage. By that time, of course, it was already too late. 
 
      
 
    —— 
 
      
 
    The instant Teura had been occupied with Rievan, Blackmage had turned and swiftly walked for another table near the back of the great hall. Unlike the tables with formal seating, there were groups of more casual spots for those students whose body types did not easily squeeze into chairs. A ring of couches and plush stools sat around one table he walked towards. 
 
    Some centaurs were sitting at a table to the left, but the one he was moving towards was occupied by a pair of students. A Human woman talking with a Dullahan. The Dullahan had dark metal armor, and her head was sitting on the table, alternately talking and munching on food. Both [Mages] looked up as Blackmage approached, a smile on his face. 
 
    “Hi there. Mind if I sit?” 
 
    “Yes.” 
 
    Beatrice looked up flatly, and Montressa du Valeros, also known as Mons to her friends, looked up as the young man approached. Neither one was happy to see him. Interested males of any species were not whom Montressa wanted to share her table with. She saw the young man, younger than she was by a few years, hesitate. 
 
    “Uh—” 
 
    “This table is occupied. By us. Get lost.” 
 
    Beatrice was a Dullahan. Her dark, polished metal arms turned her head so she could glare at the young [Mage]. She was not hospitable to begin with and especially not at dinner. Montressa saw the young man gulp. 
 
    “It’s just that I was actually hoping to do business.” 
 
    Oh dead gods. Montressa tried not to roll her eyes. He had to be a first-year, fresh off the boats. Only a first year would be so blatant about wanting to sell or buy secrets. She was about to advise him to get lost and try Beatrice at another time or get blacklisted when she took a second look at his face. 
 
    “Wait a second. Beatrice. That’s him.” 
 
    Beatrice paused. She looked like she’d been about to draw a Rune of Pain on her napkin and throw it at the young man’s face. But as she frowned at the young man, she recognized him as well. The strange young man who’d appeared in Wistram. The one called—Montressa tried not to laugh—Blackmage. 
 
    “Ah.” 
 
    The Dullahan glanced around. So did Montressa. Then they moved over. 
 
    “Alright, sit. And keep your head down.” 
 
    Blackmage sank into one of the padded benches next to Montressa. He seemed nervous as Beatrice put her head on her shoulders and secured it in place. He didn’t look like he was used to seeing Dullahans. Montressa filed that information away. She inspected him from head to toe. So this was the strange newcomer who was attracting so much attention. Rumor had it that he was taking lessons from Archmage Feor. Personally. She didn’t see what made him so attractive. Her sense of him as a [Mage] put him at Level 20. At best. 
 
    “So what do you want…Blackmage?” 
 
    Beatrice stared at the young man. He jumped. 
 
    “You know who I am?” 
 
    The Dullahan woman rolled her eyes impatiently. 
 
    “I’m a secret broker. Of course I know. Little rats know who you are. Speak.” 
 
    Blackmage hesitated. 
 
    “Alright. I know you buy and sell secrets. And, uh, get things for people. You also do services, is that right?” 
 
    “I make connections.” 
 
    Beatrice’s eyes narrowed. Montressa winced. Her friend’s patience was getting dangerously thin. Beatrice had never managed to acquire even a shred of Calvaron’s easygoing air for all she had inherited his network of connections after he had…passed. That people still came to her was because she had a lot of influence, not because she was easy to work with. 
 
    Perhaps Blackmage realized he was stretching her patience, because he went on quickly. He kept looking around. Montressa rolled her eyes again as she cast several ward spells to hide their conversation. 
 
    “The thing is, I have a secret to sell. And I need something done. There’s this half-Elf who follows me around all the time.” 
 
    “Mage Teura. Part of the Centrist faction. Feor’s group. Say things outright or you can go.” 
 
    “Uh.” 
 
    Montressa couldn’t take it any longer. She leaned forwards and saw the young man lean back. He stared at her. Montressa had grown since the first days she’d stepped onto Wistram’s shores. She was no longer an apprentice looking around with wide eyes but a full student of Wistram, on the verge of being recognized as a [Mage]. Beatrice had long since passed her final test and was now an official mage of Wistram, a [Runeshaper] and one of the secret brokers of the academy. 
 
    “What do you want, kid? You want her to stop following you? An accident? If that’s your goal, you might as well give up. No secret broker will cross Archmage Feor’s faction whatever you’re offering.” 
 
    “What if I said I wanted her distracted for…twenty minutes?” 
 
    “Hmm. That would cost you.” 
 
    Beatrice’s eyes narrowed. She looked around. Now, Montressa saw the half-Elf in question. She swore. 
 
    “We’ve got less than a minute before she spots which ward spell we’re behind. Make it fast, Beatrice.” 
 
    She began muttering more ward spells, although she didn’t have high hopes of hiding from a mage as experienced as Teura. Still, Montressa had been helping Beatrice out for years now, and she knew her way around disguise and ward spells. Blackmage leaned forwards, whispering fast. 
 
    “Say that’s what I want. Can you do it? Tonight? Give me a window to slip away and prevent anyone else from following?” 
 
    The Dullahan traced a rune on the desk. 
 
    “I can do that. The question is how much you have to offer.” 
 
    “How about a secret?” 
 
    “It would have to be a truly massive secret. Doubt you have that. But give it to me and I’ll tell you what you’ve got.” 
 
    Montressa saw Blackmage hesitate. He reached into a pocket and pulled something out. A piece of paper? She nearly laughed. Any [Mage] could read what was on there! If they wanted to look. But she went still as she saw Beatrice unfold the paper. The Dullahan stared at what was written and then blinked. Twice. 
 
    “Huh. That would do it.” 
 
    “Are you serious, Beatrice?” 
 
    The Dullahan looked up. She immediately set fire to the paper and nodded at Montressa. 
 
    “He’s good for it.” 
 
    “Dead gods.” 
 
    Montressa blinked at Blackmage who was looking slightly smug. What kind of secret had Beatrice read? The Dullahan glanced around. 
 
    “Teura’s on to us. Human, you want this done now?” 
 
    “As fast as you can. Is it possible?” 
 
    “Give me five minutes. When Montressa finds you, go.” 
 
    Beatrice stood up. Montressa got up casually, dispelling the magics around her. She could see Teura heading towards them. She left Blackmage behind, hoping he wouldn’t be obvious about what he’d been doing. Then again, it didn’t matter. They had a contract. 
 
    “He really gave you a secret worthy of that, Beatrice?” 
 
    “And then some. I’ll get a distraction ready. Can you help?” 
 
    “Point to whomever you want. What if he’s lying?” 
 
    “Then he’s blacklisted. But the secret—I don’t think so. How could he know?” 
 
    Both older Wistram students looked back at Blackmage. He was wandering around the banquet hall, doing his very best not to look their way. Montressa grimaced. Teura was following Blackmage closely, but she kept glancing suspiciously back at the two of them. 
 
    “She knows he talked to us. Bet she knows we’re secret brokers too. Let’s move fast.” 
 
    “Agreed.” 
 
    The two split up. Montressa and Beatrice walked around the great hall. The new students were gossiping at their tables, talking loudly while some of the older students went over to talk or introduce themselves. Montressa slid past a table of wide-eyed Selphids and found a group of older students, all in their seventh years. They looked up as she approached. 
 
    “Hey. Beatrice wants a favor.” 
 
    “Really? What’s she offering?” 
 
    “Anything you want. The mission is Teura. Distraction. Twenty minutes.” 
 
    One of the students, a Dullahan, whistled. 
 
    “That’s above our grade.” 
 
    “You’ll get help. She doesn’t leave the hall. Think you can do it?” 
 
    The students looked at each other. Then they nodded. 
 
    “We’re in. Signal?” 
 
    “You’ll see it.” 
 
    Montressa left them. She circulated the room, tapping other mages on the shoulders. In the hubbub of thousands of [Mages] and prospective mages eating, it was hard to keep track of her. By the time she strolled over to Blackmage, it was ready. She tapped him on the shoulder as Teura got slowed by a gaggle of loudly gossiping Lizardfolk. 
 
    “Go. Leave the hall through any entrance and then run for it.” 
 
    Blackmage nodded. He steeled himself and then began to walk speedily for one of the exits. Teura followed like a hound on the scent. She passed by a group of two tables of students and saw one of them raise their wand. 
 
    “[Force Beam].” 
 
    “[Sticky Webs]!” 
 
    “[Stone Barrier].” 
 
    A dozen students and [Mages] called out. Teura spun. She raised her wand and was hit by disabling spells from all sides. A shimmering barrier formed around her, blocking the attacks, but more wards and barriers were rising between her and Blackmage. He ran as she cursed and spun. 
 
    At the high table, Feor looked up. He saw nearly twenty [Mages] casting spells, some dueling Teura as she tore down the barriers. He frowned and pointed. 
 
    “It looks like an altercation has broken out.” 
 
    His words were pointed. Three more half-Elves rose. They instantly made a beeline for the fighting. Mages attacking other mages wasn’t exactly a criminal offense. The offenders would probably be hexed with something nasty or fined so long as they hadn’t attacked to truly harm. But there were a lot of mages casting spells, and even Feor’s experienced disciples struggled to overwhelm the quantity of magic coming at them. And meanwhile, Blackmage had vanished. 
 
    Feor hesitated. He half-rose, saw the other [Mages] watching him, calculating, and slowly sat. He waited impatiently as Teura and the others tried to battle through the ambush and find Blackmage. 
 
    Politics. And the two instigators, Beatrice and Montressa, were nowhere near the action. Beatrice had relocated to a far end of the room and was casually watching the mage duels while counting down in her head. And Montressa had vanished from the dining hall entirely. 
 
      
 
    —— 
 
      
 
    Blackmage ran. He wasn’t an athlete, but the excitement gave him wings. At last, he was alone! Only, he wouldn’t be when Teura caught up. And she would be mad. So he ran faster, down a corridor and then down a long, winding passageway full of steps. 
 
    “I should’ve asked for…thirty minutes!” 
 
    He gasped as he tumbled down a flight of steps, dashed down a side corridor, ran through a room, slammed out the doorway, and found another staircase waiting. Wistram was a labyrinth even to [Mages] used to it. The further you went, the more convoluted it got. Even now, there were places that kept getting discovered. So many secret places—but the spot he was headed to wasn’t secret. 
 
    If the upper levels of Wistram were blocked off, the lower ones were less frequently used simply because of expediency. The dining hall was far away from the basement areas, and the proximity to areas like the crypts or dangerous zones where magical experiments might eat an unwary mage didn’t exactly make for good company. Blackmage wasn’t headed down that far, though. He was running to a section of tunnels without any rooms nearby. He’d memorized the route from the dining hall and had gone here twice as practice. When he finally reached the blank section of wall he was looking for, he was out of breath, but he was still on time. 
 
    “Fantstalidephoron! Dammit! Fantstalifepheron! Wait. Fanstali-delif-pheron.” 
 
    Blackmage recited the word from memory. On the third try it worked. The empty corridor glowed, and suddenly, part of the wall rippled and vanished. Blackmage cried out in amazement and then rushed into the opening. 
 
    “Oh my god! It’s here!” 
 
    Blackmage stared around the room. His first impression was that of dust. And cobwebs. Spiders and dust mites had infested this room, creating huge drooping webs. But even the spiders had died from lack of food. The layers of dust covered the chairs and tables and bookshelves. But even they couldn’t disguise the grandeur of the room. Or rather, rooms. 
 
    Expensive couches sat in the first one around tables that were free of mold or rot. Brushing at one, Blackmage saw the faint runes carved into the wood that had protected it. He sneezed, wished someone were here to clean all the dust up, and spotted the bookshelves. They sat at the end of the room, next to a fireplace that still burned with light. Magical fire danced there, providing warmth, while the rows of spellbooks and tomes stood in shelf after shelf. Waiting. 
 
    “Holy crap. And over here is—” 
 
    Blackmage ran into the second room and gasped as he saw a mage’s laboratory. Summoning circles drawn in melted gemstones on the ground, mana crystals lined up on shelves, glowing potions—he saw a bottle had cracked in one spot. A very large and very mutated rat was lying in front of it. Dead. Blackmage backed away. 
 
    “Holy crap. Holy—it’s real! It’s real!” 
 
    He shouted and threw up his arms, racing back into the library room. Library, mage’s workshop—and there were more rooms yet! Then his eyes travelled to something above the fireplace. 
 
    The massive magical fireplace roared with life even after the room itself had been forgotten. But it was magic that had made this place, and the magic remained. And above the fireplace, someone had written…something. Glowing runes had been etched in the brickwork. They shone as Blackmage stared up at them. 
 
    It was nothing in any language. Not in the common tongue. They were the words of magic, and Blackmage’s brief study wasn’t enough to help him read them. He frowned. 
 
    “It says…it says…” 
 
    “The Evermote Study. That’s what it says.” 
 
    Blackmage spun. Montressa stood in the entryway, staring. The young man looked at her in horror. Montressa looked at him and then the rows of books, pale with shock. 
 
    “You found it. The Evermote Study. It’s legendary. It has to be one of the most sought-after places in Wistram and you found—how?” 
 
    She took a step forwards, and Blackmage stepped back. 
 
    “Oh no. No, no, no! You can’t have followed me! This isn’t right! It’s all ruined!” 
 
    “Calm down.” 
 
    “Calm down? The secret’s out! You promised me—I thought no one would follow.” 
 
    “Beatrice was curious. Sorry kid, but that’s the way it works.” 
 
    Montressa shrugged. She’d used an [Invisibility] spell to slip out after Blackmage. He hadn’t even run that fast—not to someone who’d learned [Flash Step]. Her stomach clenched as she remembered who’d taught her the beginnings of both spells. She suppressed the feeling. She’d put it to rest for good soon enough. 
 
    “Look, I didn’t hear the passphrase for the room. I wish I had, believe me. It was a passphrase, right?” 
 
    Blackmage stared at Montressa, lips sealed. He glared at her. She sighed. 
 
    “Don’t be stupid. And don’t reach for that wand—I’ll hit you with a [Flame Arrow] straight between the legs if you so much as try it. I’ve studied magic for years here, and I’ve won more duels than you can count. Be reasonable. You’ll never be able to use a tenth of what’s in here, so you might as well make a deal now.” 
 
    “With you?” 
 
    “Hardly. You think Beatrice and I could shift all this? We’d get so many questions—no. With a haul like this, you’d have to talk to a big player. Someone like Archmage Feor. But why do I think you don’t want to let him know about this place?” 
 
    Montressa cocked her head, smiling slightly. Blackmage hesitated. 
 
    “You want to make another deal?” 
 
    “I’d like a finder’s fee, yeah. Teura’s going to be here any second. She probably can locate you even with the anti-scrying spells we cast on you. You’ll need someone to make contact, and I bet you she won’t let you out of her sight. So why don’t we walk out of here, close this place up—” 
 
    “It closes itself. I don’t need to say the password out loud.” 
 
    “I’ll bet it does. Thanks for telling me there is a password.” 
 
    Blackmage shut his mouth. Montressa laughed. She looked around wonderingly. 
 
    “Dead gods. One of the legends of Wistram. How did you know? No, first tell me who you want me to contact. Unless your entire plan was finding this place? No, not even a first year’s that stupid.” 
 
    The young man eyed her balefully. But he had no choice, so he nodded. 
 
    “I want to talk to someone. Actually, I was going to talk to Beatrice again. She’s a Revivalist, right?” 
 
    “That’s right. Wait—do you want to talk to Naili?” 
 
    “Naili—that’s right.” 
 
    “Huh. That is good luck. For you.” 
 
    Montressa narrowed her eyes. She nodded after a second. 
 
    “Works for me. I’m a Revivalist too, by the way. We’ve never been introduced. Montressa du Valeros.” 
 
    “Oh. I’m—Blackmage.” 
 
    “Yes, I heard. Afraid of someone learning your true name? It’s not that dangerous. Come on, we’d better get moving if you want to speak to Naili tonight. Not even Feor’s people will follow you that deep into Revivalist territory.” 
 
    “Okay. I shouldn’t trust you but—” 
 
    “You’ve got no choice. Don’t worry. Secret brokers are as honest as they come. If we’re not, we get into more trouble than it’s worth. Let’s run.” 
 
    Montressa left the room and saw the door close as soon as Blackmage stepped out. She whistled. 
 
    “Incredible. How did you know about this room anyways? It’s a legend in Wistram. You have to pay for the secret about the secret of the Evermote Study.” 
 
    Blackmage glanced at Montressa. For the first time since he’d met her, he smiled. This time in what she thought was genuine relief. He was sweaty, nervous. Just a kid. But not just another first-year. 
 
    “That’s a secret too. Wanna pay for it?” 
 
    The [Mage] glanced at the younger man’s smile and shook her head. 
 
    “I doubt I could afford it. Come on.” 
 
    She led the way at a run. Blackmage ran behind her. Montressa had to shake her head as she went. Secrets, new students appearing out of nowhere, and politics. It reminded her of her first years in Wistram. She bit her lip as she remembered. But that had been a long time ago. Everything was different now. 
 
      
 
    —— 
 
      
 
    There was trouble retrieving Blackmage. He was gone for over an hour, which was far too long. Feor retired to his rooms before he received a [Message] indicating that Blackmage had been returned to his chambers. Feor wondered where the young man had gone. 
 
    It didn’t matter. He had made up his mind already. It was too dangerous to have Teura follow the young man around at all hours. A lock spell preventing him from speaking about confidential matters would do the job far more effectively. It would be complex, but Feor had set aside all of tomorrow to cast it with a circle of his trusted allies. They would do the same for the other Humans from Earth before anyone realized what had been done. 
 
    That was Feor’s plan. He meditated in his rooms on the spell before he slept and rose early to do the same. At breakfast, he patiently waited, dining on a light meal in preparation for the exertions to come. 
 
    Blackmage was not sitting with him. He had been escorted to the great hall, but allowed to sit wherever he pleased. He was sitting with a Dullahan and young Human woman. The same two he had visited last night. Secret brokers. Feor’s brow furrowed. If Blackmage was giving out secrets—he wouldn’t be that foolish. But then again, he was Human. And young. 
 
    It was past time to cast the spell. Feor rose and nodded. He had brought six of the experienced [Mages] from his faction, the Centrists, with him. They were all on Wistram’s council. They stepped away from the high table and walked across the floor. Feor kept his eyes on Blackmage. He saw the young man turn, and then someone stepped in front of him. 
 
    “Oh my, Feor. I hope I’m not in your way.” 
 
    The half-Elf looked up. He saw a smiling half-snake, half-humanoid creature slither into his path. She looked like a Naga, but while they were more powerfully built, she was slim. Her scales were light white and rose, and across her arms and back ran a pattern of glowing scales which shifted with bright blues and purples and yellows. The Lamia’s face resembled that of the Lizardfolk from which she had evolved from. But the brilliant power in her gaze was her own. 
 
    “Archmage Nailihuaile. I thought you were secluded in your private chambers, meditating on the theory of using rhinestones to bypass the material components of jewel spellcrafting.” 
 
    The Lamia beamed at Feor, and he cursed her timing. 
 
    “I was! But you know how it is with me and spellcraft. I sometimes want to move about and then I thought that I hadn’t eaten in days! So here I am.” 
 
    “Fascinating. I would love to speak with you, but later. I have business to attend to.” 
 
    Stopping to chat with the most talkative of Archmages was not an option. Feor stepped politely around Naili, but she slithered in front of him. This time, he stopped and sensed the trap. Naili bared sharp teeth at him in a grin. 
 
    “I know you’re busy, Archmage Feor. That’s why I’m here, actually. I was rather hoping to spoil your day. That little Human you want to take? He’s mine now.” 
 
    Feor paused. Behind him, Teura and the other half-Elves and Centrist mages froze. Some of them reached for their wands, others murmured warding spells. Archmage Naili didn’t move. Feor felt the magic in his blood hum as he frowned. 
 
    “That would be an unwise decision, Archmage Nailihuaile.” 
 
    “Would it? You know how I am with bad decisions. I keep making them.” 
 
    She had a staff in her hands. Her staff, the Serkonian Lance. A treasure of the Lizardfolk. Archmage Feor hadn’t prepared for a duel. He eyed her, reciting a list of spells in his head. 
 
    “It would be most unwise to engage in conflict now, Archmage Naili. We agreed that the otherworlders were a matter for Wistram as a whole.” 
 
    “Yes, we did. Only it seems your little faction has been monopolizing him. Hmm?” 
 
    She couldn’t know their plans. There couldn’t be a mole in his faction. Not among his trusted people. Surely this was coincidence. Feor’s brows snapped together. The white-haired half-Elf reached for his wand. 
 
    “Step aside, Archmage.” 
 
    “Or what?” 
 
    She moved, her tail undulating as Feor stepped left. He glanced at the other Centrist mages. Teura gave him a nod. 
 
    “If it comes to it, we will use force.” 
 
    Again, she grinned. 
 
    “Oh good. I was hoping you’d say that. Because we’d be only too happy to oblige.” 
 
    She turned her head and hissed. Across the room, over four hundred [Mages] stood up at once. 
 
    Feor froze. His eyes flicked past Naili to the mages who’d gotten to their feet. He hadn’t checked their faces when he’d come in for breakfast. If he had, he would have recognized them. Each mage, over two thirds of the mages here for breakfast, was part of the Revivalist faction. 
 
    Every member of the Revivalist faction present had stood up in the banquet hall. Old mages and young, Lizardfolk, Humans, Dullahans, even rarer species like Garuda and Selphids, walked forwards. Hundreds of [Mages]. They gathered behind the smiling Archmage Naili, forming a wall between Archmage Feor’s few followers and Blackmage. 
 
    The banquet hall of Wistram was still as they watched the standoff. Still, but not silent. Mages from other factions and independents whispered to each other, some speculating, some taking bets on what would happen next. Feor stared at Naili. 
 
    “This is a mistake, Archmage Naili. Committing to one Human is foolish. If you intend to monopolize him, the other factions will—” 
 
    “Come at ours? We welcome it.” 
 
    The Lamia’s eyes narrowed. She grinned at Feor, and he was reminded of the Lizardfolk’s ancestry, that of hunters in Baleros’ swamps. She flicked her tongue. 
 
    “You’re outnumbered, Feor. Turn around and go.” 
 
    He hesitated, but she was right. Four hundred [Mages] watched as Archmage Feor and his Centrists stepped back. They moved unhurriedly, as if the staring wall of [Mages] were nothing more than an inconvenience. But they did leave. And Wistram’s [Mages] saw it. 
 
    When Feor left the grand hall, he stopped. The other [Mages] were afraid to look at him. He spoke without turning around. 
 
    “The Revivalists have never played their hand so strongly before. They mean to take the Human into their faction and throw their support behind him, not divide his knowledge as agreed upon. Why? What prompted their change?” 
 
    No one answered. Feor stared out a window at the clear skies surrounding Wistram. He turned to Teura. She flinched. 
 
    “Find out what they know. And call a meeting. This must be discussed at once.” 
 
    He strode off, not waiting for a response. Something had changed in Wistram. But what? Feor’s mind blazed as he connected Blackmage to the encounter with Beatrice and Montressa. That missing hour…but Blackmage had been watched every time he left his room. What had he found? What had he done? What did Naili know? Secrets ruled Wistram. Archmage Feor was not afraid of the Revivalists. He was afraid that they knew something he didn’t. 
 
      
 
    —— 
 
      
 
    After Feor had left, Blackmage saw the Revivalists disperse. They went back to their tables, laughing, calling for drinks, in a jubilant mood. Their leader, one of the famed Archmages, was no less ecstatic. Archmage Naili led the way down the hall as Blackmage walked with her. Alone. He tried not to stare at her body, until he remembered Montressa telling him that Lizardfolk liked to be admired. They were also very chatty. 
 
    “That was so much fun! I haven’t tweaked the Centrist’s noses like that in over a decade! The look on Feor’s face was magnificent. He and the other factions will be scrambling all night to figure out what we know, which is excellent because most of our lot don’t know what we know!” 
 
    For an Archmage, Naili had a down-to-earth side of her that none of the other Archmages had. Blackmage saw her glancing back at him and grinning, swishing her long tail back and forth. Unlike the Drakes who used their tails as support as they walked, Naili’s tail was her entire lower torso, and it undulated as she slithered across the ground. She was actually shorter than he was, although the long staff she carried made her seem taller. 
 
    “So we get to talk at last, young Human! I mean, we talked yesterday, but that was all negotiations and me saying ‘what, you can’t be serious!’ a lot. It’s nice to meet you! I see you looking at my scales. Aren’t they pretty? I’m a Star Lamia in case you were wondering. See my scales? The glowing ones store magic. It’s very good for spellcasting, although it makes sneaking around very difficult unless I use illusion spells.” 
 
    “I, uh, that’s very cool.” 
 
    She nodded happily. 
 
    “Isn’t it? I was so proud when I became a Lamia, and then when I became a Star Lamia! It’s such an honor. Most Lizardfolk don’t evolve at all which is sad! But the majority of the ones who do evolve become Nagas, Gorgons, or Lamia. From there, they can change into other forms. It’s very complex, and some people think we’re all different species, but we’re not. It all depends on what we’re good at! Gorgons are huge fighters. Nagas are smaller, but very strong—it’s the kind of form Lizardfolk turn into most of the time if they don’t have a set path. Lamia are small, but we have larger brains! Does that make sense? Are you following me?” 
 
    “Uh—I think so. Can Lizardfolk become other species? Like…say, a Medusa?” 
 
    “Oh! You know about our kind! Or is that something from your world? Wait, was I supposed to keep that secret? Yes I was. No one was listening, were they? Good.” 
 
    Naili looked around rapidly. No one was there to listen. Blackmage wondered if all Lizardfolk were as chatty as she was. He’d met Cessic—and so far they were two for two in terms of hyper energy. 
 
    “Thanks for agreeing to help me. I don’t know what I would have done if you’d said no.” 
 
    “Of course I would have said yes! I can’t let old Feor get away with everything. Us Archmages have to counter each other. And I’m a good match for Feor, magically or otherwise. He hates when I chatter. Thinks it’s ‘unbecoming’. That’s half-Elves for you. Snobs.” 
 
    Talking to Naili was like watching a stream of thoughts go past. You had to grab for the one you wanted or get lost. Blackmage chose one at random. 
 
    “You’re a good match for Archmage Feor? How?” 
 
    “Archmage Feor is a generalist. Quite boring, don’t you think? He wants to be like a proper [Archmage] of old, but he doesn’t have the class. Not yet. And I say generalist, but he prefers to use big spells in battle and everywhere else. Big spells. They take too much time. I like spells to be quick! I learned that in Baleros. You can’t cast [Blackflame Fireball]—silly spell, by the way, why is that considered an upgrade of [Grand Fireball]?—when people are trying to hack your tail off with enchanted swords! Anyways, I specialize in enchantments. I can do artifacts, but I’m best at making scales harder than mithril or casting mass-[Invisibility] spells. Actually, I’m probably the best in the world at it. Aside from this guy in Pallass who’s crazy about physical enchantments…” 
 
    “Wow.” 
 
    “Yes, wow. You Humans say the silliest things. I’m an Archmage! One of five in the world! Well, six if you count Amerys. I wonder if she’s lost her rank? Oh well, five or six. And all you say is ‘wow’. But I don’t want to judge! Except that I do.” 
 
    Blackmage blinked at her. Naili grinned at him, showing entirely too many pointed teeth for him to be comfortable. 
 
    “Don’t worry, we’re on the same side now. We have an agreement, and I can’t break my word so easily. Well, I could, but that would be a lot of trouble.” 
 
    So Blackmage understood. But he was still nervous. 
 
    “Do you—do you think you can really protect the others from Earth?” 
 
    “Absolutely. That’s the deal. We get access to the Evermote Study, and in return, we’ll protect your friends. Archmage Feor and the Centrists can try, but the Revivalists have the numbers to resist any faction…especially with that many magic tomes to offer our people. I don’t suppose you’d care to sell me the secret of how you knew where to find it?” 
 
    “I, uh, no. That’s a bigger secret.” 
 
    Naili laughed. 
 
    “A bigger secret than the Evermote Room? I suppose even I might not afford it. But just remember that every secret comes with a price. And we all pay that price sooner or later.” 
 
    She stopped and looked seriously at Blackmage. He paused, and his stomach jumped. Then Naili laughed again. 
 
    “Hah! Your face is priceless. I’m funny. Okay, let’s see this study. And we’ll find you some new rooms, Aaron. Oh, don’t worry about the name. You’re with us now. You’ve got protectors. Allies.” 
 
    “That was the plan.” 
 
    “Whose?” 
 
    Aaron closed his mouth. Naili stared at him and then grinned. 
 
    “This is why I love Wistram. Alright then. Let’s go.” 
 
      
 
    —— 
 
      
 
    That evening, the second boat load of new students entered Wistram. They trudged up the steps, staring up at the magical citadel. Wistram was taller than any castle. It soared up in the bubble of calm, its windows shining with light. One tower was entirely aflame, another engulfed by plants. Yet one more was leaking bright blue smoke, the product of a failed experiment. But what lay on the outside only hinted at what was within. The students stumbled up the steps, still on their sea legs. 
 
    A small group of weary Humans perked up when they saw the academy. When they stepped into the entrance hall and saw the waiting [Mages], complete with pointy hats, they couldn’t help it. One of them, a young woman, grabbed her friends and shouted. 
 
    “It’s Hogwarts! I told you! We’re in Hogwarts!” 
 
    That was a big hint, all things told. Blackmage strode through the crowd, staring. He saw a dark face turn, saw eyes widen as they fixed on him. He didn’t know what his face showed, but he raised a hand and pointed. 
 
    “Earth? Are you guys—” 
 
    He got no further. One of the Humans leapt at him and nearly knocked him to the ground. She hugged him, sobbing, as the other bewildered students turned and saw the Humans from Earth gathering around each other, shouting in surprise and hugging each other. 
 
    It was a pleasant sight. Or it would have been a day ago. Archmage Feor stood on a balcony high above the entrance hall. He was displeased. The Revivalists had come out full-force, and they had made their goals clear. They were going to shelter the Humans from Earth, give them autonomy, support. They were willing to fight with every other faction in Wistram to do it. He had no idea what was giving them the confidence. 
 
    He would find out. Wistram always gave up its secrets in time. Feor turned, letting Aaron celebrate his victory for now. Someone had helped him. Not just Naili. That someone would turn up. Or Aaron would make a mistake. And in truth, he mattered less right now. He wasn’t the one otherworlder in Wistram now, he was one of many. And there were more out there, waiting to be found. 
 
    Feor flicked his hand, and a scroll popped into his hands. He looked at the list of names, nodding perfunctorily as he travelled down the list. The groups were sorted by location, by the routes they would take and the difficulty of their task. He paused as he came down to an entry on the list and turned. 
 
    “Teura.” 
 
    The half-Elf looked up. Feor pointed to the list of four names on the parchment. 
 
    “Have we any more information about Liscor and its environs? Our graduate is located there, is she not?” 
 
    Teura nodded. 
 
    “Falene Skystrall has indeed been confirmed in Liscor, but obtaining information has been problematic. She has made several requests for information on two of our expelled students. I believe you are familiar?” 
 
    “Ah yes. Ceria Springwalker and…the [Necromancer]. A pity. Springwalker might have been one of ours. Falene does not wish to aid the academy?” 
 
    “Not in giving confidential information away, Archmage. She claims it would be a conflict that goes against her team’s interests.” 
 
    “A pity. Our former graduates do not owe the academy as much as one might hope. It is ironic that we obtain more information from independents. Have you confirmed the Gold-rank [Mage] Typhenous’ report?” 
 
    “Yes, Archmage. We have assigned the team to the two additional objectives as you requested.” 
 
    “Good.” 
 
    Feor glanced back at the parchment. A name stood out to him on it. Montressa du Valeros. He glanced at their objectives. 
 
    “Investigate the presence of [batman] and ‘L’. Investigate possible Earth connection to Erin Solstice. Retrieve magical door—‘The Wandering Inn’. Investigate expelled student Pisces’ location and whereabouts—The Horns of Hammerad. Very good.” 
 
    He rolled up the scroll. Feor made it vanish with another gesture and turned. 
 
    “Have the teams begin leaving as soon as the first years begin attending class. We are in a race, Teura. These otherworlders are a resource. And Wistram will collect them.” 
 
    He turned his head. First-year students were still celebrating. Cognita strode towards them, and behind her, the double doors slowly closed. They slammed shut, keeping the mages, the students, and the secrets within the walls. 

  

 
   
    5.34 
 
      
 
    A boycott. Of all the trials that The Wandering Inn had faced, Erin would have assumed that would be the least challenging. And she would be right, except that unlike every crisis she’d weathered so far, the boycott hadn’t ended after the first day. Unlike undead invasions, Goblin attacks, angry Rock Crabs or diarrhea, the boycott had dragged into the fifth day without signs of slowing. 
 
    And again, if anyone had asked Erin if she was afraid of boycotts, she would have laughed in their face while getting them another order of risotto pasta. After all, her inn had weathered far worse scandals, hadn’t it? She was employing Goblins for goodness sake! She’d endured scandal and outright hostility before. 
 
    But Erin had underestimated the difference in cultures. When Drakes boycotted a business or location, they didn’t just avoid it like the plague. No, they turned up each day to complain. 
 
    “Actually, I think Humans do that too. Why call it a boycott if you still show up?” 
 
    Erin slumped at a table, groaning and holding her head. It was late evening in her inn, and she had actors on stage, some Humans and Gnolls dining, adventurers sitting at their tables. And a large number of Drakes, sitting at tables and booing each time an actor spoke on stage. 
 
    “I’m afraid I do not understand your dilemma, Miss Solstice.” 
 
    Klbkch sat at a table across from Erin with Krshia on the other side. Both Antinium and Gnoll glanced up as a Drake hissed and booed Wesle as he tried to woo Jasi in her role of Juliet on stage. Klbkch nodded towards the Drake. 
 
    “If the Drake protest is undesirable, why not simply eject them from your inn?” 
 
    “Because if I do that, they stand outside my inn and throw rocks and dead fish at my windows. Or wait in Liscor and harass anyone who comes out of the magic door.” 
 
    “I see. That is a dilemma.” 
 
    “Right. I was sort of hoping you’d be able to help. You know, since you’re a [Guardsman] and all?” 
 
    Erin glanced sidelong at Klbkch. He hesitated, keeping one hand on his mug as he watched the stage. If you ignored the quiet booing, the play really wasn’t that bad. But that was if you could ignore the booing. The Antinium shook his head a fraction after a few seconds of thought. 
 
    “I am afraid that civil protest is a time-honored Drake tradition. True, I could caution and then arrest the Drakes here if they continued to interfere with your business in tangible ways, but Drakes have always honored the right to insult others in public forums.” 
 
    “What? That’s so—well, okay, we do that at home, but that’s not right!” 
 
    Krshia sniffed the air and grunted. She was enjoying a plate of fish flakes, dipping each in a fishy sauce filled with spices before chewing the food. 
 
    “It is a Drake thing, Miss Solstice, yes? Human too, from what you say. We Gnolls, we simply leave if something is undesirable. But Drakes must tell you over and over why it is not what they enjoy. Hrm.” 
 
    “What if I kicked them out? Could you arrest them for throwing stuff at my inn?” 
 
    Erin looked pleadingly at Klbkch. The Antinium opened his mandibles and made a clicking, sighing sound. 
 
    “It is again troublesome that you live outside of Liscor and do not, in fact, pay taxes, Miss Solstice.” 
 
    “Ah.” 
 
    “Quite. Watch Captain Zevara could order such a guard detail for a short period of time, but I believe she would be disinclined to support such a decision even if I endorsed it to her.” 
 
    “Because she hates me.” 
 
    Krshia covered a smile with one paw as Erin slumped in her seat. 
 
    “I do not think she hates you, Erin. But you do bring her much trouble. And the city is more concerned with dungeons and fish at the moment.” 
 
    “Fish?” 
 
    “Sometimes fish attack the walls. Big ones. Like Lurkersnatches.” 
 
    “The black octopus things?” 
 
    “Yes. They are quite difficult to deter. I would advise you to take caution, but your personal defenses are probably more than adequate to deter most monsters. I trust Bird has fulfilled his duties well up till now?” 
 
    “Bird? He’s great. Really great. I was worried when he came back with the bow, but he actually paid for it? With money he got from the…Queen?” 
 
    Erin stared at Klbkch. Again, the Antinium nodded. He shifted his gaze. Bird was eating at a table across from them with Mrsha. He was happily enjoying a plate full of eggs and batting a ball across the table with Mrsha with one of his arms. Erin shook her head as she watched the Antinium Worker and Gnoll play. 
 
    “I can’t believe it. She likes him? Your Queen?” 
 
    Erin remembered meeting her. The Queen of the Free Antinium was many things. Huge. Scary. Heartless. In none of these adjectives did Erin see any possibility of her liking anyone. Klbkch seemed just as confused. 
 
    “It is an unusual development. But my Queen expressed great pleasure after her interview of Bird, and she did allocate him a large budget to purchase a bow.” 
 
    “Which he bought in my cousin’s shop. The highest-quality bow we had. It was quite surprising, yes?” 
 
    Krshia popped another fish flake into her mouth and chewed thoughtfully. Erin shook her head in disbelief. 
 
    “The Queen likes Bird. That’s just so…at least he’s happy. He was talking all of today about the bow. And water birds. I, uh, haven’t told him they don’t exist yet.” 
 
    “Ah. That may be best.” 
 
    “Hrm.” 
 
    The Gnoll and Antinium sat with Erin in silence, and she sighed. The common room of her inn was warm, and the smell of good cooking filled the inn. Ishkr, Lyonette, and two new Gnolls she’d hired—Raelia and Fersh—were serving tables. Again, without the booing the inn would have been a wonderful place to enjoy. However… 
 
    “At least they pay to watch the play and eat food. The Drakes, I mean. I’m earning some money each day off of them, but compared to a full house, this isn’t good at all.” 
 
    She had probably less than fifty people in the inn where she was certain her maximum capacity was probably six or seven times that. Krshia nodded as she eyed one of the Drakes sitting at a table close to them. He was booing, but not that loudly. He looked annoyed if his tail was anything to go by—it swept the ground in long, agitated motions. 
 
    “I am surprised to be honest, Erin. I would have expected them to throw things. Or fight. Perhaps they are not as angry as you think?” 
 
    “Naw. They’re mad. But I’ve got a handle on my aura now. As long as I concentrate, they won’t start fighting or throwing things. Booing is all they can do.” 
 
    Erin sighed and rubbed at her head. The effort of suppressing the irritated Drakes was a low-level strain at the back of her head. Krshia looked impressed. 
 
    “That is a powerful Skill, yes?” 
 
    “It’d be better if I could get them to stop booing entirely. It’s…well, I’m not saying I’m gonna give in to racist jerks and peer pressure, but this is really bad for my inn. I might ask the Players of Celum to stop performing Juliet and Romeo here and switch to a different play if I can’t find a way to make it more…acceptable for Liscor.” 
 
    “I am surprised you kept the show on after the first night.” 
 
    Erin glared at her hands. 
 
    “I didn’t want to take it off! There’s nothing wrong with Jasi playing Juliet and Wesle playing Romeo! If a Drake can’t marry a Human—that’s the entire point of the play! But business is bad. I don’t have a lot of customers, and I need to think about the [Actors].” 
 
    That was the thing. Erin had grown used to hard times and less income, but she’d never had to worry about a staff. Much less the Players of Celum themselves. But now she was employing ten regular staff, and she had a business contract with the Players of Celum. They had families to feed, and without a steady flow of coin, they were getting upset. It also wasn’t fun to be booed on stage each night. She sighed and drummed her fingers on the table, counting the Humans in the room. 
 
    “The thing is, I was really counting on getting Liscor on board with the plays. Everyone in Celum has seen all of the shows the Players put on six or more times. Interest is dying out. Either they work here or they move to another Human city. So…the jerks win. Again, unless I can fix this.” 
 
    Klbkch nodded. 
 
    “Do you have any ideas as to how to solve this dilemma, Miss Erin?” 
 
    “I’m thinking a trial audience. Maybe change some lines? We’ll do a run through after this play ends. Shouldn’t be long; they’re rushing the lines.” 
 
    “Boo! This play is terrible! We don’t need Humans coming to our city, marrying our daughters!” 
 
    The angry Drake stood up, fighting off Erin’s Skill enough to raise his voice. Erin swiveled in her chair and frowned at him. He glared at her. Klbkch turned and raised his voice. 
 
    “You are making a scene, sir. I caution you to seat yourself and let the entertainment continue in peace or remove yourself from the inn.” 
 
    The Drake clenched a fist as he glared at Klbkch. He was clearly drunk and not happy. 
 
    “You can’t order me about, you damn Ant! You’re just as bad as those Humans! You…bugs and your secret Hive with entrances into the dungeon—” 
 
    “Aw, shut up! That’s Senior Guardsman Klbkch, you idiot. I came to shout at Humans, not get into politics!” 
 
    To Erin’s surprise, another Drake called out, waving his mug for a refill. The drunk Drake glared at him. He must have been newer to Liscor because he looked at Klbkch and Bird with clear dislike. 
 
    “Antinium. Can’t trust ‘em. I heard Liscor was full of bug lovers, but this? You can’t hide your secrets now! Everyone knows…you’ve got a Hive. Underground. Right next to the dungeon.” 
 
    “That is where the Hive has always been, yes.” 
 
    Klbkch calmly looked up at the Drake. The drunk waved a claw menacingly. Maybe he was so drunk that Erin’s Skill wasn’t working on him. Erin looked around and saw a Hobgoblin looking over. Rabbiteater made a questioning fist, and she shook her head. Her Hobgoblin bouncers were effective, but whenever they started fights with Drakes, everyone tended to pile in. They’d tried to stop the Drakes throwing rocks outside once, but it had very nearly turned bloody when the Drakes drew daggers and clubs. 
 
    “The Antinium don’t belong in this city! Who’s with me?” 
 
    The Drake looked around for support, but didn’t get it. He glared at Klbkch. 
 
    “Senior Guardsman. Hah. What’re you going to do? Arrest me?” 
 
    The Antinium shook his head. 
 
    “Technically, I am off-duty. Therefore I would respond to further provocation or physical assault in the time-honored tradition of bodily harm. However, I would caution you not to start an altercation.” 
 
    “Oh yeah?” 
 
    There was something universal about belligerent drunks. Klbkch nodded. 
 
    “Yes. A brawl would be unfortunate for you. Especially if my partner were to join in. As he often does.” 
 
    “Partner?” 
 
    The drunk Drake looked around blankly and then spun as a claw landed on his shoulder. He looked up into Relc’s grinning face. Senior Guardsman Relc loomed over the smaller Drake. One large forearm flexed. 
 
    “Are we having a bar fight? Awesome! Go on, throw the first punch. I’ll let you have one. No—two! That way Captain Z can’t say I started it. Too bad there’s only like forty people here. Come on, what are you waiting for?” 
 
    He grinned toothily down at the smaller Drake. The drunk, who had sobered remarkably quickly, looked at Relc and then at Klbkch. He sat back down silently. Relc drooped. 
 
    “Aw.” 
 
    “Don’t be an idiot, Dad.” 
 
    Relc turned as Erin saw another Drake approach. Wing Commander Embria glared at her father as her red tail twitched irritably. Relc looked guilty as he edged back. He’d been sitting at a far table with his daughter throughout the play. Erin had left them alone—Embria didn’t seem fond of either Klbkch or her. Now, Embria frowned and poked Relc in the chest as he looked around as if seeking an exit. 
 
    “You’re a Senior Guardsman. You have a responsibility to keep the peace, not cause trouble. Is this really what you do on your days off? Pick fights in bars?” 
 
    “I don’t do it all the time—” 
 
    “If you were back in the army, you’d be put on latrine duty for a month! Your job is to protect citizens, not waste time and money!” 
 
    “Yeah, well, I dug a lot of holes back in the army. Let me have my fun! Don’t you like the play?” 
 
    Embria glanced over her shoulder at the stage, where the actors were trying not to glare in their direction. 
 
    “It’s fine, I suppose. I can see why it’s unpopular, but I don’t mind.” 
 
    “Right, right. It’s fun! We’re having fun. Father and daughter. Let’s sit back down and have food. Calmly.” 
 
    “We were doing that until you tried to start a fight.” 
 
    “I was just protecting my buddy!” 
 
    Embria looked towards Klbkch. Her expression turned icy. 
 
    “Senior Guardsman Klbkch can take care of himself. Come on.” 
 
    She practically dragged Relc away as he gave Erin and Klbkch an imploring look to save him. Erin just waved. She turned back to Krshia. The Gnoll was licking her plate. She looked up unapologetically as Erin stared. 
 
    “I do not believe I have ever seen Relc so inconvenienced, yes? It is quite amusing.” 
 
    “His daughter is not fond of me. I am fairly confident of that.” 
 
    “Hey, you can hang out with me, Klbkch. I’m glad to see you. We don’t talk enough these days. And Krshia, you should come over more. Mrsha likes you.” 
 
    The Gnoll smiled as Klbkch inclined his head. 
 
    “It is nice, yes? She is getting bigger. She could stand to run more—she eats well here. But she is healthy. And it seems that Bird is a good companion for her.” 
 
    The Antinium had finished his plate and was now throwing the ball for Mrsha to catch. Again, it probably wasn’t appropriate in the middle of a play, but they had space and the [Actors] looked resigned. Erin nodded. 
 
    “Bird and Mrsha. I’ve got a lot of kids running about.” 
 
    She paused as her mouth caught up with her brain. Kids. She glanced at Bird. He was sort of like that, wasn’t he? She knew he wasn’t like Pawn or the others. He wasn’t slow, but he was…well, she understood why Klbkch had been worried about him when Bird had met the Queen. Not for the first time, Erin wondered if Bird being assigned to guard her inn had been so he could protect her or if she could take care of him in some way. She glanced sideways at Klbkch. 
 
    “Are Pawn and the others doing okay?” 
 
    “They are performing to and occasionally above expectations.” 
 
    “That doesn’t tell me much. Let them visit the inn more often. They’re people, Klbkch. Isn’t that the entire point?” 
 
    “I…have received a request to allocate them weekly breaks. I will consider it.” 
 
    “Good. Now, I need to get up and be an [Innkeeper]. Check up on people. Give me a few minutes and we’ll brainstorm this play thing. You two want anything?” 
 
    “I could eat some red meat. These flakes are good, but unfilling, yes?” 
 
    “I would appreciate a refill of my mug.” 
 
    “On it! Ishkr, refill and, uh, something red-meaty for Krshia!” 
 
    Erin smiled as she flagged Ishkr. That was the nice thing about having employees. She didn’t have to do all the work. 
 
      
 
    —— 
 
      
 
    Ceria Springwalker heard Erin call Ishkr’s name and waved, but too late. The Gnoll was already turning. She sighed, raised her empty mug, and tilted it up. A drop of ale fell into her mouth. She looked around, but the other servers weren’t close to her table. With a sigh, she resigned herself to another few minutes of crushing sobriety and leaned into the conversation at her table. She and the other adventurers were sitting together. 
 
    The Horns of Hammerad, the Halfseekers, and three members of Gemhammer including their leader, Earlia, were sharing two tables as the play went on in the background. Ceria had given up trying to watch the stage—she’d seen the play already, and the booing got on her nerves. 
 
    “Okay, so we’re agreed. We’ll team with the Horns while Griffon Hunt works with the Silver Swords on the next expedition. Nothing long-term; just a day or two so we can figure out how good you are at dungeon diving. Sound like a plan?” 
 
    Jelaqua was speaking to the group as she leaned over a plate of fried sardines freshly caught out of the water. Behind her, Moore was chewing on a selection of much larger fish that had been put on skewers and stacked up on a platter for him. Seborn sat, quietly picking at his plate of risotto pasta. Across from them, the Horns exchanged glances. Ceria nodded to Jelaqua. 
 
    “Works for me. I appreciate it, Jelaqua, really. I know it’s asking a lot—” 
 
    “Eh, your team seems competent. And it’s always nice to have backup. We’ll probably do a lot of untrapping anyways unless we get lucky going in from the main entrance. Plus—you really need it. I can’t believe the Silver Swords are that bad at dungeon diving.” 
 
    “Neither can we.” 
 
    Yvlon sighed. Pisces looked up as he slurped a noodle up. He patted at his mouth with a napkin. 
 
    “I can fully believe it.” 
 
    “So can I. I was there.” 
 
    Ksmvr nodded firmly. Jelaqua laughed as Ceria rolled her eyes and kicked Pisces gently under the table. 
 
    “Right. Well, it’ll be good to change things up, anyways. So long as Halrac and his team can beat some caution into Ylawes’ thick head, you’ll be okay going forwards. They are Gold-rank.” 
 
    “How’d they hit that rank without ever doing a dungeon? I can’t imagine it. They must have done purely monster contracts.” 
 
    Earlia shook her head as she drained her mug. She rubbed idly at her shoulder where her newly-healed shoulder was still tender. Ceria eyed the woman. Healing potions worked instantly, but the body still needed to recover a bit after injuries. Earlia and her team had been resting since their battle in the dungeon. They’d gravitated towards this table instantly, although they had hardly spoken with either the Halfseekers or the Horns before that. Jelaqua smiled through bloodless lips at Earlia. She didn’t seem to mind the company—she and Earlia were both social types, at odds with grumpy loners like Halrac. 
 
    “I’d offer your team the same, but I think that’d push it, Earlia. We can’t babysit other teams all the time—not that I think the Horns will weigh us down. But we are working with Griffon Hunt, and they’re damn good. No offense.” 
 
    “None taken! We’re a dungeon team ourselves—we don’t need to be carried. Plus, we’re chummy with The Pride of Kelia. Nice to work with a dedicated archery team. Once we’re back to full-strength, we’ll challenge the dungeon again.” 
 
    “You’re going straight back down there? After you got ambushed?” 
 
    Ceria raised both her eyebrows in disbelief. Earlia snorted out some of her ale, laughed, and wiped her face. Pisces looked disgusted. Ksmvr was fascinated. 
 
    “Of course! Now we know the layout, we’ll bring the right equipment. Those Rashg—Raskghar bastards got the drop on us, but they don’t have Skills. We can prepare. I’d love to take that asshole with the armor on. Or grab that invisible bow. Bet it’s enchanted with some powerful stuff. I’ll have to fight Nailren for it, though. Eh, he can get the bow if we get the armor.” 
 
    She grinned around fearlessly. Ceria felt a twinge of admiration in her chest, even as part of her thought that Earlia was beyond reckless. The leader of Gemhammer belched. 
 
    “Plus, we have an edge! That masked woman who ran in—dead gods, I can’t imagine how she’s survived down there. Some kind of crazy adventurer, probably. You hear about nutjobs like that. I’d love to meet her again, though. Hey, maybe she’s hungry. Let’s bring extra supplies if we see her.” 
 
    “Just watch out. You can never tell with some strangers.” 
 
    Jelaqua cautioned Earlia as she glanced around the inn. Ceria saw a few Humans get up and walk for the door to Celum, shaking their heads as the Drakes booing continued. Most of the Gnolls who’d come for the show had gone—it really was a shame. Erin looked stressed as she circulated the room. Earlia grimaced as she tilted her mug up and found it empty. 
 
    “I’ve gotta say, this inn was more fun a few days ago. Those Drakes do not like the play, huh? Big thing about a Drake marrying a Human?” 
 
    Jelaqua shrugged. 
 
    “Species stuff. It’s all about who can bump squishies with who.” 
 
    “I hear that! Hey! Anyone got a refill!” 
 
    Earlia raised her voice and shouted at one of the passing waiters. On stage, Wesle winced and fumbled with his line. It was Erin herself who came over with a flagon and refilled Earlia’s mug. Ceria desperately raised hers and saw liquid relief pouring into it. 
 
    “Thanks, Erin.” 
 
    “No prob. Hey, how’s everyone doing? Enjoying your early dinner? Can I get you started on a second course?” 
 
    “Uh, not us, Erin. We’re going into the city in just a bit.” 
 
    Jelaqua looked guilty and coughed, although Ceria was sure that no Selphid had ever had to worry about sore throats. Erin looked shocked. 
 
    “What? But we’ve got food here! And we’re doing a, uh, rethink of the plays in a bit. I’d love your opinion!” 
 
    “Yeah…about that. We’re meeting Halrac and the others for a real sit-down planning sort of thing. Figure out how to deal with more of those monster silos if we come across them. We fixed the Shield Spider nest, but we want to be ready. We’ve got the Watch Captain and that Olesm guy joining us. The city’s taking it seriously.” 
 
    “Olesm? But why don’t you have your meeting here?” 
 
    “Uh—the thing is—” 
 
    Jelaqua glanced at her teammates. It was Seborn who pushed back his mostly empty plate and spoke in his echoing voice. 
 
    “The ambiance here is terrible, Erin. No one wants to eat here right now.” 
 
    The adventurers winced as Erin’s face fell. 
 
    “I’m trying to fix it.” 
 
    “We know. But we can’t think in here. We’ll be back tomorrow.” 
 
    “Yeah, we’ll, uh, probably be at it all night. Ahem. I think that’s our cue. Moore, you’ve gotten enough fish in you?” 
 
    The half-Giant nodded as he wiped his fingers delicately on a handkerchief. 
 
    “It was quite delicious, Miss Erin. Our apologies. We’ll be back.” 
 
    “Yeah…okay.” 
 
    Erin looked despondent as the Halfseekers made their way out of the inn. She looked around and sighed. 
 
    “Okay, let’s do this. Hey Ceria, you going to go too?” 
 
    “We’re not busy.” 
 
    Ceria smiled at Erin and saw the [Innkeeper] brighten a little. She and the others turned as Erin strode towards the stage at the back of the room. Erin waved her hands, and Wesle broke off with a vial of poison in his hands on stage. The young Human woman turned and raised her voice. 
 
    “Alright! You jerks win! Anyone who’s mad about the play come closer and pull up a seat! We’ll try to make it better if you all agree to stop coming here and causing trouble!” 
 
    She glared as the Drakes in the back cheered. Ceria glanced at Pisces, who had moved over to scavenge the food the Halfseekers had left. 
 
    “Looks like Erin’s giving in. You want to watch?” 
 
    “At the demise of art to satisfy the demands of the plebian masses? I should be so lucky.” 
 
    Pisces sneered. Ceria rolled her eyes and got up with Yvlon and Ksmvr. She walked forwards as Erin called the Players of Celum on stage. It wasn’t exactly what Ceria would have called an enjoyable activity, but she was participating for one important reason. Erin had told her drinks and food would be on the house for anyone who helped her brainstorm the play. From the way Earlia was drinking, she’d been told the same thing. 
 
      
 
    —— 
 
      
 
    “Alright, so why do you hate the play?” 
 
    “No Drakes marrying Human fleshbags!” 
 
    A cheer went up from the Drakes sitting in the front row. Erin glared and turned to the Players of Celum. Emme, the stage director and only half-Dwarf in the group, didn’t rise to the bait. 
 
    “We know you don’t like the pairing. But besides that. Is there anything we can do? Can we change the dialogue, maybe?” 
 
    “Why doesn’t she marry a Drake instead? Give us a Drake Romeo and a Drake Juliet! We don’t want to see some Human kissing one of ours! Look at him! He’s not even that attractive as a Human!” 
 
    “Hey!” 
 
    Wesle looked hurt. The Drakes in front laughed. Emme sighed and raised her ink-covered quill. 
 
    “Please, please! We’re trying to make an effort to make this play better for everyone to enjoy, but attacking our [Actors] isn’t helping. Romeo and Juliet is about two species coming together. That’s the point of the play.” 
 
    “Well, maybe the play stinks. Did you think about that?” 
 
    Erin watched Emme’s bushy eyebrows twitch slightly. The half-Dwarf stared at the Drake heckler. Erin prayed she wouldn’t start a fight. 
 
    The brainstorming session or, rather, negotiations to alter the play weren’t going well. Erin stared around at the [Actors]. The Humans from Celum were not happy after so many days of bad performances. They stood or sat behind Emme, arms folded, glaring daggers at the Drakes who were drunk on cheerful belligerence…or just drunk and belligerent. 
 
    “They don’t even seem as angry as they did a while ago. They’re just being annoying right now.” 
 
    Erin whispered to Jasi. The Drake grimaced as she cleaned some of the makeup off her scales. 
 
    “That’s because we’re humoring them, Erin. But I’ve heard about Drakes and stubbornness. They won’t budge unless we really do change the cast. I could step aside and have a Human play my role, but—” 
 
    “That’s not the point!” 
 
    “I know. But we do have to work this out. You might want to get some of your Goblins to be ready, though.” 
 
    “In case the Drakes start a fight? I’ve got that covered.” 
 
    “No, in case Emme tries to kill them.” 
 
    Jasi nodded towards the beet-red Emme. Erin eyed the short woman and nodded. 
 
    “I’ll let them know.” 
 
    She slid past Jasi and hurried down the common room. As she went, Erin saw something whiz at her head and ducked. She heard clicking claws and saw Mrsha scamper past. The Gnoll leapt and caught the ball with her mouth. Bird waved at Erin as she stared at him. 
 
    “Hello Miss Erin. We are playing catch.” 
 
    Erin looked back and ducked again as Mrsha threw the ball at Bird. The mostly empty common room was long and large thanks to her [Grand Theatre] Skill. It seemed that Mrsha had decided it was the prime place to play a game of catch in. Worse, Krshia, Ishkr, and the other Gnolls looked interested in playing too. Erin opened her mouth, remembered what Krshia had said about exercise, and closed it. 
 
    “Just don’t hit anyone, Bird. And clear off the tables! I don’t want Mrsha getting hurt!” 
 
    “I’ll do it.” 
 
    Lyonette breezed past Erin and grabbed a few empty tankards. Mrsha leapt onto a table. Erin eyed her, but Lyonette just touched Mrsha on the nose and complimented her on her catching Skills. It seemed like she wasn’t worried about Mrsha getting hurt. After all, the worst she could do was crash into something. In a world with monsters, Erin supposed that a few bumps and scrapes weren’t that bad. She had to admit, leaping onto tables and running about the common room looked fun. Maybe she’d join in. 
 
    After they fixed the play. Reminded of her task, Erin looked around and found her quarry. Headscratcher was sitting at a table with an empty plate, staring at the front of the room. He was alone—Erin had spotted Badarrow lounging next to one of the windows with Shorthilt, and she assumed Rabbiteater was still in the outhouse. He’d eaten something that hadn’t agreed with him. And Numbtongue was probably in the basement, playing on the guitar in secret. She wandered over to Headscratcher. 
 
    “Hi Headscratcher, are you doing okay?” 
 
    She saw the Goblin’s head turn. Headscratcher’s green skin reflected the fireplace’s light dully. His pointed ears and slightly angular head made him clearly non-Human. But his body was close to Human. And his eyes. Erin paused as she stared into the glowing red eyes. They turned to her. They were full of tears. 
 
      
 
    —— 
 
      
 
    On a day like any other, Headscratcher wondered if his heart would break again. He wondered if he would die. It was a common thought for a Goblin to have. But it hurt more with each passing day, or so it seemed. 
 
    He had lost Grunter. Lost Bugear and Orangepoo and Leftstep and all the others. Sometimes it hurt too much to bear. Sometimes the hurt became fury. In moments like those, Headscratcher raged, and it was all the other four Hobgoblins could do to keep him from going insane. In battle, Headscratcher was the first to charge in. He’d lost the discipline that Garen Redfang had beaten into him. His heart became fire, and he raged. He was a [Warrior], but he felt like a monster at moments like those. That was fine. Better a monster than a weakling. He had lost enough friends. 
 
    It was harder being here. In this inn. Some days, the quiet moments, the minutes where he sat with full belly at a table with nothing in the world to bother him—some days those were the worst. Because Headscratcher knew such days couldn’t last. Or if they could, it would be at the expense of others. He felt it. Somewhere his tribe, his friends, his people bled. While he was happy. 
 
    So he wept. Rage and grief were two sides of the same coin. Especially on today. It was like any other day. But he might lose two of his remaining companions. Or both. Or he might die himself. 
 
    But it was what had to be. What made it hard, what made everything worse was her. Erin Solstice. 
 
    “Headscratcher? What’s wrong?” 
 
    He’d thought he could slip away. But she had come over to him at the worst moment. It was his fault really. He’d been staring at the stage. All the Humans were arguing with the others over there now. But Headscratcher had been watching the play, watching the Human known as Wesle stride about, dressed in bright colors, shouting his lines as the lights focused on him. He had been jealous. Jealous of the Humans who could shine like that. In a way, Headscratcher never could. 
 
    “Are you alright? Are you hurt?” 
 
    Erin peered at Headscratcher, worried. He realized he was leaking tears and brushed them away. Tears. Such a silly thing. Such a weak thing! Only Goblin children cried, and only the young ones. He was getting soft. Headscratcher rose and raised his hands. He concentrated, struggled with a word. 
 
    “Good. Is…good. I good.” 
 
    “Good? You were crying! What’s wrong? Did someone hurt you? Was it a fight? Did Badarrow hurt your feelings? Or is it something…bad?” 
 
    Erin advanced. Headscratcher backed away, shaking his head. 
 
    “No. No. I good. Good.” 
 
    He wished he could speak like Numbtongue. But his words were guttural, and he struggled to make them come out. Erin hesitated. Headscratcher turned his head. She was here at a bad time. But it was too late. He heard footsteps and saw Rabbiteater come down the stairs with something in his arms. The Hobgoblin paused as he saw Headscratcher and Erin below. The Human’s head turned. 
 
    “Rabbiteater? Weren’t you outside?” 
 
    Oops. The secret was out. Headscratcher groaned and saw Badarrow and Shorthilt moving away from the window. At the same time, the trap door to the basement opened and Numbtongue poked his head out. He tsked when he saw Erin. Bewildered, the [Innkeeper] stared at the Goblins as they clustered around Rabbiteater. 
 
    “What the—hey, what’s that?” 
 
    She pointed at what Rabbiteater was carrying. The Goblin jumped and turned away. The five Hobs shuffled towards the door. She followed them. 
 
    “Headscratcher? What are you doing? Rabbiteater? What’s that? I need your help.” 
 
    “Later. We go. You wait. We come back soon.” 
 
    Numbtongue turned his head. He glared at Erin. She raised an eyebrow. 
 
    “Really? I don’t think so. Turn around and show me—” 
 
    Too late. Headscratcher reached the door. He opened it. The Hobs rushed outside. It was Badarrow and Rabbiteater who took the lead. They carried death, were perhaps minutes from it. But they didn’t hesitate. Headscratcher ran after them. Death on a day like any other day. It was the Human that made it harder. She made them want to live. And she chased them, that strange Human who made his heart hurt so. 
 
    “Wait!” 
 
      
 
    —— 
 
      
 
    Erin ran out of the inn after them. She was ready to be drenched, but found only wet, muddy grass and damp air outside. She looked up. The rain had stopped! Only for a moment, though. Erin spied the clouds already gathering over the brief open spot in the sky. 
 
    “Wow. It’s nearly a full moon. Full moons, rather. Pretty.” 
 
    Two moons hung in the sky, one pale blue, the other yellowish-green. Erin had hardly looked up at the sky of late. The moons glowed, almost completely full. Then a shadow passed over them. Rain fell, striking Erin in the eye, and she remembered why she didn’t look up. Cursing, she looked around as the downpour resumed. Where— 
 
    There. The Goblins were standing in a circle. Erin stumbled towards them, cursing as the rain began to soak her. If this was some kind of prank, she’d— 
 
    But it wasn’t. She saw Rabbiteater fumbling with what he held in his arms. He handed something to Badarrow and then shifted the bundle. She saw him grab Headscratcher’s shoulder and the other Hob do the same. Shorthilt slapped Rabbiteater on the back. Badarrow struck his other shoulder. Erin blinked as Numbtongue extended a fist and Rabbiteater bumped it hard. 
 
    The Hobs were grinning. They pounded Rabbiteater’s shoulders, speaking words in Goblin that she couldn’t understand. But the meaning was clear. Rabbiteater smiled at them, showing his teeth. He looked at Erin as she approached. All the Goblins did. For a moment, Rabbiteater faltered. His smile slipped, and Erin saw fear in his eyes. 
 
    Fear? She looked at him. 
 
    “What’s going on?” 
 
    Then she saw what he held. A bundle of white cloth wrapped with golden rope. Only, that hadn’t been safe enough, so it had been wrapped in a blanket so that none of the cloth could touch Rabbiteater’s skin. The adventurers had been very clear about that. She recognized it at once. 
 
    “Is that the artifact from the dungeon?” 
 
    The Redfang Warriors looked at her. Erin stared. Yes, it was. The bundle of white cloth, one of the three artifacts that had been taken from the dungeon, lay in Rabbiteater’s arms. And as she looked at Badarrow, she saw the bell in his. A terrible premonition stole over Erin. She pointed at the bundle. 
 
    “Wait. You don’t know what those do. Falene and Pisces said they couldn’t figure it out. It’s dangerous to use that. Or even touch it!” 
 
    Rabbiteater nodded. He backed away from Erin as she advanced. The other Hobgoblins stepped back. They looked at him. Shorthilt gave Rabbiteater a thumbs up. Headscratcher said something in his language. Rabbiteater grinned at them. 
 
    “Hold on—hold on—don’t! Don’t—” 
 
    Erin ran forwards, realizing what Rabbiteater was going to do. Green hands caught her. Headscratcher and Shorthilt dragged Erin back. 
 
    “Rabbiteater! Don’t!” 
 
    Too late. Rabbiteater walked down the hill, to the water’s edge. Rain fell as he slowly lifted the white cloth up. His hands shook as he pulled at the golden rope. It fell as Rabbiteater slowly lifted the bundle. He touched it, and Erin gasped. 
 
    The white cloth unfolded in a single flap, turning into a cloak of pure white fabric. Erin and all the Goblins stared. Rabbiteater looked at the pure fabric and turned it in his hands. He turned and grinned, waving the cloak. Then he turned it. He undid the neck clasp, and Erin shouted. 
 
    “Don’t put it on! I’ll pay for an [Enchanter]! Wait! Wait!” 
 
    But it was too late. The Goblins couldn’t wait. They didn’t want to wait. Rabbiteater looked around, at the rain, the city of Liscor, and then back at Erin’s inn and Erin herself. He waved at her and gave her a big smile. Then he lifted the cloak. Rabbiteater looked around and took a deep breath. He unfurled the white cloth and, in one movement, wrapped it around his shoulders. 
 
    The white fabric billowed as it swept around Rabbiteater. He froze as it touched his skin. The clasp snapped together around his neck, and Erin froze. She saw Rabbiteater turn. The Redfang Warriors tensed. And then Rabbiteater cried out. He screamed and fell to the ground, writhing, clawing at his eyes. 
 
    “Rabbiteater!” 
 
    Erin felt Headscratcher’s hands leave her. The Hob ran forwards, crying out. He and the others were at Rabbiteater’s side as the Hob rolled about, shrieking in agony. Erin caught up to them as Headscratcher turned Rabbiteater over. He had a healing potion in his hands. He wrenched the cork out, lifted the bottle. Rabbiteater jerked and then sat up. He grabbed the bottle before it could be poured over his head and grinned. 
 
    “Got! Got! Scared! Ha!” 
 
    He sprang to his feet. Erin stopped, jaw agape. The other Redfang Warriors stared at Rabbiteater. He swirled the cloak and laughed. He touched his chest, his eyes, patted his skin, and grinned. 
 
    Just kidding! He waved his hands at the others, grinning. Headscratcher, Badarrow, Numbtongue, and Shorthilt stared at him. They laughed shakily. Then they began kicking the snot out of him. 
 
    Erin winced as the other four Redfang Warriors began kicking and punching Rabbiteater for his bad taste in jokes. They weren’t light blows either; Rabbiteater shouted as his fellows beat him. If the cloak was magical, it didn’t protect against bruises. In fact, it didn’t seem useful at all! The other incensed Goblins kicked Rabbiteater until he rolled over. 
 
    Right into the water. Instantly, Erin saw the cloak change. The other Hobs leapt back, cursing, as the white fabric turned transparent. Rabbiteater didn’t notice at first. He got up, shielding his face and groin, uttering what sounded like pleas to stop. Then he noticed what had happened. He jumped and turned. 
 
    The cloak swirled around him. The pure white fabric had turned into—into water. Erin gaped as it swished gently. It looked as though part of a river was swirling around Rabbiteater! He turned, and the water rippled as though it were fabric around him. Slowly, the Hob touched the cloak, and his hands entered the water. He yanked them out, and water droplets dripped from his claws. He looked up. The other Hobs stared. 
 
    “Safe?” 
 
    Numbtongue demanded instantly. Rabbiteater felt the cloak, took it off his neck, put it back on, felt his body, and nodded. Instantly, the other Hobs clustered around it. They exclaimed as they felt the cloak. 
 
    “What on earth is it? Is it water? It’s—oh wow!” 
 
    Erin gasped as her hand sank into the cloak of water. She pushed her hand in, and it went in several inches, until it was nearly up to her elbow! Only then did her hand appear out of the other side and poke Rabbiteater’s side. He jumped. 
 
    “It’s all water! It’s a water cloak! A liquid cloak? That’s so cool! And maybe useless! Is it heavy? Can you move with it on?” 
 
    Rabbiteater shrugged. He leapt up—surprisingly high!—and then ran about. The cloak billowed behind him, not impeding his movement in any way. The Hobs murmured. Then Shorthilt reached for his side. He pulled out a sword. Instantly, Erin and Rabbiteater backed up. 
 
    “Hold on. What are you going to—” 
 
    Rabbiteater yelped as Shorthilt thrust the sword at his stomach. Reflexively, he blocked with the cloak. Shorthilt’s blade went through the cloak, slowing as the water rushed through it. The Hob grunted and slashed—the blade sprayed through the water. Slowly. It was hard for Shorthilt to move his sword, just as if it were underwater! He jabbed, and Rabbiteater backed up, shouting what sounded like Goblin obscenities. 
 
    The water cloak didn’t block Shorthilt’s sword. It was literally just water, so the blade could go through. However, the thick liquid impeded the sword, and when Shorthilt kicked, his foot splashed into the cloak, spraying water everywhere. Not that it mattered in the rain. Erin whistled. 
 
    “That’s so amazing! I mean, it didn’t stop the blade—Shorthilt, don’t stab Rabbiteater! There’s blood! Bl—” 
 
    The cloak changed color as Shorthilt’s blade produced a red rivulet from a cut on Rabbiteater’s arm. The Hob stopped cursing his friend and stared in alarm. Suddenly, the cloak was blood red and dark. Erin gulped as a curtain of blood swirled around Rabbiteater. 
 
    “Oh man. Wait a second. Is that…?” 
 
    Rabbiteater blinked. He dipped a finger into the red liquid swirling around him and pulled it out. Red dripped down his finger. He licked it, smacked his lips, and nodded. 
 
    “Blood.” 
 
    The other Goblins stared. They patted the cloak, exclaiming as they pulled out bloody hands. Erin backed away. The blood cloak swirled around Rabbiteater as he inspected it. The rain glanced off the blood. But when Rabbiteater cupped just a bit of water in his hand and poured it on the cloak, the blood-red color changed to translucent. Erin clapped her hands together. 
 
    “It’s a liquid cloak! I mean, the cloak is liquid! It changes depending on what you pour on it!” 
 
    The other Hobs had already come to the same conclusion. They grabbed Rabbiteater and, ignoring his protests, opened one of his cuts. It took more than a few drops, but once the blood had pooled, the cloak changed color again! Headscratcher poured water on the cloak, grunted as nothing happened, and then dipped the blood-red hem of the cloak in the water. Instantly, it changed back. The Hobs shouted in excitement and laughed as Rabbiteater lifted the watery cloak over his head. Erin smiled wildly until she realized one of the Hobs wasn’t laughing. 
 
    Badarrow whistled sharply, making every head turn towards him. He was standing twenty paces away from the others, at the edge of the water. He held the bell made of bronze and blue metal in his hands. He looked at the others, and Erin saw the mirth drain from them. They looked at Badarrow, and she realized what he was going to do. 
 
    “Hold on—hold on. You got lucky one time. But this is way too risky! Don’t ring the bell! Headscratcher, stop him!” 
 
    The other Hobs looked at Erin and shook their heads. She looked helplessly at Headscratcher. He stared at Badarrow. The Hob grimaced as he held the bell up. He looked at the others and nodded once. Then he rang the bell. 
 
    A hollow tone rang out from the bell. It was not the sound the bell should have made. It was a deep, vast sound, and it hurt Erin to hear. Her eyes filled with tears, and her head rang. She fell to her knees, crying out. She felt the world spin and threw up. The pain lasted as long as the bell’s chime did. When it finished, Erin felt the world return to normal. She stood up. The other Redfang Warriors were on their knees. Rabbiteater had thrown up onto his cloak, and it had changed into a horrible color. Erin stared around and then saw a motionless form. 
 
    “Badarrow!” 
 
    This time, there was no act. Badarrow lay on the ground, one hand gripping the clapper of the bell. He was bleeding. His nose and ears both bled red as he writhed on the ground. His crimson eyes, when he opened them, were bleeding too. 
 
    “Healing potion! Now!” 
 
    Erin snapped at Headscratcher. The Hob yanked the cork out and poured liquid into Badarrow’s mouth before applying it to his bloody extremities. Badarrow jerked and then sat up. The Hobs clustered around him, pressing him down as he tried to get up. Shorthilt reached for the bell, but Badarrow wouldn’t let go. 
 
    “Bad. Bad. Not ring!” 
 
    Numbtongue exhorted the others. He pointed at Badarrow’s hand, and Erin saw how the Hob was holding it. He’d carefully rung the bell once, rather than hold it upright and let it ring multiple times. She shuddered, imagining what might have happened if he had. 
 
    At last, Badarrow was able to move. He sat up, shaking blood from his face. When he looked at Erin, it was grimly. He lifted the bell, and the others immediately helped him clog the bell’s mouth with dirt and grass. Erin looked at the Redfang Warriors as they patted Badarrow, ignoring him slapping their hands away. 
 
    “You guys are insane. You know that?” 
 
    They looked at her and grinned sheepishly. Even Badarrow smiled. Rabbiteater swirled his vomit cloak around him, shaking it until Shorthilt kicked him and pointed to the water’s edge. The Redfang Goblins stood together after that, slapping each other’s shoulders. Smiling. 
 
    Insane. Completely crazy. Erin had to go up to the inn first to reassure Lyonette and the others who’d come out that nothing bad had happened. She turned back and saw the Goblins standing together in the rain. Now, Headscratcher’s tears made sense. He’d known what they were going to do. And it made sense in a twisted way to Erin. You could totally test a cursed object. 
 
    “But still. Like that?” 
 
    She stared at the Redfang Warriors. They’d risked their lives just to check. Even though Falene and Pisces had been fairly certain two of the objects weren’t cursed, they hadn’t been sure. No adventurer would have dared to try on the cloak or ring the bell. But the Goblins had. It spoke to her about their priorities. She might have said that the Goblins valued their lives less. 
 
    But that wasn’t it. Headscratcher was gripping Badarrow’s shoulder so hard that Erin knew he was bruising the other Goblin. Badarrow was letting him do it. Headscratcher’s face shone with relief. He cared. They cared. It was just that they’d risked their lives. For each other. She remembered them fighting the Eater Goats, returning from the dungeon. 
 
    “You idiots. Come inside!” 
 
    Erin raised her voice. The Goblins turned. Obediently, they trudged up the hill, still gripping each other’s shoulders. Laughing. Like the best of friends. Like brothers. Perhaps they were. Erin didn’t know. She stared at Headscratcher as he stopped at the door. He looked at her, and then down. 
 
    “Sorry.” 
 
    “Don’t be sorry. Just don’t risk your life. Idiot!” 
 
    “Sorry.” 
 
    The Redfang Warriors’ smiles faded. Erin wiped at her own eyes. Then she flung her arms around Headscratcher and hugged him. 
 
    He froze. Headscratcher looked down. He felt Erin’s warm arms on his skin. Wet rain falling from above. He felt her touch. A Human hugged a Goblin in the rain. And the Goblin wept again. Erin laughed when she saw Headscratcher wiping tears from his eyes. 
 
    “You big softie.” 
 
    The other Redfang warriors laughed. They punched Headscratcher’s shoulders and then froze as Erin hugged them. Each one went as stiff as a board in surprise. It wasn’t just the intimacy of the hug. Erin wondered if a Human had ever touched them before. If anyone had in a way that wasn’t meant to harm. Probably not. So she did and then pointed. 
 
    “Come on. We’ll get dry inside.” 
 
    The Goblins followed Erin into the inn. They would have followed her anywhere. It wasn’t that she’d done anything in that moment. She hadn’t helped them identify the objects. She hadn’t changed destiny for them. They’d risked their lives, gambled, and gotten away lucky. All by themselves. Erin hadn’t helped with any of that. 
 
    But she had hugged them afterwards. She had cared. That was what mattered. 
 
    Erin led the way into the inn and stopped when she saw the commotion at the back of the room. Emme was on stage, being physically restrained by several of the stronger [Actors] from leaping on the jeering Drakes. The mood was ugly, and Relc was excitedly looking around and making fists. 
 
    Erin stared at the set as the Players of Celum shouted at the angry Drakes from Liscor and the Drakes hurled things at the Humans and one Drake on stage. She stared at Emme, the lone half-Dwarf. Her eyes widened. 
 
    “I’m such an idiot.” 
 
    She strode forwards, waving her arms. 
 
    “Hey! I figured it out! Hey!” 
 
    The Redfang Goblins watched Erin turn, felt the room go quiet. It revolved around her as she smiled and made the arguing Humans and Drakes go still. Then she turned and beckoned. 
 
    “Come on! Take a seat and get a towel, you lot!” 
 
    The Goblins looked at each other. Then they sat and watched. It was warm, and soon, Erin had a mug in front of them. It was peaceful again. The Goblins watched, the cloak swirling around Rabbiteater’s shoulders and the bell held firmly in Badarrow’s hands as Erin strode up and down. It was a day like any other. And they weren’t dead. A good day, in short. They sat and watched. 
 
    A wonderful day. 
 
      
 
    —— 
 
      
 
    By the time Erin had everything in order, it was dark outside. The moons hung overhead, their glow hidden by the rainclouds. She stared up at the stage. 
 
    “Okay, how does it look? Audience?” 
 
    The Drakes and Humans stared up at the stage and muttered amongst themselves. Over half the Players of Celum were sitting rather than standing on stage. And there were a lot less Drakes on the floor. That was because a large number of them were on stage. As [Actors]. 
 
    “The Capulets are now an all-Drake family. Which makes sense! Whereas the Montagues are Human. How does that look? Is everyone happy?” 
 
    Erin turned and smiled at the others. Seeing the Redfang Goblins together had made it obvious. It should have been obvious before. Of course the Drakes wouldn’t be happy to see only one Drake on stage! It was token representation at best. She folded her arms triumphantly as the Drakes in the crowd deliberated. Then one of them looked up. 
 
    “We still don’t like it.” 
 
    “What?” 
 
    The Drake who’d spoken shrugged. He was a burly Drake with orange scales, although he wasn’t quite as muscly as Relc. 
 
    “We still don’t like it. Why does a Human have to marry a Drake?” 
 
    “But that’s the point! It’s about love! Forbidden love! Romance! Are you telling me a Drake can’t marry a Human?” 
 
    The Drakes grumbled. 
 
    “Well…” 
 
    “It’s just that—” 
 
    “Look at her! She’s the same age as my daughter. I’d never let a stinking Human put his claws on my kin.” 
 
    “Damn Humans. Coming into our city, marrying our women.” 
 
    Erin stared at the Drakes who’d spoken. Her eyes passed over the complaining Drakes. Who were mainly male. She thought about Ilvriss. Who was again, male, unless she was very much mistaken. She thought about Embria and Zevara, both of whom hadn’t objected nearly as much. Slowly, Erin turned her head. 
 
    “Change!” 
 
    The actors on stage stared at her, confused. Erin pointed. 
 
    “The Montagues are now Drake! The Capulets are Human! Jasi, sorry. You’re not Juliet. Neither is Wesle.” 
 
    “I’m not?” 
 
    “No! Get me a male lead for Romeo. You don’t have to act. Anyone?” 
 
    “Ooh, me, me!” 
 
    Relc scrambled on stage and practically shoved aside everyone. He stood and waved down at Embria, grinning like a kid. Erin sighed. 
 
    “Now, a female Juliet. Human. Anyone? Lyonette! Can you stand up there?” 
 
    “Me? I’m not an [Actor]!” 
 
    “No one’s acting! Just stand up there, please? Across from Relc?” 
 
    Lyonette hesitantly climbed onto the stage. The audience of Drakes and Humans stared up. Krshia scarfed down a fried sausage at the back with Mrsha. 
 
    “Okay, now how about it? We have Romeo—” 
 
    Relc waved, grinning. 
 
    “—And Juliet.” 
 
    Lyonette hesitantly raised a hand. Erin stared at the Drakes. The male Drakes. They looked around. 
 
    “Well…if it’s like that, it doesn’t look so bad, does it?” 
 
    “He wants to marry a Human, why not? She’s pretty enough. In a fleshy way.” 
 
    “I like it. When is the play going to start?” 
 
    “Relc’s far too ugly to be up there. Let me play this Romeo fellow! And give him a proper Drake name! Romeoss, perhaps!” 
 
    “No, I’ll play him!” 
 
    The Drakes began arguing, and Relc started kicking off the ones trying to climb onto the stage. Erin stared at them. She saw Embria cover her eyes and heard Jasi groan. The pieces fell into place. Erin grabbed a mug and hurled it at one of the Drakes. 
 
    “That’s sexist!” 
 
    Across the inn, Klbkch turned to Krshia. The two had finished six plates of snacks together. The Antinium tilted his head. 
 
    “It appears the entire objection was not so much of species inclusion, but of sexual dynamics. Is that your understanding, Miss Krshia?” 
 
    The Gnoll shrugged and sniffed the air. 
 
    “Mm. It is tied together, yes? One cannot have Humans marching into Liscor and marrying young Drakes. However, it is far more acceptable for an older Drake to marry a Human. Silly thing. It reminds me much of how some Gnoll tribes squabble. Is that a fish pie I smell?” 
 
    “Is it? I would enjoy a piece.” 
 
    “I too. Ishkr!” 
 
    Krshia waved. Ishkr sighed and came over. Krshia and Klbkch watched Erin punch several Drakes as the furor slowly died down. Krshia’s paw stroked Mrsha’s head as the Gnoll curled up on her lap. 
 
    “I am relieved that Erin has reached a solution of sorts, regardless of the issue.” 
 
    “Hrr. Yes. I was wondering how long it would take her to realize the problem. Now perhaps it is time to bring up the second issue.” 
 
    “Second issue?” 
 
    “Yes! When will Gnolls have a place on stage? I have many pestering me to introduce them to Erin. Her little theatre must expand, yes?” 
 
    Krshia grinned at Klbkch. He nodded thoughtfully. 
 
    “I see your point. Indeed, that would probably solve the issue nicely. You should bring the issue up with Miss Erin.” 
 
    He and Krshia turned to look back at the stage. Erin was chasing Drakes off with a chair while the Players of Celum sat at their tables and stuffed themselves in irritation. Mrsha’s ears perked up at the crash of Erin hurling pottery at the Drakes running for the door. 
 
    “Perhaps tomorrow, hrm?” 
 
    “That would be wise.” 
 
      
 
    —— 
 
      
 
    Four hours later, The Wandering Inn was empty. The staff had gone home, the adventurers were asleep upstairs save for the Halfseekers who hadn’t yet returned, and the Players of Celum had left. They would return tomorrow to begin a round of auditions for anyone who wanted to act in Liscor. Erin had high hopes for that, although she was so annoyed at how everything had turned out that it had taken her the last forty minutes of tossing and turning before she could fall asleep. 
 
    But at last, she was slumbering. The inn was quiet. Bird sat up in his watchtower, humming a song. In the basement, Numbtongue played on the guitar. The rain fell on the rooftop, a dull roar. Background noise. 
 
    Liscor was asleep as well. Rain turned the stone battlements dark and made the footing slippery. The City Watch patrolled the walls, the unlucky Gnolls and Drakes on duty yawning, occasionally stopping to relight a lantern that had gone out. One of the Gnolls on duty paused by the corner of the eastern wall and sniffed the air. He glanced around, confused. Then he sniffed again and peered over the edge of the wall. 
 
    A pair of clawed hands dragged the Gnoll over the edge. His cries were lost in the rain. After a moment, a dark shape swung itself over the edge of the walls. It was wearing the Gnoll’s armor, but the pieces were too small. The shape continued along, imitating the guardsman’s walk until it met a tired Drake patrolling his section of the wall. 
 
    “That you, Mersh?” 
 
    The Drake frowned sleepily at the figure in front of him. His tired brain processed the wet, furry shape and concluded something was wrong. The [Guardsman] frowned and tried to figure out what was wrong. Something about the size. Was Mersh always that small? Then he saw the figure straighten. It had been hunched. Now it rose, and two glowing eyes stared at him. The Drake saw a mouth open, and large canine teeth bared at him. 
 
    “Ala—” 
 
    The Raskghar stepped forward and brought Mersh’s axe down on the Drake’s head. The guardsman crumpled without a sound. The Raskghar sniffed, glanced around, and growled quietly. More Raskghar swung over the walls. These ancient, primitive offshoots of the Gnoll species were huge, and they were armed with stone weapons and crude hide armor. They quickly discarded their weapons in favor of the guardsman’s steel. 
 
    Slowly, keeping to the shadows, they pretended to patrol across the walls. They moved fast. The Gnolls who caught their scent on the air were grabbed and subdued in an instant, their limp bodies being carefully lowered off the walls. The Drakes died even quicker to tooth and claw and blade. 
 
    The Raskghar did not linger overlong on the walls, however. They swarmed down the eastern ramparts and into the city. The streets were practically empty at night. The Raskghar stole along, loping through the shadows, their eyes gleaming. They paused to inspect the signs, the closed doors, and sniffed the air. They growled at each other, making complex gestures before splitting up into teams. 
 
    The first group of Raskghar headed down the main street, garbed in the armor of the City Watch. The Drakes and Gnolls out on the streets vanished one by one as the Raskghar advanced. More disappeared into apartments and came out with limp bodies or with blood on their muzzles. They might have cleared block after block in this fashion but for the patrol that came marching down the street. 
 
    Wing Commander Embria frowned as she saw the odd patrol of Gnolls marching towards her. She glanced at the other [Soldiers] following her. 
 
    “Captain Vash. Is this the source of your [Dangersense]?” 
 
    “And the smell, Wing Commander.” 
 
    The Gnoll [Captain] tugged at the brim of his metal helmet. He stared hard at the patrol coming their way. The Gnolls were very large. Embria raised her voice. 
 
    “You there! Guardsmen! Halt!” 
 
    The patrol stopped. Embria stared at them for one second and then turned her head. 
 
    “They’re not giving a countersignal. Raise the alarm!” 
 
    Instantly, one of the [Soldiers] raised a horn and blew it. The Raskghar snarled as they straightened. Embria swore. 
 
    “What are those?” 
 
    “Raskghar!” 
 
    Vash howled in fury as the Raskghar loped towards them. Embria charged past him, her spear blurring as she stabbed repeatedly at the first Raskghar. The beast blocked the lightning-fast strikes with a buckler, snarling, as the other Raskghar spread out. Vash raised his head and howled, adding his voice to the horns already blowing through the air. 
 
    The Gnoll’s panicked call spread throughout the city. It woke Gnolls from their sleep with the urgency instilled in them from childhood. In her bed, Krshia’s dreams were shattered and she leapt out of it, grabbing for the shortbow she kept under her bed. In seconds, she had the bow and her hunting knife and was listening to the howls. Her teeth bared as she listened. She raced out of her apartment naked and howled into the rain. More howls answered her. Krshia turned her head and ran towards the howls. 
 
    She was halfway down the street when she heard the signal howl again. Only this time, something was off. Krshia sniffed the air and spun. She heard the howl, a perfect replica of a Gnoll’s voice, but it came from a hulking shape striding towards her. Krshia didn’t need to smell to know what it was. 
 
    A Raskghar. Krshia’s hackles went up, and she drew her bow and loosed an arrow in one moment. 
 
    “[Rapid Shot]!” 
 
    She watched the arrow flash across the street towards the Raskghar. It raised a shield and caught the arrow. Krshia’s eyes widened. So quick! The Raskghar snarled and advanced. Krshia backpedaled, drawing another arrow and loosing it with long-honed reflexes. Again, the Raskghar predicted where the arrow was heading and stopped it before it could strike his left leg. It stared at her. Not it—Krshia smelled the Raskghar’s gender. She. A young she, in the prime of her life. 
 
    The Raskghar waited until Krshia grabbed for another arrow and then charged. It was quick! Krshia dropped the arrow and grabbed her knife. She slashed—the Raskghar leapt and caught her arm, bearing her to the ground. 
 
    On the street, it was muscle and reflexive action. No time to think. Krshia tried to stab, but the Raskghar was too strong. So she tried to bite—only to find a hand at her throat. The Raskghar effortlessly overpowered her, choking Krshia. It was laughing as Krshia tried to kick it—until the whistle. Krshia, choking, felt the pressure on her ease and felt the Raskghar bound away. She lay there, gasping, and heard the voices. 
 
    “There’s another one! Surround it!” 
 
    “Watch the sides! [Attack Formation]!” 
 
    Krshia sat up. She saw Watch Captain Zevara and Olesm leading a squad of eight [Guardsmen] rushing to surround the Raskghar. It spun, trying to find an exit, but Olesm’s voice guided the [Guardsmen] into flanking positions. It spun, a metal shield and axe in hand. The weapons were small in the Raskghar’s paws. 
 
    “Are you alright?” 
 
    Olesm ran over to Krshia. She gasped and nodded. Zevara was leading the attack. 
 
    “Take it down!” 
 
    She attacked with two other Drakes while a Gnoll with a spear covered her side. The Raskghar moved quick. It batted away Zevara’s sword thrust with its shield and grabbed the Drake charging it on its right. Ignoring the cut it received on the arm, it threw the Drake into her friend, knocking the two to the ground. Then it turned and caught a strike from Zevara on its shield. Krshia watched, dazed, as the Raskghar and Drake exchanged blows. 
 
    “Ancestors, it’s good!” 
 
    Olesm exclaimed in dismay as the Raskghar took on Zevara and the Gnoll with the spear at once. Its eyes never left Zevara’s face, and when she drew breath, it rushed her before the fire breath could emerge. The Raskghar turned and howled as an arrow sprouted from its shoulder. It looked over and saw Krshia and two Drakes aiming for it. It dove, and Olesm cut at it. Again, the [Guardsmen] forced the Raskghar back, this time towards an alleyway. The Raskghar retreated to the narrow space, and the [Guardsmen] hesitated. They could only attack two abreast now. 
 
    “Pull back. Hit it with arrows!” 
 
    Olesm snapped, but a claw brushed past him. Zevara rose, growling. 
 
    “I’ll bake it myself!” 
 
    “Wait.” 
 
    Krshia rasped at the Drake. She stared at the Raskghar. It was glancing from Zevara to the archers, eyes darting rapidly. Krshia stared at it. It was nothing like the stories she’d told Olesm! The Raskghar looked every bit like the primordial Gnoll monster it was, but it was far, far too intelligent. She pointed at it. 
 
    “Take it alive if you can, Watch Captain. It is one of many in the city!” 
 
    Zevara nodded. The Raskghar glanced at her and then bared its teeth in a menacing grin. It opened its mouth and, to everyone’s shock, spoke. 
 
    “Many. Many.” 
 
    The growling voice froze Krshia for a second. She stared at the Raskghar. 
 
    “You can speak?” 
 
    Olesm gasped. 
 
    “It knows the common tongue? How?” 
 
    “Learned from you. Just now.” 
 
    The Raskghar grinned at Krshia. It—her eyes focused on Krshia. Then on the other Gnoll [Guardsman]. When the Raskghar spoke it was slowly. Thoughtfully. 
 
    “We know you. Enemy. Old enemy. Prey. Blood prey. We know. You make stone city. You come here. Prey. In our hunting lands.” 
 
    “We are not your prey, thing.” 
 
    Krshia raised her bow. The Raskghar looked at her, and Krshia felt a fear worm its way into her. Instinctual, primal. 
 
    “It is the time of hunting.” 
 
    The droplets on Krshia’s body ceased. She glanced up. Overhead, the rain had stopped falling for the second time this day. The clouds parted for a moment. The skies opened. The Raskghar looked up and grinned. Krshia swore. 
 
    Moonlight fell down from above. The two nearly full moons shone down on Liscor. Krshia recalled the old legends. The Raskghar traded their ability to level for strength and savagery. Only when the moon shone did they regain their intelligence. 
 
    And what intelligence. The Raskghar grinned, her eyes glowing with too much knowledge. Her pupils dilated as the moonlight and rain fell into them. She turned. 
 
    “Don’t let it get away!” 
 
    Olesm shouted, and the [Guardsmen] loosed at the same time as Zevara breathed fire. Too slow. The Raskghar leapt and bounded up the alleyway, jumping from wall to wall, her claws digging into the brickwork with incredible strength. She howled as two arrows found her, but kept moving. She raced over the rooftops. Zevara instantly turned. 
 
    “After her! There are more Raskghar in the city! I want them all found!” 
 
    She raced off. Olesm paused. 
 
    “Miss Krshia, you should stay inside!” 
 
    “No, no. Gnolls are gathering. We heard the alarm. We must go together. There is safety in numbers.” 
 
    Krshia rubbed her throat. She could still hear Gnolls calling each other together. Olesm shook his head. 
 
    “You’re making yourselves targets this way! The Raskghar are aiming for Gnolls! They’ve carried off dozens already! Come with me—we’ll find the others and call in reinforcements!” 
 
    He raised something to his lips and blew. A whistle. The piercing call made Krshia wince, but it was soon answered by more whistles. Olesm pointed. 
 
    “Come on!” 
 
    He and Krshia ran through the streets, keeping a wary eye out. Olesm panted as they went. 
 
    “Those are Raskghar? They’re nothing like the adventurers described! One of them took on an entire squad! It must be the effects of the full moon! The intelligence—” 
 
    “Yes. But it is not the right time! It is too soon!” 
 
    “What do you mean?” 
 
    Krshia glanced up. The moonlight was fading as more rain clouds began to unleash a second downpour. But it wasn’t the moonlight that mattered. 
 
    “It is not the full moon yet. Close. But this lunar cycle will see both moons wax and wane over the next six days.” 
 
    “Are you serious?” 
 
    Olesm paled. He looked around. The howling continued as more warnings and whistles blew, calling for reinforcements or alarm. 
 
    “We need to secure the city first. We’ll triple the watch! Ancestors, we’ll seal all the dungeon entrances if we have to! But we need to catch as many Raskghar as we can. The Gnolls—” 
 
    “How many have they slaughtered?” 
 
    The Drake turned. 
 
    “Drakes? Every one they found. But we haven’t found a single Gnoll body.” 
 
    “What? Where are they?” 
 
    “The Raskghar took them.” 
 
    “Why?” 
 
    The Drake and Gnoll stared at each other. They looked around. The streets were dark. Krshia bared her teeth. She didn’t know what the Raskghar were doing. But she sensed it, the ancient fear, a warning from the roots of her species. She raised her head and howled a warning to all that could hear. 
 
    Raskghar. Danger, kindred! Danger! 
 
      
 
    —— 
 
      
 
    Bird heard the howling first. He looked up from his watch tower and gazed towards Liscor. Howling at night? That was very strange. He had not heard howling at night except when the undead had attacked Liscor. And when Brunkr had died. He paused and stared around. 
 
    “The water is wet. Rain is falling. Someone is howling. That is a bad thing. I know this because my [Tactician] self tells me. But I see nothing.” 
 
    The Antinium peered into the water. Was it a fish? A bird? A moth-bird? He looked up at the skies. Nothing. But he knew there was something, so he kept staring. It was very hard to see in the darkness, with the rain, and all the water. All he could see was the droplets of water hitting the surface of the water. And a few shadows. Fish swam in the darkness, barely visible even to Bird’s enhanced vision. He paused. A few of the dark shadows in the water were very big. Bird drew an arrow and loosed it. He saw a shape jerk underwater and then saw the water splash. 
 
    “Oh. That is not a fish.” 
 
    A furry head rose out of the waters and stared at Bird. He saw glowing eyes stare malevolently at him. Bird raised a hand. 
 
    “Are you a Gnoll? I am sorry! I thought you were a bad fish.” 
 
    He paused. The furry head looked like a Gnoll, but the creature wasn’t. It was bigger. More bestial. And there were a lot of shapes in the water, heading to Liscor and the inn. He saw another head break through the water. 
 
    “That is a Goblin.” 
 
    Bird saw more Goblins surface and more Raskghar emerge from the water. He saw one point at him and growl and slowly drew another arrow. 
 
    “I think we are under attack.” 
 
    At first he wasn’t sure. Then one of the Raskghar clambered out of the water and Bird was sure. Most guests who came to Erin’s inn didn’t have big axes in hand. Most guests. 
 
    “Alarm! Alarm! I am calling an alarm!” 
 
    Bird began shouting as he drew an arrow and loosed it. The Raskghar dodged the first arrow, which surprised Bird. The second arrow he loosed was a [Homing Shot] and curved as the Raskghar dodged. It fell, but more were coming. Bird shouted. 
 
    “Alarm! Alarm!” 
 
    He didn’t know if anyone could hear him. It was raining too hard. Bird stood in the watchtower as more Raskghar and Cave Goblins charged towards the inn. There were a lot of them. He was just glad he had his new bow. If he didn’t die, he resolved to tell the Queen that it was a very lovely bow. More Raskghar thrust their way into the inn as Bird shot arrow after arrow. He would have gone below, but more were trying to climb the slippery roof and get him. Bird hummed as he shot. 
 
    “I am Bird, this is bad. If the monsters get Erin, I will be sad…oh, there are many. This is bad, bad, bad!” 
 
      
 
    —— 
 
      
 
    Lyonette was sleeping soundly when she felt someone leap onto her. She gasped and sat up as Mrsha hurled herself onto Lyonette’s chest. 
 
    “Mrsha! I told you that hurts! I—” 
 
    The [Princess] was angry right up until she saw Mrsha’s face. The Gnoll was in a panic. Lyonette looked at her, alarmed. 
 
    “What’s wrong?” 
 
    She didn’t hear anything but the pounding rain. But Mrsha clearly did. The Gnoll looked around wildly, then sat back and howled. The sound echoed through the inn. Lyonette saw Apista buzz up in alarm. 
 
    “Mrsha, what—” 
 
    Then Lyonette heard the distant howling and horn calls coming from Liscor. At the same time, she heard a voice from above. 
 
    “Alarm! Alarm!” 
 
    That was Bird! Lyonette scrambled out of bed. She looked around. 
 
    “Mrsha, follow me! Apista!” 
 
    She thrust open her door and then remembered her sword. It was propped next to the window. Lyonette grabbed it and unsheathed it. She stared at the blade as Mrsha howled again. She could hear banging from above and then a crash from below. 
 
    “Erin!?” 
 
    She ran out of her room just in time to see Ceria thrust her door open. The half-Elf had a breast band on. Another door crashed open, and Ksmvr charged out fully armed. 
 
    “I heard Bird’s alarm! We are under attack!” 
 
    “Where—” 
 
    The first Raskghar came up the stairs like a battering ram made of fur. Ceria turned, and her eyes went wide. 
 
    “Raskghar!” 
 
    “Leave it to m—” 
 
    Ksmvr lunged with his enchanted shortsword. The Raskghar’s eyes narrowed, and it surged left. Ksmvr’s blade missed, and it backhanded the Antinium. He spun backwards, and Lyonette saw him crash into a wall. The Raskghar charged Ceria, who leapt backwards too late. It pinned her to the wall, and Lyonette saw its claws open. 
 
    The Raskghar opened its mouth, ready to bite as Ceria gasped, but it suddenly paused and sniffed. It brought its head closer and sniffed Ceria’s face and chest. It seemed confused. It lifted Ceria up and then howled. Lyonette’s sword entered the Raskghar’s side. It turned, eyes murderous, and slashed. 
 
    “[Flawless—]” 
 
    Lyonette’s sword came up and parried the blow. She felt the force almost tear the sword from her grip, but the claw was deflected. The Raskghar blinked at her and then slashed again. This time, it missed because Lyonette was backing up. The Raskghar bounded towards her on all fours and then turned. Mrsha howled as she rammed into it from the side, her small teeth biting. 
 
    “Mrsha, no! Run!” 
 
    The [Princess] screamed frantically at Mrsha. The Raskghar turned, teeth bared, but then it stared at Mrsha. At her white fur. It sniffed her like it had Ceria and then reached for Mrsha. The Gnoll ran in alarm, and the Raskghar followed her, only to stop as an angry Ashfire Bee buzzed around it. It growled as Lyonette jabbed at it from the side, looking more irritated than anything else. It turned, claw extended, and Lyonette saw the razor tips aiming for her face— 
 
    “[Ice Wall]!” 
 
    A sheet of shimmering ice blocked the claw mid-strike. Lyonette saw the thick ice fracture as the claws struck. She saw Ceria getting to her feet and Ksmvr rising, clutching at the broken chitin and green blood leaking from his face. 
 
    “Get back!” 
 
    Ceria shot an [Ice Spike] at the Raskghar. It howled as the projectile pierced its side and raced backwards. Mrsha fled into Lyonette’s arms, and the girl retreated back into her room, shouting for Apista. Ceria swore as she grabbed Ksmvr. 
 
    “Are you okay?” 
 
    “My injuries are superficial—” 
 
    “What’s going on?” 
 
    A door slammed open. Pisces looked around, annoyed and bleary. He stared uncomprehending at Ksmvr, Ceria, and the ice wall, and then his eyes widened. 
 
    “Springwalker—what—” 
 
    “We’re under attack! Raskghar!” 
 
    She screamed at him. Pisces’ jaw dropped. The door across from him opened. Yvlon strode out, fully armored. The woman didn’t bother with questions. She pointed. 
 
    “Downstairs!” 
 
    The Horns of Hammerad turned and ran for the stairs. They could hear fighting throughout the inn. They shot downstairs and nearly ran into the next group of Raskghar. The beasts snarled as they spotted the adventurers on the stairs. Pisces reached for his rapier, remembered he didn’t have it, and swore. He and Ceria shot flames and ice magic as Ksmvr and Yvlon surged down the stairs. The Raskghar retreated, and the adventurers leapt down to the ground floor to find a battle in full swing. 
 
    The Raskghar were already in the inn! They were battling the Redfang Warriors, who were already awake. Headscratcher and Rabbiteater were all fighting in front of the kitchen, fending off six Raskghar and a dozen Cave Goblins. The Horns could hear Erin shouting from inside the kitchen. 
 
    “Pisces, undead! Yvlon, Ksmvr, the flanks!” 
 
    Ceria pointed. The Horns split up. Ceria raised two walls of ice, covering her and Pisces’ sides as the [Necromancer] muttered a spell, reaching for the bag of holding he carried. The Raskghar turned as Yvlon and Ksmvr assailed them from the left. A Cave Goblin turned, screeching, and fell backwards with a spike of ice in its chest. 
 
    The Raskghar were quicker, though. One turned as Yvlon swung and raised a hide shield. It screamed as the blade sheared through both shield and arm. The enchanted sword severed the arm, but the Raskghar pulled back before Yvlon could run it through. Two more Raskghar flanked her as the Cave Goblins swarmed Ksmvr. 
 
    “Ceria!” 
 
    Erin’s voice echoed from the kitchen. Ceria heard a crash and saw a Raskghar jerk back, snarling, its pelt aflame as a potion bottle struck it. It turned and rolled, roaring, and Headscratcher and Rabbiteater charged forwards. 
 
    “Erin! Are you alright?” 
 
    “I am! Badarrow and Shorthilt are on the roof with Bird! Where’s Lyonette?” 
 
    “Safe!” 
 
    Ceria prayed that were so. The Raskghar and Goblins were occupied with her team and the Redfang Warriors for now. She raised a finger and pointed. 
 
    “[Ice Spike]!” 
 
    The projectile shot towards a Raskghar. But before it could hit, the huge not-Gnoll turned and leaned, avoiding the spell! Ceria gaped and then saw Ksmvr go flying for the second time that night. 
 
    “Dead gods!” 
 
    It was impossible. There were only six Raskghar. Six! But somehow, they were fighting both the Horns of Hammerad and the two Hobs on equal footing. One of Pisces’ summoned undead bears cracked as a Raskghar pummeled it with blows. Another lashed out and caught Rabbiteater with a terrible blow across the face. The Hob stumbled and nearly fell—he was already bleeding from a gash across his stomach. 
 
    “I thought Gemhammer killed a dozen of these guys!” 
 
    Ceria aimed again, but the Raskghar she pointed at caught her next [Ice Spike] spell on its shield. The ice pierced the hide and its arm, but only a few inches. The thing snarled and charged Ceria. 
 
    “Watch out!” 
 
    Yvlon pivoted into the blow. She raised her shield, and the Raskghar swung a stone club. The blow made the shield ring, and Yvlon cursed. 
 
    “My arm—” 
 
    Her shield arm had bent from the impact. Her weakened arm twisted horribly, and Yvlon lifted her sword, dropping her shield. Ceria threw up a wall of ice, and the Raskghar smashed into that. 
 
    “Back! Back to the stairs!” 
 
    The Horns retreated. Ksmvr leapt into the air over one of the ice walls as Pisces’ second bear went down. Now, the Raskghar were on the offensive. The little Cave Goblins streamed forwards. Ceria cursed as she raised another ice wall, and the Raskghar began to tear it down. She saw the two Hobs fighting a trio of Raskghar by themselves. Rabbiteater was staggering, battered by a club one of the Raskghar was holding. He fell, and Headscratcher threw himself in the way. Erin screamed. 
 
    “Headscratcher! Watch out!” 
 
      
 
    —— 
 
      
 
    Fury. Desperation. Fear. Headscratcher started to lose himself in the fighting. The Raskghar were strong! Stronger, quicker, smarter than before. He could barely take on the one attacking him with a stone axe. They were—stronger than he was. 
 
    Meanwhile, Rabbiteater was fighting two at once. The Hob was wearing his water cloak and was using it to shield himself from the not-Gnolls. The Raskghar howled in frustration as their blows sank into the watery cloak. But then one wrenched aside the protective garment and struck. Rabbiteater’s head reeled back as a club broke open the skin of his temple. Bleeding, dizzy, he looked up. The Raskghar raised the club. 
 
    Headscratcher turned. He saw the blow falling. He saw Rabbiteater bare his teeth defiantly. 
 
    Bugear. Headscratcher remembered the other Goblin’s death. Never again. He howled and leapt forwards. The club smashed him down in Rabbiteater’s place. Headscratcher felt the darkness take him. The pain smothered his consciousness. He was falling. Failing. His helpless fury writhed in him as Rabbiteater struggled up, fighting three at once. Erin was behind him, throwing pots, pans—she was out of potions. She was shouting for Rabbiteater to get back. 
 
    Headscratcher was fading. He tried to find the strength, but he didn’t have—have— 
 
    The three Raskghar were advancing on Rabbiteater, trying to attack him from the sides as he held the water cloak up. The Horns were engaged with the other Goblins and the other three Raskghar. The not-Gnolls grinned in delight. They pressed forwards, passed by the trap door leading to the basement— 
 
    And Numbtongue thrust the trap door up. He surged upwards in a roar, the wooden guitar in hand. The Raskghar nearest to him turned, surprise written over its face. The guitar went up and smashed into its face. It broke in a musical twang, and the Raskghar howled in outrage. Numbtongue cursed and punched the Raskghar. His blow barely made the beast blink. He leapt back as the Raskghar swung at him and howled. 
 
    “Headscratcher!” 
 
    Headscratcher twitched. He was lying on the ground. His mind was scrambled. He was barely conscious. He flicked in and out of waking. He heard Numbtongue’s voice. The Goblin beat his chest in fury. 
 
    “Redfang!” 
 
    He swung at the Raskghar. The beast punched back. Numbtongue gasped as his ribs cracked. He swung the guitar, beat a rhythm onto the Raskghar’s raised arm. He howled at Headscratcher, demanding he rise. 
 
    “Redfang! Fight! A Goblin’s pride! A warrior’s right! Redfang! Redfang!” 
 
    He stomped. His hand slapped the guitar’s broken base. 
 
    “Goblin!” 
 
    Rabbiteater swung the shortsword. The two Raskghar battered him. The Goblin shouted the same word. 
 
    “Goblin!” 
 
    The word vibrated through Headscratcher’s body. He tried to rise. The fury in his veins grew. Numbtongue received a clubbing blow on his arm and screamed. Never again. Headscratcher heard the word. 
 
    “Redfang!” 
 
    His mind flickered. It went out—and Headscratcher heard the voice from above. 
 
      
 
    [Warrior Level 20!] 
 
    [Conditions Met: Warrior → Berserker Class!] 
 
    [Skill – Fury Strength obtained!] 
 
    [Skill – Overpowering Blow obtained!] 
 
      
 
    Numbtongue fell back, the Raskghar grabbing his arms. It bit at his neck. He spat at it, biting back. The Raskghar bit for his throat. Hands dragged its neck back at the last moment. 
 
    Again. Never again. Never, never, nevernevernevernever— 
 
    A howl emerged. Not from the Raskghar, but from the Goblin who had risen to his feet. Headscratcher grabbed the Raskghar. It grunted in surprise as its feet left the ground. Headscratcher lifted it up. 
 
    Never again! 
 
    He screamed, and the air shook with his fury and grief. Headscratcher seized the not-Gnoll monster and lifted it. It grunted in surprise as he lifted it over his head and threw the huge beast across the room. It crashed into a wall. The other not-Gnolls looked at Headscratcher. He turned, the veins in his neck and arms bulging. A crazed red light shone from his eyes. He raised his sword and charged the Raskghar, screaming. There was no sanity in him, no thought of self-preservation. Only rage. Only fury and grief. So the world had named him. So he was. 
 
    A berserker. 
 
    Headscratcher’s sword swung down. One of the Raskghar raised a crude shield. Too weak! Headscratcher’s blow cleaved the shield. His sword cut through a crude hide shield and then bone and skin. Headscratcher whirled and grabbed a mace as it swung towards his head. He threw both weapon and attacker onto the ground and then kicked them across the floor. 
 
    The Raskghar snarled and caught Headscratcher’s sword arm, clawing at him as he kept the quivering blade from his throat. Headscratcher forced his sword down, ignoring the claws that pierced his side, the flesh the Raskghar bit from his arm. He battered the Raskghar with his other fist, hitting it again, and again, and again—he hacked down, and the Raskghar screamed. Headscratcher raised his sword and slashed repeatedly, screaming fury. 
 
    The third Raskghar scrambled to his feet. He roared at Headscratcher, but before he could move, Rabbiteater charged. The Hob leapt on the back of the Raskghar, and a veil of water descended over the beast’s head. The Raskghar howled and then choked as it inhaled a mouthful of water. It flailed, but the cloak was wrapped around its head, and however much the Raskghar moved, it couldn’t unfasten the liquid cloth. The not-Gnoll jerked as its lungs filled with water and then fell back limply. 
 
    “We got one!” 
 
    The Horns shouted as a fourth Raskghar fell, wounded by Ksmvr’s sword and pierced with countless shards of ice. The remaining two Raskghar looked around, realized they’d lost, and howled. They pointed, and the four Cave Goblins screamed desperately and attacked the Horns as the two Raskghar fled for the doors. The Horns cut the Cave Goblins down and pursued the Raskghar, but the not-Gnolls disappeared into the water. 
 
    “Everyone okay?” 
 
    Ceria leaned on an overturned table, gasping with exertion. She saw Yvlon panting, her shield arm bent. Ksmvr was sitting, bleeding from multiple wounds on his body. Pisces was unharmed, but he was covered in sweat. Erin rushed out of the kitchen at last. 
 
    “Numbtongue!” 
 
    The Hob croaked and waved a hand weakly as she opened a healing potion. He was clutching at his chest, and Rabbiteater had decided to lie down with his hands on his stomach. Erin rushed to both and then saw a shape bending and hacking at a mutilated corpse. 
 
    “Headscratcher! Enough! It’s over!” 
 
    Headscratcher turned, his eyes wide and wild. He stared at Erin, his bloody sword raised. Then, slowly, the light of fury receded from his eyes. He blinked, stumbled, and only then noticed he was bleeding. Part of his arm was missing. Erin scrambled to pour healing potion on his wounds. 
 
    “Erin! Are you okay? Is it safe?” 
 
    Lyonette appeared at the head of the stairs, clutching Mrsha. She stared wide-eyed at the bodies. Erin turned. 
 
    “It’s okay! But what about Bird? Badarrow? Shorthilt?” 
 
    “They’re okay! The Raskghar all ran!” 
 
    Lyonette walked downstairs, Mrsha in her arms. She looked around. 
 
    “Oh no. Is everyone—?” 
 
    “We made it. Somehow. If the Horns and the Redfangs hadn’t run downstairs, I would have been dead.” 
 
    Erin helped Headscratcher sit at a table. The Goblin was pale, but he was awake. His head still spun, but now the battle had ended he felt…different. He looked at Rabbiteater, and the other Goblin stared at him. Headscratcher stared at his hands. 
 
    The fury. The despair. It all made sense now. He stared around the inn, forever changed. Gone was Headscratcher the Redfang [Warrior]. In his place sat a Goblin [Berserker], full of rage and grief. Stronger. Different. The rage burned in Headscratcher. The helpless fury over losing his friends. But now it was strength. Strength. Headscratcher clenched his fist. 
 
    It had been that which saved him. That which saved Rabbiteater. His fury. The emotions he had despaired at. But not just that. He remembered the voice, the sound that had brought him to his feet. Headscratcher looked up. 
 
    Numbtongue was clutching at his ribs. The Hob looked tired, wounded, but he was still fussing over something on the ground. The broken guitar. 
 
    Numbtongue picked up the base of the guitar and inspected it critically. 
 
    “Oh. Your guitar.” 
 
    Erin stared at the pieces. Numbtongue offered it to her, and Erin shook her head sadly. 
 
    “I’m sorry, Numbtongue. I think it’s broken. We can get a new one.” 
 
    The Hobgoblin paused. He looked at the guitar and held the broken handle in place. Two strings had been torn out and the others were slack, but he adjusted the strings and plucked. The guitar sang. Numbtongue played a riff. Erin stared. Headscratcher stared. The Redfang Goblins and the Horns of Hammerad stared. Numbtongue turned and looked around. He smiled. 
 
    “Music.” 
 
    And Headscratcher laughed. He sat back in the chair, feeling his healing injuries complain at last. But he didn’t care. The pain was nothing. He was alive. Erin was alive. The other Goblins were alive. It was the best of all days. So he sat and Rabbiteater lay down and Numbtongue played on. 
 
    One was a [Warrior] with a magic cloak. He had yet to become, yet to evolve. But he would. The other was a [Berserker]. The third was a [Bard]. 
 
    A Goblin [Bard]. 

  

 
   
    5.35 H 
 
      
 
    Ceria sat on the floor of The Wandering Inn. The wood beneath her bottom was slick with melted ice water and blood, but she didn’t care. Her arms and both hands, living and skeletal, shook. She was bleeding from a gash down one arm where a Goblin blade had cut her, but she was alright. 
 
    The other Horns of Hammerad sat around her. Ceria felt the adrenaline leaving her body slowly. She could still hear horns blaring in the distance from Liscor’s walls. Now that the roar of blood had faded in her ears, she could also make out the pouring of rain overhead, the sounds of Erin tending to the Goblins, Lyonette telling Mrsha to stay put with Apista while she went to help Erin out— 
 
    Normal sounds, for a normal life. It stood in contrast to the moments before, where Ceria had stabbed a Cave Goblin through the chest with a dagger and watched it bleed onto her hands. She stared at a motionless body in front of her. A Raskghar lay with its eyes still wide open. Its face was mutilated by a melting [Ice Spike]—Ksmvr’s shortsword had pierced its stomach in three places, and Yvlon’s sword had cut through its right arm. It had still taken far too long to die. 
 
    Two Raskghar of the six had escaped. The Cave Goblins were all dead. In contrast, no one in the inn was dead. Not Bird or the Redfang Warriors or the Horns of Hammerad, Erin, Lyonette, Mrsha, or Apista. Ceria wished she could have been proud of that fact, but she wasn’t. She stared at the lone Raskghar her team had felled during the fighting and then looked at the three that had fallen to Numbtongue, Rabbiteater, and Headscratcher. She shook her head and felt the world grey out a bit around her. 
 
    “Rot, I’m getting too old for this.” 
 
    One of her teammates looked up. Yvlon’s blonde hair was bloodied and damp with sweat. 
 
    “You? Too old? Aren’t you sixty years old, Ceria? That makes you twenty in Human years.” 
 
    “Something like that. I guess. Sixty’s still old, you know! I’ve been adventuring for nearly a decade. It’s not like I don’t experience each day. Hell, sixty years…if I was an adventurer for that long, I’d probably be retired. Sixty years of anything is way too long. Except if it’s in a half-Elven village.” 
 
    The armored Human woman eyed Ceria. 
 
    “What makes that different?” 
 
    “It’s easier to pass years away there. That’s why you get snotty half-Elf brats who’re forty years old and behave worse than Human teens. I spent forty years of my life in a village. Feels like I only started living once I left.” 
 
    “…Huh.” 
 
    “Yeah.” 
 
    Intelligent conversation was not one of Ceria’s strong suits in the best of times. She rubbed her face, realized she was wiping blood into her skin, and stopped. 
 
    “Everyone okay? Anyone hurt?” 
 
    “I’m good.” 
 
    Yvlon reflexively checked herself and nodded. By her side, Pisces raised his head. The [Necromancer] was unharmed but covered in sweat from casting a dozen spells in the course of minutes. 
 
    “I am unharmed. I would like a mana potion, though.” 
 
    “Suck it up. Ksmvr?” 
 
    “I am bleeding from eight wounds. However, my injuries are mostly superficial. I calculate that I will be able to fight with little impairment to my combat ability for twenty more minutes before blood loss—” 
 
    “Healing potion.” 
 
    “Yes, Captain Ceria.” 
 
    The Antinium rummaged around at his belt and lifted a healing potion. He began to apply it to his wounds, using only a drop of healing potion for each spot. Yvlon sighed. 
 
    “Ksmvr, pour it onto your wounds. We can afford more.” 
 
    “But rationing it—” 
 
    “You are worth more to us than a single healing potion. Pour it.” 
 
    “Yes, Yvlon.” 
 
    In the silence, the Horns of Hammerad watched Erin at work. She had no compunctions about literally dumping half a healing potion onto Rabbiteater’s wounds before making the Goblin drink the rest. Pisces sat up, pale-faced, and Ceria almost relented and told him to take a mana potion. But those were expensive, and if they weren’t fighting, it did make sense for him to hold back. Pisces seemed to think so, because he didn’t keep complaining. Instead, he looked at the dead bodies and sniffed. 
 
    “So. Those were Raskghar. I quite object to their characterization by Gemhammer and The Pride of Kelia. Those were not moderate threats.” 
 
    “No kidding.” 
 
    Ceria stared at the Raskghar. She glanced at the three the Redfangs had killed. 
 
    “How many did Gemhammer say they got?” 
 
    “Two dozen?” 
 
    “Tree shit they did. Six of them nearly took out our team and three Hobs. We outnumbered them and they nearly tore us to ribbons!” 
 
    “In point of fact, they outnumbered us if you count the little Goblins.” 
 
    “They don’t count, Ksmvr.” 
 
    “Ah.” 
 
    “Didn’t I hear that the Raskghar get stronger at weird times? Like during the full moon?” 
 
    All the Horns of Hammerad looked towards the windows. Ceria craned her head, peering through the rain splattering against the glass. 
 
    “It’s a cloudy night. Who the heck could tell if one of the moons is full or not?” 
 
    Pisces wiped his sweaty forehead on his pristine white robes. 
 
    “I would surmise that at least one moon is full. Possibly both, although that is a rare occasion. Perhaps the effect of these full moons would be amplified or doubled on such a day?” 
 
    “Don’t even joke about that, Pisces.” 
 
    “Who said I was?” 
 
    The Horns sat, contemplating that thought. It wasn’t nurturing by any means. They were too tired to move—they watched Erin tend to the Redfang Warriors with Lyonette, then rush upstairs. After a moment, one of the healed Redfang Warriors sat up. Headscratcher looked muzzy. He might have had a concussion, but he still wobbled upright and lurched past the Horns. They stared at him as he and the other two Goblins practically dragged themselves to the door. 
 
    “What’re they doing?” 
 
    “I think they’re…guarding?” 
 
    The Redfang Hobs stationed themselves at the door. Headscratcher pointed, and Rabbiteater and Numbtongue heaved a table in front of it. The Horns stared at them and then looked at each other. 
 
    “Damnit.” 
 
    “We should do that.” 
 
    No one wanted to move, but suddenly the aftermath of battle felt a lot less safe. Ceria cursed inwardly at her own stupidity as she forced herself to her feet. The Raskghar could come back! With reinforcements! Was she a Bronze-rank adventurer or a veteran? The Goblins had clearly remembered. The Horns lurched over. 
 
    “We can guard too. We’ll take that side.” 
 
    Ceria pointed, and the Hobs nodded. The adventurers and Goblins went to the glass windows. Ceria wanted to stand, but in the end, she found a chair and sat so she could stare out a window with the others. They heard Erin banging around upstairs before she shouted down. 
 
    “Bird’s okay! So are Badarrow and Shorthilt! Lyonette, can you get me more arrows from Bird’s room? Then open the door to Octavia’s shop! Grab more potions and some of those exploding bottles if she has any!” 
 
    “Got it!” 
 
    The Horns listened to Lyonette hurry up the stairs. Yvlon, sitting and rubbing her face with her right hand, looked around. 
 
    “Where’s Mrsha…?” 
 
    “Over there.” 
 
    Mrsha was sitting on a table, sniffing the Raskghar with wide eyes. Ceria whistled, and the Gnoll’s head turned. 
 
    “Come over here, Mrsha. Don’t get near the dead bodies.” 
 
    The Gnoll came over, and Ceria heard a buzzing sound in her right ear. Reflexively, she ducked, and Yvlon leaned back as Apista flew past them like a bee straight out of hell. The Ashfire Bee’s stinger was bloody. She circled once and then flew away from Ksmvr who was looking hungrily at her. Mrsha sat by the Horns, and Apista landed on her head. The Gnoll looked at the adventurers. She wasn’t petrified with fear, but she looked nervous. Ceria tried to smile reassuringly. 
 
    “Don’t worry, the bad monsters are gone, Mrsha. If they come back, we’ll chase them away.” 
 
    The Gnoll nodded dutifully in a way that said that she didn’t believe Ceria one bit. She had something in her paw. Pisces’ wand. She waved it in the air. 
 
    “You’re going to protect us? That’s very brave. But maybe leave the fighting to us, okay? That is a nice wand. Better you have it than Pisces.” 
 
    “A hurtful sentiment.” 
 
    Yvlon sighed. 
 
    “You should take it back. You’d be a better [Mage] with it.” 
 
    Pisces shrugged. 
 
    “I am used to unarmed spellcasting. Besides which, it is harder to aim a wand in combat. Especially when one attempts to fence with the other hand.” 
 
    “Really?” 
 
    “Oh, indeed. Why do you think Springwalker shoots [Ice Spikes] with her skeletal hand even though she has a wand?” 
 
    “Huh. I never knew that.” 
 
    “I never knew that. My master taught me to cast magic with my hands. I thought she was just being strict about it.” 
 
    “Fingers are flexible. Wands are not. One can reliably aim spells from the tips of one’s fingers in much more rapid fashion than you would by maneuvering a wand into position each time.” 
 
    “So says the self-proclaimed dueling expert of Wistram.” 
 
    “If you have any objections or addendums to my theory, Springwalker…” 
 
    Ceria did not. The Horns sat in silence for a while. Mrsha edged up to Ceria, and the half-Elf began to scratch her head behind the ears. Apista crawled onto Ceria’s arm and was flung off with a shout of panic. After a while, Pisces spoke. 
 
    “That was a magical cloak I saw one of the Hobs using, was it not? A cloak made entirely of water? Only, it now appears to be made of blood. Did anyone else notice that during the battle?” 
 
    The Horns looked over. Rabbiteater raised his head, and the blood cloak swirled around his shoulders. Ceria stared at it. 
 
    “Huh. It is a magic cloak. From the dungeon?” 
 
    “How the hell did the Goblins figure out how it worked?” 
 
    “They put it on, duh.” 
 
    “Would that not be dangerous? Comrade Pisces assured me that would be dangerous.” 
 
    “Oh, highly. They might have discovered the nature of the cloak…or unleashed a possibly dangerous curse spell or other effect. We are fortunate that the inn was not swallowed by a void spell and dragged into a dark netherworld hell, in which we would be tortured endlessly until our demise.” 
 
    “Is that so? I will consider myself fortunate, then.” 
 
    The Hobs nodded. They seemed to be listening in. Ceria eyed them and then looked at Pisces. 
 
    “But we’re not dead. And the cloak’s magical. It’s…some kind of liquid cloak? That changes depending on what it touches?” 
 
    “Apparently.” 
 
    She stared at him. Yvlon and Ksmvr looked at Pisces too. He raised his head, still looking pale from mana exhaustion. 
 
    “What?” 
 
    Ceria coughed. 
 
    “Don’t you have a big theory on what it does? Some kind of annoying lecture for us?” 
 
    “No. Would you like me to come up with one?” 
 
    Everyone nodded. Mrsha scooted closer to Pisces, staring at the cloak with fascination. The blood was rippling every time Rabbiteater moved, as if it were actual cloth. Pisces stared at it for a moment. 
 
    “Very well. It is obvious that the cloak is enchanted to take on the properties of a liquid. I would surmise that not all liquids work. Base liquids—that is to say, non-complex fluids like blood, water, and so on—seem to be the target reagents of change. It seems the cloak changes rapidly—it may be possible to affect a change with a small amount of liquid.” 
 
    The others considered that. Numbtongue, sitting by a window and fiddling with the broken guitar he was still carrying, turned and pursed his lips. He spat. A glistening glob landed on the blood cloak and turned it into a saliva cloak. Rabbiteater swore and threw it at Numbtongue, who laughed until the spit cloak splashed him. Then he just wiped away the spit in silence. Pisces nodded. 
 
    “Fascinating. The cloak is denser than it appears on first glance. It would provide a useful bulwark of sorts against physical blows, although I would hesitate to use it as cover against arrows. No, the cloak’s utility in defense is limited. What is more interesting is how much liquid the cloak holds. Therein lies its value.” 
 
    Ceria nodded slowly. She’d seen a few artifacts at Wistram, and she could follow Pisces on that. 
 
    “You mean, you could probably ‘set’ the cloak so it stopped changing all the time, right? And then use it as a portable water source? Or a portable spit source, I guess. But there has to be a limit. What happens when it runs out?” 
 
    The Hobs looked up as they scooped spit out of the cloak and slapped it over the wounds that they hadn’t healed. Yvlon gagged in the back of her throat and looked away. Pisces shook his head. 
 
    “The cloak would probably revert back to a dormant state while it recharged for a day or so. That makes it a useful tool. But the cloak would not have been designed to transport water, Ceria.” 
 
    “What then, oh great and all-knowing Pisces?” 
 
    The [Necromancer] paused. 
 
    “The true nature of that cloak—in my opinion at this juncture—is to serve as a well of blood. A portable supply that could be used in blood magic. If I were a [Bloodmage], I would pay tens of thousands—no, hundreds of thousands—of gold coins for a reusable supply of blood. That is my speculation. But I do not dabble in such dark magic.” 
 
    Pisces shook his head, looking vaguely troubled. The Horns stared at him. The Goblins stared at him. Mrsha stared at him. The [Necromancer] glanced around and flushed irritably. 
 
    “What?” 
 
    Ceria raised both her eyebrows. 
 
    “You wouldn’t use blood magic. You. Isn’t that a bit ironic?” 
 
    A haughty sniff was her reply. Pisces drew himself up as high as his low moral ground would allow. 
 
    “No. I understand your point, but there is a difference between necromancy and blood magic. Yes, necromancy makes use of the dead. It can be a tool of destruction and misery and that is how it is often employed. But it need not be. I can make use of a cadaver or animal’s corpse without harming the living for it. Blood magic, on the other hand, demands sacrifice by its very nature.” 
 
    He looked around, daring anyone to object. No one did. Ceria stared at the cloak, which had now changed back into a water cloak at Rabbiteater’s insistence. 
 
    “Okay. So it’s less useful without a [Bloodmage]. It’s still pretty useful. I saw…uh…” 
 
    Rabbiteater looked expectant. Ceria wavered. 
 
    “Headscratcher?” 
 
    Headscratcher looked insulted. Rabbiteater glared. Ceria tried again. 
 
    “Rabbiteater?” 
 
    The Hob nodded huffily. Ceria sighed. 
 
    “I saw Rabbiteater drown a Raskghar with it. On top of the other two they got.” 
 
    Whereas the Horns had killed only one Raskghar. The adventurers shifted uncomfortably, and the Hobs looked smug. No one spoke after that. Mrsha leaned against Ceria’s leg with a sigh, and the half-Elf resumed scratching. After a while, they heard Erin clattering down the stairs and Lyonette rushed out of Octavia’s shop. She had a crate in her arms. 
 
    “Okay, potions! Octavia doesn’t have any exploding potions—she doesn’t know the recipe. But I’ve got Tripvine Bags, the Pepper Potion, a Stink Potion—lots of healing, mana, and stamina potions—” 
 
    “Put it there. Anyone grab one if they need it. I’m changing the door to Liscor. No—wait. Pallass first.” 
 
    Erin rushed past Lyonette as the [Barmaid] placed the crate on the table. Erin yanked the door open to Pallass, and Ceria saw a dark street in front of her. Erin took a breath and shouted. 
 
    “Hey! I know there are Drakes watching this door! Get out here! Liscor’s under attack! Again!” 
 
    There was a moment of silence, then someone swore. A Drake appeared. Erin waved her over and conferred. The Horns saw the Drake dash off, and then another one ran through the doorway. Erin pointed at the dead Raskghar and talked rapidly while the Horns watched. 
 
    “We should help.” 
 
    “How?” 
 
    “Go through to Liscor? Aid in the fighting if there’s any?” 
 
    “There’s the City Watch, those angry Drake [Soldiers], three Gold-rank teams, and a lot of Silver-rank ones in the city. And that Wall Lord.” 
 
    “Right.” 
 
    The Horns stayed put. After a few minutes, they heard pounding footsteps and shouting on the other side of Pallass. A [Mage] must have charged the door because Venim came through with an escort of eight Drakes all wearing Pallass’ yellow armor. Erin closed the door, conferred with Venim, and then opened it to Liscor. She pointed, and Venim charged through. Erin hopped about in place anxiously before rushing over to the three Hobs and the Horns. 
 
    “Hey guys, Venim’s checking things out. Can you guard the door? I want to keep it open—” 
 
    “We’ll do it.” 
 
    The Horns of Hammerad stood up. The Redfangs stayed at the actual door. The weary adventurers trudged over, and Mrsha padded over until Lyonette stopped her. 
 
    “Not you, Mrsha. Stay back from the door. Go play by the stage, alright?” 
 
    The Gnoll looked upset. She whined in the back of her throat. Lyonette pointed. 
 
    “Come on. You be a good girl, okay? I’ll come over as soon as I can, but Erin’s got me pulling out food—” 
 
    “Food?” 
 
    All the adventurers and Goblins looked up. Erin nodded as she hurried out of the kitchen with a platter of pre-made bowls of soup now heated steaming hot. 
 
    “Food! If anyone’s hurt in Liscor, we’ll bandage them up and feed them. Mrsha, listen to Lyonette.” 
 
    The Gnoll whined again. 
 
    “Mrsha, it won’t be long. Look, why don’t you sit over there and play with your ball? It’s…where did it go?” 
 
    Lyonette looked around. Mrsha’s little leather ball had disappeared after her throwing game with Bird. The Horns looked, and then Yvlon called out. 
 
    “I see it. Here.” 
 
    The little ball was lying on the ground next to the wall. Yvlon trudged over to it, her metal armor clanking dully with each step. She reached down with her left arm and paused. Her hand missed the ball. She frowned down at her arm. And then stared. 
 
    Everyone stared at Yvlon’s left arm. Her right one was whole—flexible, functional as any arm should be. It slowly picked up Mrsha’s leather ball as Yvlon turned. But her left one? Yvlon’s shield arm was bent at the forearm. The metal armor was still intact, but the flesh and bone beneath had twisted. Ceria’s stomach lurched as she saw Yvlon staring down at her mangled arm, the hand and wrist sticking out at an angle from where they should be. 
 
    The armored woman looked around. Ceria opened and closed her mouth a few times. At last, she managed to speak. 
 
    “I thought you weren’t hurt, Yvlon.” 
 
    Yvlon slowly nodded. She stared down at her arm, the same arm that had bent when blocking the Raskghar’s strike during the fight. She grimaced. 
 
    “I forgot. I guess. I…didn’t feel a thing.” 
 
      
 
    —— 
 
      
 
    That was the thing. She really hadn’t. She hadn’t felt a bit of pain when her arm had broken during the fight. She hadn’t felt it afterwards either, not the entire time she’d been sitting with the others. Yvlon had even leaned on her broken arm. It was lucky she’d still been wearing her armor—she might have snapped the bone clean in half if the armor hadn’t prevented the bones from moving any further. 
 
    However, no one could quite believe that. They all knew that Yvlon had the [Ignore Pain] Skill, but it was one thing to know that and another to see Yvlon wave around her floppy arm without so much as flinching. 
 
    “Dead gods, Yvlon, stop that! Okay, we believe you! You can’t feel it! But you need to heal that arm now!” 
 
    Ceria’s face was pale as she practically forced Yvlon into a seat. The Human woman almost wanted to laugh at how panicked the half-Elf seemed. What was a broken arm compared to Crelers and the other horrors they’d seen and fought over their careers? She waved Ceria away as she fumbled with her gauntlet. It was hard getting it off at the odd angle, and she eventually let Ceria pull the metal off her arm. It came loose with a sucking sound, and Ceria’s hiss told Yvlon everything she needed to know before she looked down. 
 
    Wet, congealed blood bubbled out and splashed onto the floor. Yvlon stared at the red, puffy skin around her broken bone and then at the places where the skin had torn away. But instead of revealing yellowed bone, the broken bone shone dully in places. Bloody metal mixed with bone. The metal of her old armor that had fused to her bones. Yvlon stared at her arm without changing expression. 
 
    She could feel nothing. Ceria, on the other hand, was fumbling for a potion, cursing with panic. 
 
    “Ceria. It’s fine. I can’t feel it.” 
 
    “That is not fine! You should have told us your arm was—gods, the bone’s nearly snapped in two! Pisces! Get over here!” 
 
    The [Necromancer] appeared next to the two. He peered at the arm with more clinical detachment than Ceria, but there was still a wince in his gaze as he looked up at Yvlon. 
 
    “A poor break. I can mend the bone. Put away that potion, Ceria. Or do you want Yvlon to have a stump rather than a connected arm?” 
 
    He thrust away the healing potion. Ceria jumped, and Yvlon nodded. If Ceria had applied it to her broken arm without at least joining the bones together, the flesh might have grown over the broken bone instead, effectively amputating her arm. Or worse—she’d end up with some kind of freakishly malformed new bridge in her arm made entirely of flesh and no bone. Yvlon had heard all the horror stories about healing potions used wrong. 
 
    “Here. Take it. Fix Yvlon’s arm. I need to watch the door.” 
 
    Ceria thrust the potion into Pisces’ hands and hurried back to the doorway. Ksmvr was waiting there with his shortbow in hand, watching for Raskghar that might appear in Liscor’s rainy streets. He kept glancing back at Yvlon, though. Anxiously. She smiled and waved her good hand at him. 
 
    “Keep still, please. I will need to reinforce the bone. Hm…yes, and regrow as much as I can to fuse it together. Your arm will be weaker for a day or two, but, ah, the bones should return to normal after that. Such as normal may be.” 
 
    Pisces knelt by Yvlon’s arm. She stared at her discolored, swelling flesh. Funny, she recalled how her old team, the Silver Spears, used to tease her about her flawless complexion, as if she were ready to ride to a ball rather than a monster hunt. Yvlon tried to remember their faces and found it was harder than it should be. 
 
    Not so funny, actually. She closed her eyes a moment as Pisces bent over her arm, frowning and muttering. 
 
    “By ‘normal’, you mean my arm will still be weak as before, don’t you.” 
 
    The [Necromancer] paused. 
 
    “I cannot remove the metal in your arm. And it is badly fatigued. So…yes. It will break if you subject it to undue force.” 
 
    “Like blocking? I couldn’t take more than one hit. I had to fight the rest of the battle with one arm.” 
 
    Shame burned Yvlon. She’d had to fall back, let Ksmvr cover her while she held the Raskghar back with her sword arm. She looked at Pisces. He’d forgotten his rapier, but he’d still burnt the Raskghar, used his undead bears to distract them. Now he was fixing her, the wounded one. The useless one. 
 
    “The Raskghar were incredibly strong. And perhaps your sword and shield style is unsuited to your current condition. However, your enchanted sword should allow you to fight with great effectiveness. If you don’t block.” 
 
    “Great. So I can hit things lightly. Is that it?” 
 
    “You were aware of the complications beforehand.” 
 
    “I know. I just—” 
 
    Yvlon broke off and turned her head. She didn’t like Pisces. She didn’t like him, and yet, she didn’t hate him. Not anymore. He was her teammate when all things were said and done, and she—she was the one who had let him down. Her gaze went over to her shield. The little buckler, the enchanted Forceshield Buckler. 
 
    “I forgot to activate the magic on my shield. I just blocked the Raskghar like an idiot.” 
 
    Pisces glanced at the inert buckler. He shrugged. 
 
    “I did notice. However, I forgot my rapier and my wand. We were caught off-guard, with no time to prepare.” 
 
    “I know. I know! But why is it that everyone’s okay, whereas my arms—dead gods, Pisces. I’m so useless.” 
 
    “You are hardly useless. You cut off the Raskghar’s arm with a single blow. Highly demoralizing, I would imagine. And you slew two of the Cave Goblins. That is hardly the actions of dead weight.” 
 
    Yvlon wanted to laugh. Now Pisces was trying to comfort her of all people! She stared at her arm. Pisces was moving the bones, carefully guiding the broken bones into place. A bit of her blood covered his hands as her skin tore a bit more. 
 
    “My apologies.” 
 
    “I can’t feel it. I told you.” 
 
    The [Necromancer] paused. 
 
    “That is…convenient. This would not feel pleasant otherwise.” 
 
    Yvlon could certainly agree with that. And strangely, though she couldn’t feel the pain, she could feel Pisces shifting her bones around. It was a strange, uncomfortable feeling. Unnatural. She held still though, gritting her teeth. After a moment of Pisces working, she spoke. 
 
    “Pisces?” 
 
    “Yes, Yvlon?” 
 
    “My arms are shot. I can’t fight with them. Not like this. If I take a bad hit and lose one arm—or two—I’m a liability in combat.” 
 
    “Only until I am able to restore your arms. With a healing potion and my skills, your arms can be easily restored. Frankly, it is somewhat shocking how effective my talents are—” 
 
    “Shut up, Pisces. Don’t downplay what I’m saying.” 
 
    A pause. 
 
    “My apologies, Yvlon. But what option do you have? You yourself wished to continue adventuring.” 
 
    “I do. I do. But this—” 
 
    Yvlon’s head spun. She didn’t want to quit. She couldn’t quit. Abandon the Horns? They were all she had left. What would she do if she stopped adventuring? Sell her gear? Go live on her family’s estates—try and become a [Merchant] and help out with the business? As a failure? A cripple with weak arms? Never. And yet—she looked at Pisces, despairing. 
 
    He was a [Necromancer]. She’d hated and distrusted him for that when they’d first known each other. No—that had been when she first joined the Horns. Before that, she hadn’t even thought of Pisces. He’d been…just another contemptible person. Someone to avoid, oppose if necessary. 
 
    Now? She had to admit his spells were powerful. Useful. Yvlon had to admit that his skeletons had saved their team’s lives more than once. His ability to shape bone had restored her arms when she’d be crippled for months with each break. His undead bears? She’d told him to use their bones. And they had been helpful. 
 
    A…feeling stole over Yvlon. A shiver, only it ran through her insides rather than across her flesh. She stared at Pisces. A [Necromancer]. By his own admission, someone who would desecrate corpses. Raise the undead. Pisces was arrogant, greedy, and rude when he chose to be. But he was not an evil man. She had seen enough of him to know that. And his powers— 
 
    “I am nearly done fusing your bones together. Please do not move.” 
 
    Yvlon jumped. She hadn’t realized Pisces was nearly finished. He gave her a long-suffering look and adjusted his grip. 
 
    “As I said.” 
 
    The woman held still as Pisces clutched her bleeding, puffy arm. He frowned down at something only he could see, then nodded. 
 
    “Very good. Now, a healing potion for the flesh and your arm is restored.” 
 
    He gently poured the liquid over Yvlon’s arm. She felt a bit of cold and then felt her swollen flesh retract, return to normal. Yvlon stared at her whole, unblemished arm. Pisces smiled. 
 
    “And there we are. Another fine shaping of bone. A pity I could not do anything about the metal. For now. Miss Byres—” 
 
    He hesitated, looking at Yvlon carefully. She glanced up at him as she flexed her arm. 
 
    “What was that?” 
 
    Pisces gently bit one lip, thinking as he carefully eyed Yvlon. She knew that look. It meant he was about to suggest something he knew she’d object to. However, this time Yvlon didn’t feel any irritation. Any disgust. She waited, patiently. 
 
    “Go on. Tell me.” 
 
    “I, ah, know you have spoken to [Healers] and [Blacksmiths] about your arm. An odd combination, but the metal is grafted to the bone. As they have said, it cannot be removed without essentially destroying the bone itself. It is a miracle any bone marrow remains, frankly, but you were lucky. However, the weakness of your bones has preyed on my mind. It may be—and I only suggest this, I would never force you into any decision—it may be that in time I will gain the Skills or learn a spell to enhance your bones or remove the metal myself.” 
 
    Yvlon stared at Pisces as he sat back, visibly apprehensive. 
 
    “You? Fix my arms? But you said it couldn’t be done.” 
 
    He grimaced. 
 
    “Not at my level. A [Necromancer] has extreme, and I do mean extreme, difficulty working with living bodies. Manipulating bone? I can crack an unled skeleton in two at fifty paces, but it requires physical, skin-to-skin contact to manipulate a living person’s bone up close—and even then, only when they do not resist. Actually shaping bone or reinforcing it is far beyond my level. But for a Level 40 [Necromancer]? If I found a spellbook with the necessary spells? I am assured that any [Necromancer] above Level 50 would have no problem restoring your arms.” 
 
    “Really? Who told you that?” 
 
    Pisces shifted and scratched behind one ear. 
 
    “Ah, well, assured may be too overconfident a word. I’ve read a few books about more powerful [Necromancers]. I am certain it can be done. Give me time and I will come up with a more complete solution to your dilemma. Until then, do not despair.” 
 
    And there it was. Yvlon looked at Pisces. He gave her a hesitant smile. A nervous one. He was waiting to see if she’d thank him or snap his head off. Yvlon felt guilty because she knew that two weeks ago she would have done just that. That was the thing about Pisces. He was unlikeable, hard to work with. He could drive her insane and then turn around and surprise her with…this. 
 
    She thought of his bears. Undead bears. When she’d told him to use their corpses to drag the dead Crelers and the team back to Esthelm through the snow, she’d been exhausted, out of sorts, and willing to compromise her beliefs. After all, the undead bears might be undead, but they were dead animals. Pisces hadn’t killed the bears, and they would be worthless corpses any other way. So why not use them? It wouldn’t hurt anyone. And it had helped her team. 
 
    That was how [Necromancers] thought. The shock that ran through Yvlon was electric. She instantly felt guilty, but then wondered why. Why indeed? It wasn’t like using the undead hurt anyone. It was only when [Necromancers] used people—used the undead, which were tools—as weapons. But if it was just bone, just magic— 
 
    She was talking herself into something. Again, Yvlon felt a shiver run through her. She stared at Pisces. She had a thought. She’d had a thought, rather, lurking in the back of her head. Ever since she’d seen one of his Bone Horrors. 
 
    “Pisces, about your undead.” 
 
    “Yes?” 
 
    He looked surprised and alarmed at the sudden conversation change. Yvlon nodded over to a pile of bones. The undead bears had been well and truly smashed by the Raskghar, so badly that their skulls and bones were splintered and broken. Pisces hadn’t cleaned them up, so they sat on the floor, a yellowed mess of bones. Mrsha was sniffing at one. 
 
    “The Raskghar got your bears, didn’t they? Can you still use the bones? I saw the Bone Horror you made.” 
 
    “Which…one?” 
 
    Yvlon hadn’t known Pisces had more than one. 
 
    “The one with the long whip-arms.” 
 
    “Ah. My older prototype.” 
 
    “Older?” 
 
    He cleared his throat. 
 
    “Yes. It, ah, was brought to my attention by Miss Shivertail that my first prototype Bone Horror could be improved. It was not as efficient as I had hoped it to be, so I have been designing a new one.” 
 
    He shifted a bit. For some reason, Yvlon found his discomfort hilarious. She grinned at him. 
 
    “You mean, your undead wasn’t as powerful as you’d hoped? Aren’t you a master [Necromancer]?” 
 
    Pisces colored and opened his mouth before he realized she was teasing him. He blinked at her. 
 
    “Ah. Yes? Well, I only have so many bones to work with! The bones of three bears, to be precise. And I have already had to scavenge their forms to create several Bone Horrors to clear Liscor’s sewers.” 
 
    “They’re all smashed up now, though. Are the bone shards unusable?” 
 
    Pisces shrugged. 
 
    “Not if I mend the bones together. True, the problem with dead bone is that it grows weaker with every fracture, but I will incorporate the bone into a new structure. A reinforced cladding perhaps.” 
 
    “Reinforce. Like…put a layer of bone armor over an undead bear?” 
 
    The young [Necromancer]’s eyes lit up. 
 
    “Well, that is an idea. Of course, the undead bear skeletons are useful on their own—as a hasty creation, they are my preferred choice—but I wouldn’t normally attempt to reinforce them as they are. Bears are not the most powerful combatants, and they are somewhat unwieldy. Flesh and blood bears trade on their crushing weight, and a skeleton is far lighter. However, if I added armor, it might be an interesting project—” 
 
    “You really like the undead, don’t you?” 
 
    Pisces broke off. He paused. 
 
    “Is it that disagreeable?” 
 
    Yvlon shook her head. She looked up and sighed. Her heart was beating too fast for some reason. 
 
    “No, Pisces. It’s not. I guess—it’s not. Really. I don’t like undead, but I’ve gotten used to them. So you can reshape bone, huh?” 
 
    “Dead bone? Bone not controlled by another [Necromancer] or one that is part of an existing magical being? With ease.” 
 
    “And you know about anatomy.” 
 
    “One must, to create or alter undead. I am an expert in the skeletal form. I know something of flesh too, but zombies are, ah, not my forte. They rot, smell, and are generally too slow. Which is inconvenient.” 
 
    “Got it. So…tell me something. If you were going to harden a…bear’s leg. So Dawil couldn’t break it in half with his hammer, say. How would you do that?” 
 
    Pisces frowned, his brow furrowing as he considered her challenge. 
 
    “There are many ways. Armor, as you mentioned, might work. It is possible to fabricate bone armor—but Dawil is a strong combatant. Rather than trust to an exterior defence, I would harden the bone. Thicken it.” 
 
    “What if you couldn’t do that? Is there another way to reinforce the bone without…solidifying it?” 
 
    “Well of course. I could create a frame around the arm—add in supports. There is a point at which [Necromancy] becomes architecture, you see. It is entirely possible to create a—a network of bone, almost like a spider web. That kind of support becomes far stronger because it distributes weight. If I must protect a lynchpin in the structure, I can adjust the bones around it to reduce the force that is applied to the bone in question.” 
 
    “Good. Do that to my arm.” 
 
    Yvlon thrust her bare arm in Pisces face. He recoiled. Then he stared at her. Pisces’ mouth opened in complete and utter surprise. 
 
    “Are you serious?” 
 
    “Yes.” 
 
    The Human woman breathed in heavily and then out. She was shivering inside, but her voice was steady. 
 
    “It’s obvious. I didn’t think of it before because I would have rather died than have you—have anything undead in my body. But it’s just bone, right? I’m sure you can make a bracer—put something around my arm, in my arm—make it so it won’t break in a fight. You can do that, can’t you?” 
 
    Pisces sat back. His face was pale. Yvlon was reassured to see that her idea had shocked even him. 
 
    “Miss Byres, that is not something I ever considered doing. I understand you’re upset, but I cannot guarantee anything. No—doing something like that would be criminal on my part. If Ceria—” 
 
    Yvlon gritted her teeth. 
 
    “I’m not asking her. I’m asking you. Can you do it?” 
 
    Pisces’ gaze flickered to Yvlon. He hesitated. 
 
    “Perhaps. But I will not do it.” 
 
    “Why not? I need my arms to work, Pisces. Not later. Not when you’re Level 40 or Level 50. Dead gods, how long would that take? I need my arms to work now, and if you can reinforce them with [Necromancy]—why are you hesitating? I’m offering you a once-in-a-lifetime chance to experiment with my arms, to figure out how to improve a living body! You should be leaping on this chance!” 
 
    “But you are my teammate. And I do not—will not experiment with the living.” 
 
    Pisces’ voice was soft. Yvlon stared at him. Principles. A needle’s edge of morality. 
 
    “Then don’t experiment. Fix me. If you can do it, do it. You know how good you are, Pisces. Prove it. Can you change my arms?” 
 
    He wavered. Pisces’ eyes flicked past Yvlon to Ceria and Ksmvr. He half-rose, and then, slowly, sat back down. He looked Yvlon in the eyes. 
 
    “I can. Is that really what you wish?” 
 
    She wavered. For a second, every story and folktale she’d ever heard about necromancy, about the undead, the Necromancer, flashed through Yvlon’s mind. Then she met Pisces’ eyes. There was confidence there. Yvlon nodded. 
 
    “Use the bear bones. Do it. Before I change my mind.” 
 
    Pisces held Yvlon’s gaze for a long time. Then, slowly, he reached out. He took Yvlon’s bare arms, stared at the pale skin, white from hiding in Yvlon’s armor for so long. At last, he inclined his head the barest fraction of an inch. 
 
    “I will begin with a lattice…” 
 
      
 
    —— 
 
      
 
    Yvlon held still, completely still, as Pisces bent over her arms. She could feel her skin moving, feel him cut into her arm, insert bone where it should not be. She felt her flesh and muscles moving as he forced bone into her arm, cut and using a healing potion to…well, she didn’t know. 
 
    Pisces had explained his idea, but it hadn’t made sense to Yvlon. A structure of bone like a spider web? Cushioning her bone? Adding in a splint? Well, the last part made sense, but she had no idea how it looked. She did not, by and large, stare into people’s bodies. Nor was she about to start. 
 
    The [Necromancer] was working over her arm, shielded from view at the table where they sat. No one paid attention to them. As far as the other occupants of the inn were concerned, Pisces was still fixing Yvlon’s arm. An occasional glance over was all that Yvlon received. 
 
    “You are not feeling any discomfort?” 
 
    “It feels weird and unpleasant. But I can’t feel pain. You don’t need to keep asking.” 
 
    “Very well. I am adding in the splint now. It should keep the stability of your arm even if your bone breaks. After all, what moves your arm is muscle. The bone is simply structure.” 
 
    “Right. Never thought of it like that.” 
 
    “And I will shield your bone as well. Naturally, I will check on your arm after each battle, but you should be able to use your arm without fear of crippling yourself. Both arms, in fact. And I stress once again that all of this can be removed quite easily.” 
 
    “Of course.” 
 
    “I can pull these bones out with eas—with no proble—with minimal—well, it is a matter of delicacy inserting and removing such bones without, ah, tearing through all your skin. But it can be done.” 
 
    “Got it.” 
 
    “If you have any concerns—” 
 
    “I trust you, Pisces.” 
 
    He fell silent. Yvlon stared at his face so she couldn’t see her blood and flesh and the bones moving about. This was her second arm. The right one. He’d already finished on the left one. It felt…she could feel it was different. Heavier. But sturdy, too. She made a fist with her left hand. He’d told her she could block any number of Raskghar strikes with that arm. 
 
    “So. You didn’t learn this at Wistram, did you?” 
 
    Pisces glanced up. He smiled briefly. He was trying to be chatty, reassure Yvlon. 
 
    “Oh no. You know my story of course. The…mistakes I made with Ceria.” 
 
    Yvlon’s mind flashed back to the long cart ride from Celum to Liscor when Ceria had told the story. Back then, Pisces hadn’t said much, only interjecting a few comments now and then. She remembered his expression. 
 
    “Yeah. You never really told us your side of things. Did anything Ceria say…did you disagree with any of it?” 
 
    Pisces looked back down at Yvlon’s arm. 
 
    “Nothing worth noting. She was largely correct. I kept my necromancy hidden as long as possible during my time at Wistram. And of course, I had no instruction while I was there. What I know now is mostly a product of trial and error. Of course, I did learn more after I left the academy. I had…encounters…with others who shared the same interests I did.” 
 
    “Really? You met other people like you? In Izril?” 
 
    “Oh yes. In my travels after leaving the academy, I made it a point to seek out other [Necromancers] and covens of like-minded individuals. Izril is not fond of those who raise the undead, but death magic can be found in every continent. Even Terandria, although it is outlawed there. But if one knows where to look…” 
 
    Pisces trailed off. Yvlon nodded. She had heard of incidents involving petty [Necromancers] over the years. It was one of the classic adventurer quests, in fact. Go track down the source of the undead and slay whomever was responsible. 
 
    “So? Was it good meeting them?” 
 
    The young man shook his head, his lips twisting into a sneer of contempt. 
 
    “Hardly. I erroneously believed that I would find kindred spirits among such people. Alas, such encounters were ultimately dissatisfactory. Most of those who practice death magic lack the…standards I hold myself to. Low and twisted though they may be.” 
 
    He glanced up with a half-smile. Yvlon couldn’t help but smile in reply. 
 
    “Self-deprecation isn’t your strong suit, Pisces. So these other [Necromancers] didn’t impress you?” 
 
    “Let us simply say that they lacked finesse in any sense of the word. I joined a local group a year before I came to Liscor—The Krythien Sect, I believe. They might still be operating. A pity. They were nothing more than amateurs. No knowledge of anatomy or spellcraft between all of them put together. They only understood how to animate a body, not how it worked. None of them would be able to do what I am doing now. Speaking of which—” 
 
    Yvlon raised her arm. Pisces grabbed it. 
 
    “Hold on! I haven’t closed the wound!” 
 
    She stared at her arm. It looked like someone had taken a sharp knife and sliced her flesh to ribbons. Pisces poured the healing potion over her arm, and she felt the flesh close. She flexed her arm. Swung it. 
 
    “How does it feel?” 
 
    Pisces watched her anxiously. Yvlon banged her forearm on the side of the table, pushed at it with her other hand. Then she smiled. 
 
    “It feels solid.” 
 
    She smiled at Pisces, and he leaned back in relief. The two sat there for a second, Pisces wiping away sweat from his eyes. Two healing potions lay on the table, both completely empty. Pisces had downed a mana potion, and he looked worn out. But it was done. 
 
    “Thank you, Pisces.” 
 
    “Thank me after you hit something. This is all a trial. If there are any complications, I will fix them. In fact, this is just the start.” 
 
    Yvlon paused as she put her armor back over her arms. 
 
    “Oh? What did you have in mind?” 
 
    Pisces leaned forwards conspiratorially. 
 
    “If you would like me to, I could research a way to strengthen the metal in your arms as well. Not with [Necromancy]—a basic [Hardening] spell or some kind of reinforcement magic would allow you to fight quite normally. I am sure one of my spellbooks has the necessary spell listed in it. I hadn’t even thought of it, but the metal in your arms is a foreign object! If we did that, there might be no need for my using bone at all.” 
 
    Yvlon thought about that. 
 
    “Why the hell didn’t you think of any of this earlier?” 
 
    Pisces looked insulted. 
 
    “Who thinks of enchanting the metal in one’s arms? Frankly, your idea was so unorthodox that even I, a [Necromancer] trained in Wistram—” 
 
    He grinned as Yvlon chuckled. 
 
    “—Wouldn’t have considered it! But if you are willing to take a calculated risk, then I will adjust my studying.” 
 
    The Human woman thought about this. She felt her arms. Strong. Then she nodded. 
 
    “Do it. We’ll keep it between us for now.” 
 
    “Indeed. I understand this is, well, it would be a problem if anyone were to learn of it.” 
 
    “For them. Yeah. But I think I know how I feel. Pisces.” 
 
    Yvlon held out a hand. Pisces looked at it. Slowly, he extended his arm and shook her hand. Yvlon smiled. Pisces smiled too then yelped. 
 
    “My hand! My hand!” 
 
    He wrestled his hand free before Yvlon could crush his fingers. She laughed. She’d forgotten how good it felt to have an arm again! She swung her arm up, and Ceria looked over. 
 
    “Oh! Did Pisces fix your arm, Yvlon? Careful.” 
 
    “I’m fine, Ceria. Pisces did an excellent job. How’s it going in Liscor?” 
 
    “Good! The fighting’s over. The City Watch is combing the streets, but it looks like they fought off the Raskghar fairly quickly. But there are dead. And missing.” 
 
    “Missing?” 
 
    Both adventurers came over. Pisces massaged his hand as he stared at Ceria. The half-Elf nodded, her expression serious. 
 
    “Gnolls. All the Drakes that the Raskghar attacked were killed, but no one’s found the Gnoll bodies. They think they’ve been carried into the dungeon, but as for why…? That Venim guy from Pallass is talking with the others. Doubt we’ll hear any of it for a while.” 
 
    “In that case, I shall devote myself to clearing up my, ah, tools. Such as they are.” 
 
    Pisces gestured to the pile of bear bones. Ceria glanced over and Yvlon held her breath, but neither she nor Ksmvr saw that the bone pile had been somewhat reduced. 
 
    “You do that. Hell, there’s blood to clean up too. Dead bodies—we should probably help with that.” 
 
    She stared at the pile of Raskghar and Goblins. Yvlon grimaced. 
 
    “Toss them into the water and let the fishes eat them?” 
 
    “Works for me. Hey Pisces, can you make an undead to do the lifting?” 
 
    “I could, but I have about one bear’s worth of bones left intact.” 
 
    Pisces grumbled as he inspected the yellowed pile of bones. Ksmvr sat up, looking concerned. 
 
    “Only one? But then our three-fold offensive line of bears is no longer a workable strategy. Captain Ceria, this may affect all our tactics moving forwards! May I request an immediate hunt to slaughter as many bears as possible?” 
 
    “Uh—you can request that, Ksmvr. But finding bears is not high on our list of things to do. Pisces will just have to make do for now. If we find other animal bones, he can use those. But you know what the Adventurer’s Guild says. No using people.” 
 
    Yvlon nodded. She could agree with that restriction entirely. But as she looked at Pisces, she once again had a crazy thought. She coughed. 
 
    “Pisces.” 
 
    He looked up. 
 
    “Yes?” 
 
    “Do you remember what Selys told you? There was a list of bones you couldn’t use, remember? All kinds of species?” 
 
    Pisces grimaced. 
 
    “I well remember. It is a tiresome restriction, but I understand the necessity of the law and I will abide. A shame I cannot use convicted criminals or bandits but I understand the difficulty of identifying, ah, remains.” 
 
    Yvlon nodded absently as Ceria made a disgusted face. 
 
    “Right. But I think there’s a loophole you can exploit.” 
 
    “If you are referring to using Lizardfolk, I am afraid—” 
 
    “Pisces. Look down.” 
 
    The mage glanced down at the floor. He stared at the dried blood and then followed it to the fallen corpses. Raskghar. And Goblins. He stared at them and then at Yvlon. She raised her eyebrows. Pisces blinked. 
 
    “I believe I am growing fonder of you by the minute, Miss Byres.” 
 
    “Thanks. I think.” 
 
    Yvlon turned, smiling, as Pisces walked over to the bodies and began inspecting them, muttering about tossing them into the lake anyways to ‘clean’ the bones. She looked at Ksmvr and Ceria. Both Antinium and half-Elf were staring at Yvlon with gaping mouths—or open mandibles as the case may be. She shrugged. 
 
    “What?” 
 
      
 
    —— 
 
      
 
    The Wandering Inn was not quiet in the hours after the Raskghar attack. It was late night turning into day, but no one was asleep. And in fact, the inn received more than a few visitors. The first was Olesm, who rushed into the building with several [Guardsmen] and a group of Gnolls that included Krshia in tow. 
 
    “Erin! Are you okay? Are you—” 
 
    He stopped as he saw the Raskghar and Goblin bodies and looked around frantically for Erin. She turned and waved to him. 
 
    “Olesm! I’m so glad you’re al—” 
 
    All the wind left Erin’s lungs as Olesm ran across the room and practically tackled her with a hug. She hugged him back as Krshia exhaustedly staggered over to a table with the others. 
 
    “I’m okay! I’m okay, Olesm! Are you safe? Where’s everyone else? What happened?” 
 
    As she and Olesm talked, Lyonette hurried out of the kitchen. She had a plate full of rare, bloody hamburgers steaming hot, and she placed it in front of the Gnolls and [Guardsmen]. 
 
    “Krshia! Are you okay? Here—we’ve got food! Let me get you some drinks!” 
 
    The Gnolls’ eyes widened, and six furry hands immediately shot for the food. The City Watch grabbed desperately too, and for a few moments, everyone was eating ravenously. Lyonette filled mugs rapidly and sent Mrsha running over to shove the drinks on the table. No one minded the mess. They ate, sat back, and became living people again, rather than wet, exhausted warriors. 
 
    “Thank you, Lyonette. We have been searching the city for hours. We are well. Those damn Raskghar, they attacked here, yes?” 
 
    “They did. The Horns fought them off. So did the Goblins.” 
 
    The Redfang Goblins turned. Shorthilt and Badarrow had come down from the rooftop, as had Bird, now that Liscor was secure. They were milling about, and Bird was squatting by Ksmvr and Pisces who were trying to figure out how to debone the corpses. 
 
    “They are fish bait? But they look like bird bait to me. We should leave them in the water and see if water birds come to eat them.” 
 
    “The trick will be retrieving the bones when eaten. I might suggest deboning the corpses or ripping the bones out with [Necromancy] or telekinetic magic, but that would be inefficient. Also, messy.” 
 
    Lyonette grimaced and tried not to listen. She served more food until the exhausted Gnolls and [Guardsmen] just sat around in a coma at the tables. By which time more people had come through from Liscor. 
 
    “Erin!” 
 
    Jelaqua strode into the inn, her armor blazing with fire. She looked around, realized there was no danger, and deactivated the Heartflame Breastplate. Moore and Seborn ran in after Jelaqua. All three Halfseekers looked tired, but unharmed. 
 
    “We fought two groups of Raskghar in the city. Both times they fled after we cut them down a bit. Not one of them got past the armor. I was worried you’d been attacked, but we kept seeing the Raskghar and chasing after them. Glad you lot were here.” 
 
    The Selphid leaned over the table Ceria and Yvlon were sitting at. Ceria coughed, blushing. 
 
    “Well, the Goblins did a lot of the work.” 
 
    The Halfseekers glanced at the Redfang Warriors and then away. Jelaqua shook her head. 
 
    “Good for them. Hey, Lyonette! Can we get something to eat? I’m starving. There’ll be more people coming too. Ylawes was worried when I spotted him. I saw Halrac on the walls, too. He’ll be along I bet.” 
 
    She was right. The Silver Swords and Griffon Hunt both appeared in due time, both groups to check up on Erin. And Yvlon, in Ylawes’ case. Of course, Revi claimed she’d been dragged along by Halrac, but she did check to make sure Mrsha was there before she demanded hot food and a towel. 
 
    It was strange, but Erin’s inn only kept getting more crowded as people came by to make sure she was safe, which in turn saved her from having to go out and see if they were safe. Klbkch and Relc stopped by on patrol—Relc grabbed eight hamburgers to ‘share’ and ate three on the way out—Pawn appeared with Yellow Splatters and several Painted Soldiers on the same mission, and even Selys and Drassi appeared with Ishkr in tow. 
 
    “Oh Erin! I was so worried about your inn! And Selys said the streets were safe, so we came here and found Ishkr along the way! Do you need help? Are we getting paid for this? No, wait—let me.” 
 
    Drassi chattered as she went to help the besieged Lyonette at the counter. They were actually running out of pre-made food and Erin was hurrying to the kitchen to feed the masses when Wall Lord Ilvriss walked in. She stared at him, bemused and touched. 
 
    “Ilvriss! Were you worried about us, too?” 
 
    The Wall Lord jumped. He was accompanied by a group of his followers. He glared at Erin and adjusted his sword belt unnecessarily. 
 
    “Hardly, Human. I just heard that Watch Captain Venim was here, and I wanted to speak with a representative of Pallass. And…I was looking for young Swifttail. There he is.” 
 
    He pointed at Olesm, who jumped guiltily. Erin smiled. 
 
    “Well, can I get you food? Drinks? A towel?” 
 
    Ilvriss nodded and then caught himself. He wrinkled his nose at the dead Raskghar and Goblins. They still hadn’t been removed—Pisces was arguing with Jelaqua, who wanted to ‘try’ one of the Raskghar out. 
 
    “You may start by clearing those corpses out of the inn. And removing the blood.” 
 
    “Ew. Right. Pisces! Get rid of those bodies!” 
 
    The [Necromancer] looked up. He sighed and stopped trying to fend Jelaqua off. Ceria pushed herself to her feet. 
 
    “Yeah, let’s get rid of them. Pisces, you can figure out what to do when we dump them outside. Ksmvr, Yvlon?” 
 
    She turned. The other Horns of Hammerad got up. Pisces grumbled but helped lift the first Raskghar with Yvlon’s help. He grunted and, red-faced with exertion, staggered to the door. Mrsha opened it, and the adventurers disappeared outside. 
 
    The Redfang Goblins also got up and began hauling the Raskghar in pairs. That only left the Goblins. Ceria wrinkled her nose as she stared at the motionless form in front of her. She tried not to think of the Goblin as being like Rags, although it was small. This one had tried to gut her with a shiv. She bent. 
 
    “Come on, Ksmvr.” 
 
    The Antinium dutifully bent and reached for the Goblin’s arms while Ceria grabbed the legs. The Antinium lifted— 
 
    And the Goblin’s eyes opened. It sat up with a gasp, clutching at its bleeding chest. Ksmvr leapt back, and Ceria shouted in surprise. The Cave Goblin stared around wildly, its little red eyes wide. It focused on the adventurers, the room full of enemies, and froze. Then, quick as a flash, it bolted. 
 
    There was no thought to it. The Goblin ran instantly. And because it was moving on instinct, it ran right into the kitchen rather than out the door. Yvlon heard a shout of alarm from within, and the Cave Goblin re-emerged from the kitchen. Erin dashed out, a cleaver in hand. 
 
    “A Goblin! One of them is alive!” 
 
    Everyone in the inn shot to their feet as the Goblin fled, screaming. Halrac raised his bow and half the warriors in the room aimed at the Goblin, but they stopped as Erin shouted. 
 
    “Don’t kill it! Capture it!” 
 
    “What?” 
 
    Ilvriss snarled at Erin. He drew his sword and froze as she pointed at him. The air grew heavy, and Ilvriss’ tail thrashed. He turned, pointed, and Erin staggered back as if he’d kicked her in the chest. 
 
    “Do not do that again!” 
 
    “Don’t kill it!” 
 
    Moore obligingly reached down, but the Goblin leapt over his hand and ran for the door. Revi snapped. 
 
    “Well someone stop it! It’s getting away!” 
 
    The door was open. The Goblin fled through it as Ksmvr leapt and missed. The Cave Goblin sprinted out into the rain and then reappeared through the doorway. Upside down. Headscratcher walked back into the inn, dripping with rain. He was holding the Cave Goblin by the ankle as it screamed and twisted. He stared around. 
 
    “Mm?” 
 
    The inn waited. Headscratcher paused. The other Redfang Goblins came in behind him and then Pisces and Yvlon. The [Necromancer] sneezed and then stared at the Goblin. 
 
    “Ah. Well, this is interesting.” 
 
    Numbtongue, Headscratcher, Badarrow, Shorthilt, and Rabbiteater stood around the terrified Cave Goblin as Headscratcher held it up by one leg. The other guests of the inn looked from the Goblin to Erin. Revi was the one to say it. 
 
    “Now what?” 
 
    “Uh—” 
 
    Erin stared at the Cave Goblin. It was fighting to get free, slashing at Headscratcher with a stone shiv. He didn’t seem to mind—he was dangling it out of reach, and every time it tried to sit up, he shook the Goblin until it hung in the air, gasping for breath. Ilvriss looked disgusted. 
 
    “Goblins are bad enough. That…creature was part of the attack on the city. There are citizens—Gnolls—missing as we speak! Kill the wretched creature or throw it outside if you must, Human. But do not sully our presence with it one moment longer.” 
 
    There were nods of agreement, not just from the Drakes sitting around Ilvriss. Erin looked at Headscratcher. The Goblin was watching her carefully. She opened her mouth, and Olesm cut in. The Drake had gone wide-eyed as he stared at the Cave Goblin, and now he raised one hand for everyone’s attention. 
 
    “Wall Lord Ilvriss, unless I am very much mistaken, I believe that Goblin is worth far, far more to us alive than dead. We are in need of information following the Raskghar attack. We captured no Raskghar alive to my knowledge. That Goblin could have all the intelligence we seek.” 
 
    “Intelligence.” 
 
    One of the [Guardsmen] chuckled as if Olesm had made a joke. The Redfang Goblins stared at him flatly. Ilvriss sighed. He smiled patiently at Olesm. 
 
    “Information? Young Swifttail, I appreciate your line of thought, but interrogating a Goblin is a fruitless task. Coercing Goblins is surprisingly difficult, and more to the point, it is impossible to communicate—” 
 
    He broke off because Olesm was staring at him. Just staring. Ilvriss hesitated and looked back. Towards the Cave Goblin. And the Goblins. The Redfang Goblins stood around the wriggling Cave Goblin. Numbtongue was picking his ears. The Hob paused as all eyes turned towards him. Ilvriss’ tail twitched. 
 
    “Ah.” 
 
    He cleared his throat. 
 
    “Ahem. Olesm?” 
 
    “Yes, Wall Lord?” 
 
    “Send a Street Runner to collect Watch Captain Zevara, Wing Commander Embria, ah… Guildmistress Tekshia, and Watch Captain Venim please. Tell them we have a possible source of information of the highest priority.” 
 
    “At once, Wall Lord.” 
 
    Olesm nodded to a [Guardsman], and the Drake hauled himself to his feet. Ilvriss didn’t quite meet anyone’s eyes as Olesm and the [Guardsman] ran out into the dark and rainy streets of Liscor. He sat at his table and cleared his throat a few times. 
 
    “Excellent talent, that young Swifttail. Excellent. A real credit to his species. A [Strategist] worthy of the name. Indeed. Ahem. Did someone mention a drink?” 
 
      
 
    —— 
 
      
 
    It was as full as Erin’s inn had ever gotten in the old days. Of course, since these were the new days and she had the [Grand Theatre] Skill, her inn was still fairly spacious. However, everyone was packed onto the tables at the front of the room, leaving the back wide open. Every eye was on the Cave Goblin who’d been tied to a chair. The little Goblin was practically frothing at the mouth with fear, and the bucket sitting below her chair was a testament to the loincloth-wetting fear it was in. 
 
    The mood in the rest of the inn was…well, it wasn’t tense, but it wasn’t relaxed either. Gnolls were missing. Liscor had been attacked. Again! It seemed like they couldn’t get a break. Only this time, the threat hadn’t disappeared with the end of the fighting like the moths. The Raskghar had retreated, and so what was taking place in the inn was a war council. 
 
    Everyone of note was present. All three Gold-rank teams, Tekshia, Zevara, Venim, Ilvriss, Embria, Olesm, Drassi—alright, some of the people present were there for other reasons, but the Drake population spoke to the gravitas of the moment. They were all appointed officials, and the fact that they were all Drakes was not lost on Pisces. 
 
    “Speciesism at its finest. At least they have deigned to include Miss Krshia, Guardsman Klbkch, and the Gold-rank adventurers in the discussion.” 
 
    Pisces whispered to Ceria as they sat near the back of the war council. They were, in fact, sitting behind a few plumper, older Drakes who were actually on Liscor’s council. Pisces’ whisper reached their ears, and the Drakes turned to frown at Pisces. So did Ceria. 
 
    “Shush!” 
 
    He sniffed, which was all the commentary he really needed, and stood up to get a drink. Erin was catering the council, and she’d elected to serve people buffet style. Pisces wandered over to a table and stared at a devilled egg. He saw a little furry paw reach up and snatch it. Pisces peered under the tablecloth and found Mrsha sitting under the table. With Bird. 
 
    “Hello Pisces. I am hiding with Mrsha. I am not sure why, but it is fun.” 
 
    The [Necromancer] waited for his heart to stop pounding before he lowered the tablecloth and turned without another word. He looked into a pair of yellow, reptilian eyes. Selys paused with a fish flake in one claw. 
 
    “Oh, it’s you. You’re alive?” 
 
    Pisces paused and straightened his robes. 
 
    “Ah, Miss Selys. It is good to see you well. You are unharmed, I trust?” 
 
    She nodded and glanced at the tablecloth. 
 
    “I survived. Hid in my apartment until I heard the all-clear. Been working at the Adventurer’s Guild sorting things out until Olesm called for grandmother to come here. She pulled me over too.” 
 
    She gestured at the hiding Mrsha and Bird as they peeked out and grabbed more food before hiding once more. 
 
    “You saw them too? Nearly scared the scales off my tail when I saw Bird down there.” 
 
    “There is something about seeing a crouching Antinium hiding in the darkness that wakes one up. I take it you are participating in this meeting as well?” 
 
    Selys lifted up the roll of parchment and quill in her other hand and grimaced as she chewed on the fish flake. 
 
    “I get to write everything down. My grandmother has me doing it.” 
 
    “Ah. Guildmistress Tekshia Shivertail.” 
 
    Pisces glanced across the room at the elderly Drake who was giving him the evil eye. Tekshia looked away, and Selys sighed. 
 
    “She hates your guts.” 
 
    “I had noticed. Well, I am quite interested in what we shall learn from this…interrogation.” 
 
    Pisces nodded to the Cave Goblin tied up in the center of the room. Olesm was standing next to the Redfang Goblins, nervously calibrating a truth detection stone while the Hobs spoke to the little Goblin. The rest of the room was abuzz with idle conversation as Selys and Pisces made their way forwards. Everyone was waiting to find out what the Goblin knew, but that relied on the Redfang Goblins finding out first. And they seemed to be having trouble. Pisces inferred this detail from the way an impatient Badarrow and Shorthilt lifted the Goblin and chair up and began shaking it violently upside down as it screamed and thrashed and then threw up. 
 
    “Aw, come on guys! Don’t be mean! Just ask it what it knows!” 
 
    Erin made the Redfang Goblins stop and put the dizzy Cave Goblin right-side up. Numbtongue, the translator, growled and shook his head. 
 
    “It not saying. It is not talking. To us.” 
 
    “Well, can you make it talk? I mean, her?” 
 
    Pisces blinked at the little Goblin. Was it a she? He could barely tell, but yes, the Goblin did have a modest breast band to go with the filthy loincloth it was wearing. Numbtongue shrugged. 
 
    “We can make her talk. With more shaking.” 
 
    “Oh come on. What if we tried being nice?” 
 
    The Redfang Goblins looked at each other and then laughed. Erin sighed, and Pisces smirked. Selys elbowed him. 
 
    “Stop laughing. Erin’s too nice for this.” 
 
    Pisces rubbed his side. 
 
    “That is precisely why I am so amused. It is because of her kindness that we are in this position. No one else would have spared the Goblin. Possibly not even her own kind. And yet, that kindness goes at odds against the Goblin’s own culture.” 
 
    “Yeah? Looks like they’re just bullying the little Goblin.” 
 
    Selys eyed the Hobs as Headscratcher made a fist and waved it under the Cave Goblin’s nose. It shrieked, and Pisces sighed. 
 
    “You think so? Goblins normally do not have to threaten each other to get their way. They are a hierarchical species and rarely bully each other. This is an exception—the Cave Goblin is refusing to answer their questions. She is insulting the Hobs by denying that they are, in fact, Goblins.” 
 
    Selys looked at Pisces in surprise. Her eyes narrowed suspiciously. 
 
    “How do you know that?” 
 
    “I listen.” 
 
    The [Necromancer] tapped one ear as the Cave Goblin babbled a high-pitched string of gibberish at the Hobs and Headscratcher replied with clear annoyance in his tone. Selys stared at the Goblins and then looked at Pisces in disbelief. 
 
    “You taught yourself Goblin? Why?” 
 
    “Curiosity. It was more of a hobby than anything else. You will recall that Erin often invited Rags and her small retinue of Goblins to the inn? I occasionally listened to them converse and made a small dictionary of words. It was an amusing puzzle, although I admit, Goblin language is more complex than I had previously understood.” 
 
    “And again, why would that help you at all? I mean, really?” 
 
    Pisces shrugged. 
 
    “The Goblins have secrets, Miss Selys. I wished to know some of them. Secrets are important. Valuable. They are the dark lifeblood of this world. They run thicker than blood and are worth far more than gold.” 
 
    Selys rolled her eyes. 
 
    “Ancestors, that’s pretentious. And what big secrets do Goblins have?” 
 
    The young Human man smiled. 
 
    “Well, this one has enough to attract the attention of a Wall Lord, three high-ranking Drake officials, a room full of adventurers, and your good self. Is that enough?” 
 
    Selys opened her mouth, swished her tail a few times, and then raised a clawed finger. 
 
    “Alright. You get that one. Just what are the Goblins talking about?” 
 
    Pisces frowned. His command of the Goblin language was more rudimentary than he’d like to admit. However, he knew a few words, and he could infer a lot from body language, which was how Goblins communicated mainly anyways. He hesitated and stroked his chin. 
 
    “I think she’s asking whether they’re Goblins.” 
 
    The Drake [Receptionist] looked at Pisces in disbelief. 
 
    “Are you serious?” 
 
    Pisces nodded. He spoke slowly as the Goblins argued back and forth. 
 
    “She keeps repeating a word. The Goblin word for…well, their people. And whenever…Headscratcher, I believe that one is…says the word for Hobgoblin, she shakes her head. Indeed, she is saying ‘not Goblin’. They are not Goblins. That is a potent insult in Goblin culture, I believe.” 
 
    “Huh.” 
 
    Selys slowly unrolled the piece of parchment. She balanced the inkpot on her arm and began to write as she stood with Pisces. She saw several heads turning as well as the ambient noise died down. Halrac, all the Gnolls, Ceria, Falene, and those sitting or standing around Pisces turned their heads and listened as Pisces went on. 
 
    “Yes, the initial argument that Erin interrupted…seems to be all about that. I think the Goblin is willing to talk—very willing—but the Redfang Goblins are angry about being called not Goblin.” 
 
    “Are you serious? They’ve been arguing for the last ten minutes about this! Can’t they get past it?” 
 
    “I very much doubt it. The Hobs are insistent on being called Goblins. And on being treated with respect, since they are higher in Goblin society than the Cave Goblin.” 
 
    And indeed, the Redfang Warriors were explaining this to the Cave Goblin in a gabble of words and actions that involved chest thumping, Headscratcher striking a pose and rapid gestures. The little Goblin’s eyes went wide. Pisces’ own eyes narrowed. 
 
    “She’s never seen a Hobgoblin before. Fascinating.” 
 
    Selys frowned. 
 
    “Get out. Almost every Goblin tribe has at least one Hob. Even the smallest ones! She has to at least have heard of a Hob—” 
 
    “Apparently not. Look. I think they have resolved the issue.” 
 
    The Redfang Goblins were nodding in satisfaction to Erin. She nodded as the Cave Goblin babbled up at Numbtongue and he replied. Ilvriss, who had been talking quietly with Zevara, turned. 
 
    “Is the Goblin finally willing to talk? At last. Then I declare this war meeting begun. Keep the monster quiet until we have need of it.” 
 
    Pisces rolled his eyes as Ilvriss took the center of the room. The [Necromancer] stepped back, and he and Selys found a table. As the Drake scribbled notes, the meeting began, with the Drakes taking charge of the discussion. Selys had to painstakingly write everything in short-hand, her quill skimming across the parchment. Pisces for his part amused himself by condensing the long-winded discussion down into the appropriate key points as he saw them. 
 
    The council started by outlining what was obvious. The Raskghar had attacked both the inn and Liscor. Troublingly, they’d also attacked some of the outlying settlements such as the villages on hills. Reports were spotty given the darkness, but it looked like at least one hilltop was in ruins, the inhabitants dead…or missing. 
 
    What was known about the Raskghar was that they had attacked and kidnapped Gnolls while killing Drakes for reasons unknown. Krshia related the legend of the Raskghar in brief—they were ancient offshoots of the Gnollish race who had warred with the Gnolls and lost their ability to level in exchange for brute power. More importantly, they regained sapience each full moon. And it appeared that sentience was putting it mildly. 
 
    “Those bastards launched a coordinated attack and moved in small groups. They ambushed my [Guardsmen] on patrol—even disguised themselves as Gnolls when moving through the city. One of the Raskghar spoke and apparently learned our language in moments after hearing it. They’re stronger, faster, and tougher than they were reported being in the past.” 
 
    Zevara pounded a fist on her table. She had a cut over her right brow. Embria looked vexed as she sat next to her father. Relc was scarfing down food until she elbowed him in the stomach. 
 
    “A creature that grows stronger with each full moon. What kind of strange ability is that?” 
 
    “They’re werewolves.” 
 
    Everyone looked at Erin. She looked around disbelievingly. 
 
    “Oh, come on. You mean you’ve never heard of werewolves? Really? Dudes that change from Human into, uh, furry dudes each full moon? They look sort of like Gnolls. Except more wolfy. I think.” 
 
    The Gnolls present in the room looked troubled. The Drakes and adventurers conferred and then shook their heads. Embria looked sharply at Erin. 
 
    “We’ve never heard of these…werewolves. Elaborate, Miss Human. Please.” 
 
    “It’s only a legend where I come from. I’ve never seen one myself. But, well…werewolves change forms each full moon. They grow stronger, tougher, and they heal really fast. Sort of like Raskghar. Oh, and they transmit their, uh, werewolf powers by biting people. I think. It’s like a disease.” 
 
    Zevara shook her head. 
 
    “Similar to the Raskghar legend. But different. I haven’t heard any of the wounded complain, but I’ll keep them under watch. Is that all, Erin?” 
 
    “Yes. Well, no, actually. There’s one thing about werewolves. They have a weakness. Silver.” 
 
    “Silver?” 
 
    Everyone in the room leaned forwards at that. Erin nodded. 
 
    “Silver really hurts werewolves. Don’t know if it’d kill Raskghar better. They, uh, seem to die with or without silver weapons. But it might be worth looking into.” 
 
    “Silver weapons. Why would anyone make a blade out of silver?” 
 
    Embria looked blank. It was Ylawes who cleared his throat. 
 
    “To hunt vampires, Wing Commander. If it’s silver you want—I have a silver alloyed blade right here.” 
 
    He drew his longsword and placed it on the table. 
 
    “Oh, so you’ve got vampires but not werewolves? How does that make sense?” 
 
    Perhaps only Pisces paid attention to Erin’s muttering. No—not only him. He noticed Typhenous looking at Erin before he, like everyone else, turned back to Ylawes. The [Knight] was explaining to Embria what the blade meant. 
 
    “In centuries—perhaps millennia past, vampires were a common threat. My family, House Byres, made specially crafted arms to deal with them, and my family were known enemies of their kind. The last vampires were sighted four hundred years ago, I believe, which has reduced the need for silver arms, but Byres steel always incorporates a bit of silver into the metal in this tradition.” 
 
    Embria frowned. 
 
    “Huh. So does it work?” 
 
    “Sadly, I never had a chance to wound one of the Raskghar. My team elected to protect a large group of civilians during the night, and Falene killed or chased away any Raskghar before they could close with us.” 
 
    Ylawes looked apologetic. Embria grunted. 
 
    “That’s a shame. But—fine. We’ll see if silver hurts these things later. What else?” 
 
    The conversation swung back to damage on the city, reports of wounded and missing. Liscor had endured another attack, and one of the Drakes on the council, the head of the Merchant’s Guild, was particularly upset. 
 
    “Why is Liscor under attack? Why must we endure assault after assault? It’s all because of this dungeon! The dungeon that the Antinium never warned us about!” 
 
    He pointed to Klbkch accusatorially, his finger shaking with outrage. Klbkch didn’t react, and it was Zevara who came to his defense. 
 
    “The Antinium are our allies, Council Member Ulseil. I would ask that you refrain from making any allegations…at this point.” 
 
    Ulseil hesitated, but sat as Zevara glared at him. She was in charge in a definite way, Pisces noted. That was in keeping with Drake tradition—a Watch Captain was second to only a [General] when it came to the defense of their home city. 
 
    “Revalantor Klbkch. Do you have any information to add about the Raskghar threat?” 
 
    Ilvriss looked like he was chewing sour toads as he addressed the Antinium. Klbkch stood up and spoke in a calm, carrying voice. 
 
    “I regret the attack on Liscor as much as any other citizen. In my capacity as Senior Guardsman Klbkch and as Revalantor of the Free Antinium Hive, I am authorized to share all the information my Hive has on the Raskghar. Unfortunately, that is very little. The Antinium Hive has regularly fought off monster waves, but all the Raskghar encountered inevitably attack in small groups with other monster species. It is an unusual phenomenon that has sometimes seen Raskghar fighting side-by-side with Crypt Lords and other species that would not normally ally under any circumstances—only to tear each other apart at a later date.” 
 
    “A function of the dungeon, perhaps?” 
 
    The Drakes looked to the Gold-rank adventurers who shrugged noncommittally. Klbkch went on. 
 
    “As for a coordinated attack…the Hive was not assaulted in any capacity during the night. The Raskghar seem to avoid the Hive. I believe that this may be due to their understanding of the dangers of the Hive or the fact that no Gnolls live within the Hive.” 
 
    A brief silence fell as Klbkch found his seat. One of the other Council members, a Drake with light pinkish scales, complained softly. 
 
    “Why Gnolls? It isn’t as if we don’t have enough problems. Now we have to look for—” 
 
    Someone shushed her. In the silence, Ilvriss looked around wearily. He focused on an elderly Drake sitting near the back of the crowd. 
 
    “Guildmistress Tekshia? Do you have anything to add?” 
 
    The elderly Drake looked up. Her voice crackled as she sat up in her chair. She was eating from a plate of cookies Erin had taken out. Pisces had not seen anyone else eating one. Not even Mrsha. 
 
    “I hear a lot of whining. What do you want me to say? The Raskghar are dangerous? Bah. Stop complaining, you thin-scaled cowards. You’ve weathered two—three attacks and you’re upset? You lack perspective.” 
 
    Her gaze went around the room. She pushed her plate back, noticed the white furry head appear over the side of the table, and smacked Mrsha’s paw away and yanked her plate back. Tekshia covered it protectively with one claw as she spoke. 
 
    “Someone explain it to them. One of you Gold-ranks. I call on the most senior adventurer in this room besides myself.” 
 
    “Ah. Well then—” 
 
    Falene rose gracefully to her feet, smiling as everyone looked at her. She opened her mouth, and Tekshia threw a cookie at her. 
 
    “Not you, half-Elf. I said senior adventurer, not oldest. Which one of you is it?” 
 
    Every eye swung to Halrac. He grunted. 
 
    “Not me.” 
 
    He looked to his left. Typhenous stroked his beard and smiled, but shook his head. 
 
    “I haven’t adventured as long as the esteemed Miss Ivirith.” 
 
    He nodded, and every eye focused on the Selphid. Jelaqua stood up slowly. She grinned, the pale, dead Drake’s face she wore stretching into a toothy grin as her tail twitched a bit in embarrassment. 
 
    “Guess that’s true. Hi. Most senior adventurer here.” 
 
    “You? But how old is—” 
 
    Erin looked between Typhenous and Jelaqua. The Selphid grimaced. 
 
    “I’m fifty-one years old. I’ve been adventuring for about thirty-three years, which beats Typhenous.” 
 
    “By six years. I retired and came back to adventuring twice. And while I may claim to be older than Miss Ivirith, I am afraid that she has more experience than I.” 
 
    Typhenous stroked his white beard and smiled. Jelaqua sighed. She looked at Tekshia. 
 
    “You want me to say it?” 
 
    The old Drake nodded. Jelaqua scratched the spines on the back of her head. 
 
    “Alright. Fine. Most Gold-rank adventurers have to say stuff like this. What Guildmistress Tekshia wants me to say, I guess, is that…well, this is normal.” 
 
    Everyone looked at the Selphid. Jelaqua raised her hands awkwardly. 
 
    “You think this is unique to your city? You think other cities don’t have this problem? You have a Gold-rank dungeon sitting right next to your city. Under it. I’ve seen cities in Baleros fall to a Silver-rank dungeon located ten miles away! Dungeons are bad news. Getting hit over and over is—well, it’s what happens. This is like a siege. A siege from the dungeon. Cities often mobilize their armies to defend themselves. A bad dungeon isn’t just as bad as an enemy army. Sometimes it has multiple armies waiting to come out. So yeah. This is normal. Sorry.” 
 
    Jelaqua sat back down. The citizens of Liscor stared at her in horror. It was Ilvriss who broke the silence. 
 
    “It seems we have underestimated the nature of the threat once more. We assumed that the water would hold most of the monsters at bay and entrusted the effort of subjugating the dungeon to the Gold-rank adventurers. And while it is true that they have made progress, such as identifying and neutralizing the Shield Spider nest, this latest threat goes beyond any one team. To that end, I am requesting formal permission from Liscor’s Council to instate cooperation bounties on Liscor’s dungeon.” 
 
    Pisces paused, caught off-guard by the unfamiliar term. Selys looked up sharply, and all the Gold-rank adventurers looked up. Tekshia nodded, but the other Drakes looked blank. Zevara frowned. 
 
    “I’m not familiar with that term. Would someone explain what a cooperation bounty is?” 
 
    “I shall explain.” 
 
    Olesm cleared his throat nervously. 
 
    “A cooperation bounty is a practice put in place by cities in need of continual aid against some form of threat, usually monsters. With it, any team who satisfies the requirements will earn a weekly fee for fighting against monsters and safeguarding the city. They must remain active, but this allows a city to attract adventuring teams en-masse. It’s, uh, rather expensive.” 
 
    “We don’t have the coin for that!” 
 
    One of the Drakes on the Council protested. Wall Lord Ilvriss cleared his throat and spoke. 
 
    “Given the strategic nature of Liscor, I believe that the Walled Cities will offer monetary assistance. I speak for Salazsar at the very least, and so I am immediately allocating a discretionary budget of forty thousand gold pieces to hire any adventurers needed to take on Liscor’s dungeon. To begin with.” 
 
    Ilvriss stared around the room at the shocked faces. He adjusted one of the jeweled rings on his claws and went on. 
 
    “Salazsar is the richest of the Walled Cities. We will provide whatever funds are necessary to hire more adventurers, as will the other Walled Cities and lesser cites. If need be, I will pay the entire cost myself. It will not come to that, however. Drakes support Drakes. Now, to the matter of finding Liscor’s kidnapped citizens.” 
 
    He turned coolly to the Gold-rank adventurers as Pisces caught Ceria’s eye and saw her mouthing the word ‘forty thousand’ at him. He nodded, wondering how much the rumors of the Antinium’s designs on the dungeon had played into Ilvriss’ sudden generosity. He watched as the Wall Lord fixed Jelaqua, Halrac, and Ylawes with a cold stare. 
 
    “Your teams will enter the dungeon through the underwater rift and pursue the Raskghar. Find their nest. Recover the citizens of Liscor.” 
 
    “We don’t take orders.” 
 
    Halrac met Ilvriss’ eyes. The Wall Lord glared. 
 
    “There are lives at stake.” 
 
    The [Veteran Scout] didn’t blink. 
 
    “All the more reason to let us do our work. Our way.” 
 
    “And is speed a factor in your work?” 
 
    Ilvriss didn’t wait for a reply. He looked at Ylawes and Jelaqua. 
 
    “I will not sit by while the citizens of a Drake city perish. If duty will not obligate you, gold shall. In addition to the cooperation fees proposed, I am personally putting up a bounty. One thousand gold pieces for each citizen of Liscor you bring back alive.” 
 
    It might have been Ilvriss’ Skill to turn the room full of living people into statues. Pisces’ eyebrows were raised so high he felt as though they might disappear. Erin whistled softly, which in the quiet room was the only sound. 
 
    “That’s a big number.” 
 
    Ilvriss turned his head and stared impassively at Erin. 
 
    “To some.” 
 
    Then he looked back at the adventurers. 
 
    “You are Gold-rank adventurers. Humans or not. Other species or not. Your duty is to protect, and I will demand that you enter the dungeon and attempt to save the lives of those missing or I will petition the Adventurer’s Guild to remove your Gold-rank status.” 
 
    They met his gaze silently. The Wall Lord looked from face to face and then focused on Jelaqua. 
 
    “You bear the Heartflame Breastplate. Cowardice will not be tolerated.” 
 
    Cool as a winter breeze, Ilvriss turned. He looked over at the Goblins, forgotten in a corner of the room until now. 
 
    “Now, onto the last issue before us. Bring forward the Goblin.” 
 
    The Redfang Warriors dragged forwards the Cave Goblin’s chair, waking the little creature up. She’d actually fallen asleep. When she saw Ilvriss staring at her, she nearly wet herself again. 
 
    “Have it tell us all the information it has on the dungeon and the Raskghar.” 
 
    Ilvriss ordered Numbtongue. The Goblin looked irritable but relayed the questions to the Cave Goblin. The little Goblin didn’t need any persuasion. She began to gabble, and Numbtongue listened. 
 
    “Well, what’s it saying?” 
 
    Impatiently, Ilvriss looked at the Hob. Numbtongue grumbled. All the other Redfang Warriors looked at him. Headscratcher poked Numbtongue, and the Goblin growled irritably. At last, pressured by dozens of stares, he spoke. 
 
    “She says the Raskghar control her tribe. She is Cave Goblin. She says the Goblins serve the Raskghar. They were ordered to attack—big stone city in middle of water. Liscor. And the inn.” 
 
    Everyone stared. Numbtongue’s words were surprisingly normal. Shockingly normal. He was more fluent than any Goblin that Pisces had ever met. Numbtongue glared around and folded his arms. He continued. 
 
    “She says Raskghar are very…very…” 
 
    He searched for the word. Erin frowned. 
 
    “Hungry?” 
 
    Olesm scratched his neck. 
 
    “Angry?” 
 
    “Afraid?” 
 
    Numbtongue smirked at Embria. He shook his head and gave up. 
 
    “Very wanting. They want. They come up here for what they want. Other furry not-Raskghar.” 
 
    “Gnolls.” 
 
    Krshia growled. The other Gnolls rumbled, and the Cave Goblin shrank. Ilvriss held up a claw. 
 
    “They will not have them. Goblin.” 
 
    “Numbtongue.” 
 
    “Goblin. Where are the Raskghar located? How many of them live within the dungeon? What threats are there to be concerned of?” 
 
    Numbtongue looked away and refused to speak. Ilvriss stared at him. Erin coughed. 
 
    “Say his name.” 
 
    “What?” 
 
    “Say his name.” 
 
    Ilvriss looked like he was about ready to stab Numbtongue to death. He ground his teeth as the Drakes muttered, but eventually, he spoke two grating words. 
 
    “Numb. Tongue.” 
 
    Instantly, the Hob turned to the Cave Goblin and issued a series of questions. Ilvriss sat, smoldering, as the Cave Goblin gabbled back. This time, Numbtongue didn’t look so at ease. He looked around and shook his head. 
 
    “Well?” 
 
    “Raskghar have a lair deep within dungeon. She knows where, but there are many twists. Turns. And the lair is not always in the same place. The Raskghar are…ever moving. They change rooms.” 
 
    “Nomadic?” 
 
    Numbtongue nodded in relief. 
 
    “Nomadic. They have many spots. And they spread out. To avoid…bad things finding them.” 
 
    “Bad things? Like what?” 
 
    The adventurers all wanted to know. Numbtongue shook his head, troubled. 
 
    “Very bad things. Army of walking metal things. Big red worms that steal flesh. Headsnatcher. Invisible monsters.” 
 
    “Invisible monsters?” 
 
    Someone swore. Numbtongue nodded. He turned back to the Cave Goblin and asked one more question. 
 
    “There are…many Raskghar. Many.” 
 
    “How many is many?” 
 
    Numbtongue shrugged. He asked the Cave Goblin another question, but she clearly couldn’t answer. Numbtongue scratched his head and pointed around the giant common room. The Cave Goblin peered around, and Numbtongue lifted her chair up with Shorthilt. She craned her neck and then gabbled a reply. Numbtongue’s eyes widened, and he repeated the word. She nodded, and he put her down. He didn’t want to speak after that. 
 
    “Well? How many?” 
 
    Ilvriss stared at Numbtongue. The Hob looked around. He looked at the ceiling, the floor, at his fellow Goblins, and then at his audience. 
 
    “She says that if this big room is a sleeping hall, then the main Raskghar camp would be six times this large.” 
 
    He pointed around the common room, enhanced by Erin’s [Grand Theatre] Skill. Slowly, his audience looked around the huge room, towards the distant stage at the back. This time, Ilvriss was the one who swore. And as Lyonette quietly pointed out to Mrsha, it was a very bad word. But it was appropriate for very bad news. 
 
      
 
    —— 
 
      
 
    “Okay, that’s a big room. But it still means that there’s only about a few thousand Raskghar.” 
 
    “In their main camp.” 
 
    “Well, how many camps do they have? And if there are so many, why don’t they all attack at once?” 
 
    “Because that would be suicide. No, they have the numbers to raid us rather than take a fight which they’d lose.” 
 
    “They’d only lose if they attacked us when they’re stupid. You show me a thousand of those things on a full moon and see who’s laughing.” 
 
    “If they’re in the dungeon, they’re fighting other monsters as well. They might not even be the dominant species within the dungeon.” 
 
    “Oh, wonderful. Now you’ve got me wondering if there’s something worse than Raskghar and Face-Eater moths!” 
 
    Ksmvr sat at a table with Ceria and Yvlon and listened to the people argue. He did not join the argument. He was unqualified. After all, if Captain Ceria didn’t speak and Revalantor Klbkch only spoke a few times, what qualifications did he, a disgraced Prognugator exiled from his Hive, have? No. He listened to every word spoken, watching the anxious people debate and talk in circles. 
 
    They were afraid. It was a novel concept to Ksmvr. Not fear. He had been afraid when he had failed his Hive. He had been afraid every day since, of being unworthy, of losing his place with the Horns of Hammerad. But it was strange for Ksmvr to see so many others being afraid. Drakes, Gnolls, Humans—why were they afraid? 
 
    Ksmvr wanted to speak. He wanted to stand up and ask them why they feared the Raskghar. Yes, the monster attacks were unrelenting. Yes, Liscor had suffered. People had died and there was crisis yet again. But if he could speak he would ask them: ‘so what?’ 
 
    So what? In Ksmvr’s head, he stood and spoke, silencing the loud Drakes turning to Ilvriss and Zevara in fear. Why are you afraid of monsters? Yes, they are terrible. Yes they come again. And yes, this dungeon is a foe worthy of your city. But so what? You are equal to the challenge. 
 
    Did not Liscor defeat Skinner and the undead? Didn’t they vanquish a horde of Face-Eater Moths? Hadn’t they endured the worst the dungeon had to offer? And in those moments of despair, did they flee? No. Drakes and Gnolls fought. Antinium fought. That was Liscor’s strength. 
 
    Liscor had survived war. It had survived centuries of battle. It had fought off the Necromancer before Ksmvr had even been created. It had beaten back his people. The Black Tide had assailed Liscor and failed to take the city! Liscor had even survived the…water. How could they be afraid of monsters after all that? 
 
    Yes, the mood was dark. Yes, Liscor was in danger. But the monsters would be driven back. The dungeon was not an infinite beast of endless passageways. It had an end. It had a limit. The adventurers would enter the dungeon, claim its treasures, lay waste to the traps and monsters within. And when that day came, Liscor would know peace. They would emerge stronger for their trials. Someday, the rain would stop. Someday, Liscor would emerge proud and triumphant. So what if the night was dark and the rain fell? 
 
    So what? 
 
    That was what Ksmvr thought in his head. Of course, he did not say any of this out loud. He was well aware that he lacked the social understanding of his team. Captain Ceria was always telling him that. If he spoke now, he would only embarrass his team. So Ksmvr kept silent. Better to let the people speak who knew what they were doing. 
 
    It seemed like there was a lot of shouting going on. Ksmvr saw the organized council meeting dissolve into panic. He stared at one of Liscor’s Council as they dropped to the floor in a panic attack and another who screamed at Klbkch. He waited for someone to say the right words. No one did. 
 
    Maybe they didn’t know what they were doing. The thought terrified Ksmvr. But all the panicked people in the room seemed uncertain, even the adventurers. Even his Captain. His resolve not to do anything wavered. Ksmvr looked around as people panicked and said the same words over and over again. Slowly, he pushed back his chair. Someone had to say it. He rose to his feet and opened his mandibles to speak. 
 
    “So—” 
 
    The door to Pallass opened. Ksmvr instantly sat back down. Thank goodness. He’d been about to humiliate himself. He saw Watch Captain Venim re-enter the room. Relieved, Ilvriss turned from trying to shout everyone down. Venim looked around, saw the chaos, and raised his tail. He slapped the floorboards of the inn with a crack that drew everyone’s attention. 
 
    “Excuse me. Pallass has been apprised of Liscor’s situation. The Assembly of Crafts has carried a motion to aid Liscor.” 
 
    “With money?” 
 
    One of the Drakes looked at Venim. He nodded. 
 
    “In part. However, in light of the Raskghar threat, it was decided in a joint meeting by the Walled Cities that Liscor lacks the population of adventurers necessary for taking on a dungeon of this size. To that end, Pallass will send through adventurers to Liscor.” 
 
    The room stared at him. Venim went on as, behind him, Ksmvr spotted shapes marching through the lightening street towards the doorway. 
 
    “Some of the teams were already preparing to enter Liscor on their own terms. The rest have been conscripted under Drake law to aid in the subjugation of this dungeon. With your permission, Watch Captain Zevara, we will send them through.” 
 
    Zevara looked bewildered, but stood up and nodded. 
 
    “You have it, Watch Captain Venim.” 
 
    He nodded back and turned his head. Venim called into the doorway. 
 
    “Send them through!” 
 
    He stood to one side. Erin stared at Venim. 
 
    “Wait, more adventuring teams? But we already got the Pride of Kelia and Gemhammer. Wait—Gemhammer’s from up north.” 
 
    Venim gave Erin a long, exasperated look. 
 
    “Pallass is far larger than Liscor. Did you think the city held only two Silver-rank teams?” 
 
    “Uh…no? How many do you have, then?” 
 
    Erin turned as the first Drake strode into the room. He was wearing thick plate armor burnished bright gold. His helmet was open to reveal his face, and his scales were bright green. His breath smoldered, and smoke poured from his mouth as he stepped through the doorway. He spat a jet of blue flame as three other Drakes wearing the same armor marched through. 
 
    The Drake in armor coughed smoke as his team strode forwards. They moved in perfect step and strode forwards towards Wall Lord Ilvriss. They paused before him. The Wall Lord stared at them, and the Drake with blue flames saluted. 
 
    “Flamewardens. Gold-rank. Here to challenge Liscor’s dungeon.” 
 
    His companions saluted as well. And behind them stepped out another team. A pair of Drakes with large wings looked around imperiously. The female Drake bowed as her wings opened. 
 
    “The Wings of Pallass. Gold-rank. To protect the city.” 
 
    Behind them came another group. Drakes, wearing robes. The leader lifted a wand and traced a symbol in the air. 
 
    “Scaleshard Mages. Silver-rank.” 
 
    And behind them came more. Drakes walked through the door, some staring at the Redfang Goblins, others visibly recoiling from the Antinium. Ksmvr stared as they entered and lined up. Row after row of Drakes, Gnolls, and occasionally other species. 
 
    “Rhine of Blades. Bronze-rank.” 
 
    “Tempest Singers. Silver-rank.” 
 
    “The Tail of Xil. Silver-rank.” 
 
    “Meliem. Silver-rank…” 
 
    The people of Liscor stared. The adventurers, Erin, all stared in awe of Pallass’ adventurers as they came through in one unending mass. And at last, they felt it. A break in the rainy sky. A glimmer of hope. Over a hundred adventurers entered Erin’s inn, fresh recruits from Pallass, from a Walled City itself. Some had come for glory, others for treasure, others because they had no choice. The reason mattered not. The tide had turned against the dungeon. Ksmvr looked around proudly. Pisces’ plan had worked! 
 
    After the last adventurer had come through, they stood, waiting for a signal, a benediction, thanks, anything. Ilvriss looked caught off-guard as anyone else, so the air of expectant patience grew strained. At last, it was Jelaqua who broke the silence. She groaned and leaned back in her chair. 
 
    “Aw, fuck. I hate competition.” 
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    Ordinarily, on any other day, Erin would have been thrilled to have an inn full of guests. However, today just wasn’t that kind of day. She was tired, upset, ashamed of herself, and currently understaffed. Erin rushed from table to table with drinks as Drassi, Ishkr, and Lyonette all did the same. She was relieved none of the adventurers from Pallass were hungry, but everyone wanted a drink. They were sitting about, Drakes mainly, but a good number of Gnolls, chatting while the team leaders gathered around a table with Ilvriss and the other bigwigs, discussing strategy. 
 
    “Innkeep! Firebreath Whiskey for us over here!” 
 
    “Not for me! Rum if you have it!” 
 
    “Do you have any mild ales?” 
 
    “What about wine? Or…a fruit juice?” 
 
    That last came from a feathered bird-woman. Erin nearly dropped her tray when she saw the Garuda. The adventurers of Pallass hailed from the southern part of Izril, which was, again, mainly inhabited by Drakes and Gnolls. But exceptions always existed. 
 
    “We’ve got juice. What would you like?” 
 
    The Garuda brightened. She asked for Erin’s menu, then chose some grape juice—which was one of the few juices Erin had, really. Fruit juice was expensive! Especially because it had a shorter shelf life than alcohol. Ironically, you could get a keg of alcohol for less than some good old-fashioned apple juice. Apple cider on the other hand…Erin wondered if she could find a nice farm around here willing to sell her fruits for cheap. Didn’t Ryoka say she’d visited a farm once? 
 
    She was distracting herself. Erin went over to her bar and filled a mug with juice. Mrsha popped up, surprising her. 
 
    “Oh, Mrsha. Do you want a drink?” 
 
    The little Gnoll shook her head. She took a mug and filled it with ale. Then she scampered over to a table and offered it to a surprised Drake. Erin watched Mrsha run back. She felt her heart squeeze. 
 
    “You are so responsible! Good job!” 
 
    She patted Mrsha on the head and watched the Gnoll smile, then hurried back to the Garuda. 
 
    “Here’s your drink!” 
 
    “Thank you. I’d like to drink, but alcohol goes through me faster than normal. And it seems we’ll be busy soon.” 
 
    “You mean with fighting? The Raskghar are gone.” 
 
    The Garuda nodded. Her companions, Drakes with wings folded on their backs, blinked as Mrsha ran up with two mugs, slopping a bit over the sides. The Garuda sipped from her mug with her beak. She was strikingly brilliant—her feathers were a beautiful spring green color with white and slightly pink feathers patterning down her arms and legs. 
 
    Her entire body was covered in feathers, and her clothing was minimal—like the Gnolls, she wore only enough for modesty. She had a shortsword by her side and carried what looked like a bag of holding at her belt and nothing else. She wasn’t even wearing armor like some of the Drakes who were practically clanking with metal. 
 
    “That’s true, Miss. But the dungeon remains. And that’s why we’re here. My team thought about entering it, but that’s not our usual forte so we held back. But duty is duty. Pardon me, I haven’t introduced myself. Bevussa Slenderscale. I’m with the Wings of Pallass.” 
 
    “Oh! The Gold-rank team? But you’re…and your name…” 
 
    Erin frowned, confused. Bevussa smiled. 
 
    “I’m adopted. My people are known as Garuda. They live on Chandrar almost exclusively, but I was abandoned as a chick and taken in by Drakes living in Pallass. Hence the name.” 
 
    Erin slapped her forehead. 
 
    “That makes sense! Sorry, I’m a bit muddled. I was fighting off giant, angry Raskghar a few hours ago. I’m so glad you’re here. Your team are all Oldblood Drakes, aren’t they?” 
 
    She nodded at the others. The Drakes looked surprised that she knew the term for them. Bevussa smiled. 
 
    “Correct. We’re a rare group. I got in because I can fly. The others are all Oldblood, as is our, uh, leader.” 
 
    The Garuda nodded to the Drake who’d first introduced her group. Erin peered over at the Drake as she stood with the other adventurer leaders at the front of the group. The captain of The Wings of Pallass was tall for a Drake and striking with her wings folded at her back. Erin saw the other adventurers from Pallass giving her some respectful space. 
 
    “Wow. That’s cool. Sorry, I’d love to chat more, but I have to keep waiting tables.” 
 
    “Of course, Miss…” 
 
    The young woman turned and grinned. 
 
    “I’m Erin Solstice. This is my inn! Don’t mind the mess! Or the blood. Or the Hobs. We have a sign!” 
 
    She pointed at the prominent sign she’d propped up next to the bar. It was the copy of the one some of the adventurers had stared at as they’d entered the inn via Pallass. Bevussa eyed it. 
 
    “Huh. This is one weird inn. What do you think?” 
 
    She glanced at her teammates. The two Drakes stared at the Redfang Warriors who were doing their best not to attract any attention as they hauled the Cave Goblin—still tied to the chair—to a far corner of the room. One of the Drakes with purple scales and a scar running down the left side of her neck leaned over. 
 
    “We were told by that Watch Captain that this inn is unusual, Captain. It even has Antinium in it! Do you think all the inns in Liscor are like this? Or is this about the Antinium entering the dungeon?” 
 
    Bevussa grimaced and glanced around. All the other adventurers were busy gossiping. She leaned forwards. 
 
    “I told you not to call me that! When we’re in public, Issa’s the Captain, got it?” 
 
    “Sorry.” 
 
    Disgruntled, Bevussa leaned back in her chair and sipped from her drink. Probably every Gnoll in the room had heard her if they’d been listening in, but it was only the Drakes she was concerned about. She glanced around and then frowned. 
 
    “Why’s that Antinium staring at me?” 
 
      
 
    —— 
 
      
 
    The adventurers standing around the table were in rapid conference with the officials from Liscor. All of them were team captains, and almost all of them were Silver-rank or higher. A few were Gold-rank, and they intimidated Ceria. She felt squished as she stood shoulder-to-shoulder with the Silver-ranks. Ceria also felt like a fraud as she looked around at the serious adventurers from Pallass. 
 
    Each one of them was an accredited leader of a Silver-rank team. Hell, even Pallass’ bronze-rank adventurers looked like they knew how to fight. Maybe the Drakes had a different standard for adventurers because Ceria had never seen so many scars on a Bronze-rank adventurer before. She shifted, stepped on someone’s tail, and winced. It was packed! At least the discussion taking place wasn’t that involved. 
 
    Halrac, Jelaqua, Ylawes, and four other Gold-rank Captains stood around the table. One of them, the huge Drake wearing plate armor who was the leader of the Flamewardens, spoke. His voice rasped, and every time he coughed, smoke or blue flames issued from his mouth. He had a lot of space around him, despite the press of bodies. 
 
    “We’re honored to help, Wall Lord. And we’ve been apprised of Liscor’s situation. Our teams have studied the recordings of the Face-Eater Moth attack, and we’re aware of the annual flooding. Obviously.” 
 
    Ilvriss nodded. The Wall Lord straightened in his chair, looking around importantly. 
 
    “And I thank you on behalf of Liscor. As Wall Lord of Salazsar, I personally guarantee all of the bounties promised by the Adventurer’s Guild will be met. Tell me, do you have a plan of attack?” 
 
    Halrac, Jelaqua, and Ylawes all shifted, looking annoyed. But the Captain of the Flamewardens nodded decisively. 
 
    “We have a clear dynamic to how this dungeon must be conquered. If these…Raskghar are strongest at night, we adventurers must move by day. Our team will enter as soon as day breaks. Until then, we will prepare. I’m told this inn isn’t part of Liscor. Where might we seek lodgings inside the city?” 
 
    The Wall Lord grimaced. 
 
    “There are a number of inns within the premises of Liscor. They are already quite full, but I personally reside at the Tailless Thief. I will speak with the innkeeper and see if any rooms can be made available. As for the other teams, they may have to seek lodgings with Celum if no more rooms can be found within Liscor.” 
 
    “Celum? Isn’t that a Human city a hundred miles north of here?” 
 
    The other adventurers were astonished. Ilvriss nodded coolly. 
 
    “It is. But this inn is unique. The magic door that transported you all here from Pallass will also transport anyone from Liscor to Celum.” 
 
    The adventurers stared at the door they’d entered and murmured. Ceria felt a bit of pride—even the Gold-ranks looked impressed. One of the Silver-rank Captains spoke up. 
 
    “Does the innkeeper have any rooms to let here?” 
 
    “Sadly, I believe they’re all occupied. By Goblins, no less.” 
 
    Ilvriss sighed. He looked around at the adventurers. 
 
    “I will remind you all that Liscor is allied with the local Antinium Hive. Furthermore, this inn itself has proven itself…useful, so the laws of Miss Solstice, the Human who owns it, are also to be respected. Aside from that, I am honored to see so many brave souls from Pallass arriving to assist Liscor in its hour of need. I personally wish you the best of luck in your expedition into the dungeon.” 
 
    “Thank you, Wall Lord.” 
 
    The Flamewarden’s Captain inclined his head, and Ilvriss did the same. The Gold-rank adventurer looked at Jelaqua. 
 
    “We have a limited window of time before we commence the dungeon raid. Does the Adventurer’s Guild have any guides or maps of the dungeon, Miss Selphid? Or can we buy the information from your team?” 
 
    Jelaqua folded her arms, her tail tangling the legs of the Drakes standing beside her as it lashed. 
 
    “Bold, aren’t you? I thought only the Silver-rank teams were crazy enough to go into a dungeon without prepping.” 
 
    The Drake met her eyes levelly. 
 
    “We’re ready to fight. And my team hardly intends to go in alone.” 
 
    “Exactly. We’ve discussed the issue amongst ourselves, and we’ve elected to go in strong. We’ll hit the rift the Raskghar came from. Not as one, but as a united front, yes?” 
 
    Another Gold-rank adventurer spoke up. Jelaqua glanced at the Gnoll. 
 
    “Your team too? I get that there’s safety in numbers, but this dungeon isn’t something to be underestimated! Fine, if it’s three Gold-rank teams or something…hells, how many are going in today?” 
 
    The adventurers looked at each other. The Flamewarden’s Captain bared his teeth and spat a bit of flame. 
 
    “Everyone.” 
 
      
 
    —— 
 
      
 
    Over a hundred adventurers in her inn. Maybe two hundred? No. Over a hundred. Erin tried to guesstimate the numbers as she ran figures in her head. Guesstimate was a word, wasn’t it? It didn’t sound like it should be one. It sounded…fake. 
 
    And they were all going into the dungeon. All at once. Faced with that news, the other teams decided they’d join in too. After all, there might not be safety in numbers all the time, but if an army of adventurers was going in to save the missing Gnolls, you didn’t want to be the one team that stayed behind. 
 
    Erin’s stomach hurt as she thought of the missing Gnolls. It hurt harder as she remembered the Raskghar attack. She pushed the feeling down as she waved her hands desperately, trying to attract the attention of the mob of adventurers as they headed for the door to Liscor. They’d already left coins on the table for the drinks. Erin saw Lyonette sweeping them up and wondered how much they’d made already. 
 
    “Excuse me! Excuse me!” 
 
    They all looked at her. Erin smiled, feeling a bit of sweat run down her back. 
 
    “Uh. Hi. I’m Erin Solstice. I run this inn. I, uh, hope you all go into the dungeon safe and sound.” 
 
    They stared at her. Awkwardly, Erin fumbled with a jar of thick blue soup and held it up. 
 
    “The thing is—I also sell stuff to adventurers. My inn is connected to an [Alchemist]’s shop in Celum, and I sell other stuff! Like magic food. I have this soup that makes you warm—uh, keeps you warm. It’s magic. And I have another dish that makes your skin tougher! Come back and try it! I’m selling it at a discount to anyone that needs it. [Guardsmen], adventurers—anyone!” 
 
    She looked at Zevara, who was waiting by the door with Relc and Klbkch. The Watch Captain eyed the blue soup and shuddered, but gave Erin a slight nod. The adventurers murmured, and some came over to try her Corusdeer soup. Erin had a feeling that no one would want that soup when they entered the dungeon, so she willingly gave out samples and answered questions about whether her food would conflict with other magical enchantments and how long it would last and so on. 
 
    “That’s one way to do business. I wonder how many teams will buy from you. We’ll be buying some of your Scale Soup before we go.” 
 
    Jelaqua strolled over as the press of adventurers broke up around Erin. The [Innkeeper] stared into her mostly empty jar. 
 
    “It’s called Scale Salad now, actually, Jelaqua. I finally figured out how to make it taste a little better. The soup still has all those crunchy bits in it, but the salad’s…well it’s still got crunchy bits, but it tastes palatable. If crunchy.” 
 
    “Hey, whatever works. I can turn my taste buds off. And I think any adventurer would gargle rocks if it meant they’d survive an arrow to the chest.” 
 
    Jelaqua smiled. The Selphid looked at the press of adventurers lined up to leave Erin’s inn through either doorway and shook her head. 
 
    “Dead gods, what a mess. I guess this is a good thing but—damn it, I can’t say I enjoy seeing this.” 
 
    “What? All the other adventurers?” 
 
    The Selphid nodded, looking miserable. 
 
    “Competition. I feel like a stomach ulcer for saying it, but it’s true. All these other teams means we’ve got a lot less of a chance of making it big on the dungeon. Saving the Gnolls would be great, but—” 
 
    The Selphid shrugged. Erin nodded slowly. Jelaqua and her team—and Griffon Hunt—had invested a lot into this dungeon. They’d worked tirelessly. It had to be hard seeing so many adventurers come in right when they felt like they were making progress. 
 
    “I’m sorry.” 
 
    “Don’t be. The people come first. And it’s not like they’re stealing anything.” 
 
    Jelaqua smiled crookedly. Seborn came over, and Moore edged around all the Drakes. 
 
    “Looks like we’re entering the dungeon. How much of that foul soup do you have, Erin?” 
 
    “I made it taste better! It’s a salad now—well, it looks like a salad if you squint. I’ll have to make a lot more today.” 
 
    Moore rumbled as he bent down, looking serious. 
 
    “Just be sure to take care of your inn first, Erin. I heard the Watch Captain speaking to Olesm and her [Guardsmen]. Liscor will be fortifying while the adventurers go in. You should do the same. We will be here tonight, but it would be better if you made some preparations. Especially for young Mrsha.” 
 
    Erin nodded seriously. 
 
    “I will, Moore. Don’t worry. That’s on the top of my list. That’s why I’m pitching to the adventurers, actually.” 
 
    It was for the money. Of course, Erin appreciated money in any circumstances, but right now she was desperate for as much as she could get. The Halfseekers left her inn with the Horns and the rest of the adventurers. They wanted to talk more with the new adventurers, and most of them had agreed to meet up in the Adventurer’s Guild after they found a place to stay. That news made Selys swear a blue streak and mutter about crowds as long as an ancestor’s tail. She ran off after saying the briefest of goodbyes to Erin. 
 
    Suddenly, Erin’s inn was empty. She stared around and saw Lyonette, Drassi, and Ishkr cleaning up with Mrsha dutifully helping. The Redfang Goblins were sitting in a corner with the little Cave Goblin, chattering amongst themselves, and Bird and Klbkch were talking to each other. Aside from that, everyone had gone. 
 
    Erin sighed and felt a bit of the mad energy leave her. She looked around and realized that the room was lighter. The sun was rising into the sky, and with it came light. Erin blinked at it and realized she hadn’t slept since the Raskghar attack! She wobbled and sat down at a table. 
 
    Only now did she feel exhausted. Only now did she remember last night and let herself give into a bit of the guilt and fear that had been flooding her. Erin rested her forehead on her arm, suddenly too tired to move, but too worn down to sleep. 
 
    It was there that Rabbiteater found Erin. The Hob shuffled over, his water cloak swirling around his shoulders. The other Hobs were busy patting Headscratcher’s muscles and pestering Numbtongue to play them music on the mostly broken guitar. But Rabbiteater had noticed Erin’s slump and came over to check if she was dead. She was not, and when she saw the Hob come over, Erin sat up. 
 
    “Rabbiteater. Are you okay?” 
 
    The Redfang Warrior nodded. Erin eyed him from head to toe. He looked okay. But she remembered him kneeling on the ground, covered in blood as the Raskghar attacked. She spoke softly. 
 
    “I feel pretty useless.” 
 
    Rabbiteater stared down at Erin. Rather predictably, he didn’t say anything. He hesitated and then pulled up a chair next to Erin. She glanced up and saw his red eyes staring at her. 
 
    Goblins had pupils. It was just that their eyes looked uniformly red at a distance. However, Erin had stared at enough Goblins to know that the whites of their eyes were red, as were the cornea. The pupils, by contrast, were the darkest part of their eyes. She saw Rabbiteater’s focus on her now. The Hob waited for Erin to speak. 
 
    “You saved me last night. You and the others. If you hadn’t been there, the Raskghar would have killed me.” 
 
    Rabbiteater didn’t respond. Erin stared down at her hands. 
 
    “You saved me. I didn’t do…anything. I threw pots and pans and knives, and those Raskghar just blocked or ignored everything. I’m sorry, Rabbiteater. If you hadn’t blocked them, they would have gutted me in a moment. I was so scared I couldn’t even use my aura on them.” 
 
    Erin remembered trying. She remembered throwing her kitchen knife, watching it slice the Raskghar’s arm, as useless as spit. She’d thrown a frying pan at the Raskghar next, but it had done almost nothing. For the first time, Erin had been acutely aware of her weakness. She was an [Innkeeper]. Not a warrior. And the Hobs had nearly lost a fight against the Raskghar themselves. After a while, Erin went on. 
 
    “I was so very glad to see everyone was okay. Even Ilvriss’ jerk face. He is a good leader, you know. He just happens to be racist, arrogant, and hate cake. But he does care about Liscor.” 
 
    Rabbiteater nodded. Erin sighed and rubbed at her eyes. 
 
    “I can’t believe how unprepared I was. I thought I could do something if I got attacked. But I keep relying on you guys. It’s a class thing. But I should have done more to prepare. I hope you leveled from the fighting at least.” 
 
    She looked up. Rabbiteater nodded. 
 
    “That’s good. Really. I haven’t slept yet. But I don’t think I will. As innkeeping goes, defending my inn doesn’t seem like it earns me many levels. Anyways, I just wanted to say thank you.” 
 
    Rabbiteater shrugged and smiled. That was the Redfang Warriors for you. They were casual—no, modest about what they did. Erin sighed. Then she leaned over. She gave Rabbiteater a one-armed hug, and the Hobgoblin froze. Erin grinned. 
 
    “You’re too shy, you know that? You and all the other Goblins.” 
 
    Then she got down to business. Namely, the business of defending her inn. Erin’s brows drew together sharply as she thought. The Raskghar would come back. Krshia had told everyone that. The full moon hadn’t even been full yesterday. That meant there would be more nights of attacks. More fighting. Erin was determined that last night’s desperate struggle wouldn’t happen again. 
 
    She needed defenses. More defenses than just Bird, that was. It was funny. She’d invested in an Antinium watch tower, Hobgoblin security, and she had two adventuring teams under her roof, but Erin hadn’t yet done anything as simple as setting out some traps. Surely there were some she could buy or manufacture, right? 
 
    Erin thought about traps. She thought about boiling oil, pitfalls, giant walls of spikes that swung out, and then thought about how realistic any of that was. 
 
    “Mm. Nope. I don’t have the budget for any of that. And I’m on a time limit. What can I put out that’ll really inconvenience a Raskghar coming my way?” 
 
    Rabbiteater scratched his head. 
 
    “Nail? Sharp rock?” 
 
    “Nails? I guess. That’d really hurt, yeah. Sharp rocks…caltrops, maybe? But who makes caltrops? Really? No, there’s gotta be something—” 
 
    Erin snapped her fingers together. 
 
    “Bear traps! Landmines? Nope. Bear traps. Uh…attack runes? I don’t think I’ve got time to hire anyone for those. So bear traps. They have those in Liscor, right? Krshia knows a lot of [Hunters]. She’s got to have something like that in stock. Hey, Lyonette! I need you to go shopping for something!” 
 
    Lyonette looked up, her arms full of empty mugs. She came over as Erin found a piece of parchment and began to write an order on it. 
 
    “What’s up, Erin?” 
 
    “I need you to buy something pronto. To defend the inn. Go to Krshia and see if she knows where they sell bear traps, okay?” 
 
    “Bear what?” 
 
    “Bear traps. They have them here, don’t they? Big, spiky things that go snap when something steps on them?” 
 
    Erin looked expectantly at Lyonette. The Human girl looked at Rabbiteater, and the Hobgoblin shrugged. Erin’s face fell. 
 
    “Wait, they don’t have them?” 
 
    “Maybe they do. What do they look like?” 
 
    The [Innkeeper] frowned. She turned the bit of parchment over and fiddled with the stick of charcoal. 
 
    “Well, they’re like two steel jaws that close on anything that steps on them. I know it’s really cruel to animals, but if I was hunting, like, giant Rock Crabs or something really evil…like a Troll? I’d use one of these. It looks…like this. See?” 
 
    Erin sketched out the bear trap on the parchment and held it up. Rabbiteater took the sketch Erin had made and looked at it dubiously. He tilted his head, frowned, and then turned the parchment upside down. That didn’t help. 
 
    “Hey, it’s not that bad!” 
 
    Lyonette looked at the parchment and frowned. 
 
    “It…are those teeth? I have no idea how that thing works. The teeth come together? How?” 
 
    “With a mechanism in the center! It’s like—okay, look. You have this thing here, and if you step on it, the trap closes. Over your foot. Or your hand, I guess. Any part of you that lands on the trap, really. Look—does this make sense?” 
 
    Erin grumbled as she snatched the parchment back from Rabbiteater. She made another sketch, and Rabbiteater began to see what she was talking about. Well, if she put it like that, it was easy, wasn’t it? Two spiky sides would close on anything that stepped on the little thing in the center. Unfortunately— 
 
    He grunted and shook his head. Erin looked disappointed. 
 
    “What? Why not?” 
 
    Rabbiteater pointed to the blueprints. He mimed the jaws of the bear trap closing on his foot and threw up his hands in surprise. Then he shrugged. Lyonette, who’d been frowning at the trap, came to the same conclusion and put it more succinctly. 
 
    “Erin, that trap won’t work. If someone steps in it, sure, it’ll hurt, but unless those blades are incredibly sharp, it won’t do that much damage. I guess it’d do some damage if it snapped really hard, but most times, you’ll just step on that and…well, it might slow someone down.” 
 
    Erin was incredulous. 
 
    “On a bear trap? No way! Those jaws will snap shut, and you won’t be able to open them!” 
 
    “Sure you can. You just pull the thing apart.” 
 
    “No, you can’t. See? It has these springs that’ll hold the jaws closed—” 
 
    “Springs? You mean…it jumps up or something?” 
 
    And then Erin ran into a problem. She paused as both Lyonette and Rabbiteater looked at her without a hint of comprehension on their faces. 
 
    “No, not spring. Springs. You know, the spiral things? Very flexible? Holds things together? Bouncy?” 
 
    She didn’t do a good job explaining what she meant. But it soon became clear that springs, or rather, the coiled version of springs that went in bed mattresses and so on, didn’t exist in this world. At least to Lyonette and Rabbiteater’s understanding. 
 
    “I’ve never seen one of those things before, Erin. You say this is a little metal coil all wrapped up, right? That sounds like very difficult work, even for a good [Blacksmith].” 
 
    “You’re right. You’re right.” 
 
    Erin groaned as she thought about how hard making a small spring would be. There was no mass production in this world, after all! She tore up the bear trap blueprints in disgust. 
 
    “Great! So I can’t defend this inn. Unless they make landmines here? How am I supposed to guard the inn this time?” 
 
    “Well, why not barricade the door?” 
 
    Lyonette looked towards the door. The Raskghar had smashed into the inn through the door last time, breaking the wooden latch on the door. Erin looked up. 
 
    “Well yeah, I could do that. I could put a big honking bar across the door, and maybe the [Reinforced Structure] Skill would hold it, but what about my windows?” 
 
    “What about them? We can barricade them too. There’s already shutters on them.” 
 
    Lyonette nodded to the glass windows. Erin made a face. 
 
    “Yeah, but the shutters are in the inside. Which means that anyone smashing through’s already broken the glass.” 
 
    The [Princess] and Hob stared at Erin. 
 
    “So?” 
 
    “So, glass is expensive! Do you know how much Klbkch charged me last time to fix all that? I don’t want my windows broken in! Plus, those shutters aren’t made to hold out angry Raskghar.” 
 
    “Hm. Well, in that case…” 
 
    Lyonette trailed off. Rabbiteater frowned at the windows. He pointed to the window and mimed hammering. Erin sighed. 
 
    “Yes, Rabbiteater. That’s what we’re saying. But it won’t save the glass!” 
 
    Rabbiteater shook his head. He put up his hand and mimed a window. Erin frowned as Rabbiteater stood on one side of the imaginary window and then walked around. He began hammering…on the outside. 
 
    “Oh! You mean, put on shutters on the outside! Rabbiteater, that’s genius!” 
 
    Erin sat up in delight. That would work! All she had to do was install big defensive shutters on the outside of her inn. She could close them if she knew something was going to hit her inn—and then open them if it was all safe! Lyonette frowned. 
 
    “That’s a good idea, Rabbiteater. But putting shutters on the outside also means we can’t open them to look around at something right next to the inn. And that’s dangerous.” 
 
    “Right, right. Um—okay, what about this? We put the shutters on the ground floor windows, but leave the second floor open? I’m pretty sure my windows can’t be broken by arrows. Unless, like, it’s Halrac shooting them or something.” 
 
    Lyonette looked at Rabbiteater. The Hob scratched his head. Then both nodded. Erin clapped her hands. 
 
    “Alright! That’s phase one! Reinforce the inn! Lyonette, we’ll need some good wood, more nails, and maybe another hammer from Krshia.” 
 
    “I can pick those up. What’s phase two for the inn?” 
 
    “Uh—let me think it over for a bit.” 
 
    Erin stood up and paced about the inn. She was feeling a bit better now, and Rabbiteater and Lyonette both went outside to see how much wood the windows would need. Erin walked back and forth, trying to figure out what she could do. She discarded all of the impractical ideas or the things that’d take too much time. 
 
    Really, when you got down to it, the only way to defend her inn was to have enough people inside of it with weapons ready in case something attacked. Erin could build traps in her inn, but it would be easier to have something disposable. So she discarded bear traps and thought about potions. By the time Lyonette came back, Erin had a second plan ready. 
 
    “Essentially, I want a big box full of potions and alchemy…grenades? Right here. And Bird gets some of his own in case he’s attacked in his watchtower. And I want a lock on the door leading to the tower so he can get back in the inn if there’s a lot of monsters, like the moths.” 
 
    It was what she’d already done, except that Erin was doubling down on supplies. She found her money bags and poured gold pieces onto the table. 
 
    “We need a bigger defense budget. We should have, like, four Tripvine Bags at all times. And those explosive potions! Octavia can’t make them. I don’t think she knows how. So…we need to go grab some from a better [Alchemist] in the city.” 
 
    “She’s not going to like that.” 
 
    “Well, she doesn’t have to know. As for the door lock—” 
 
    “Not a good idea.” 
 
    “Why not? If Bird’s in trouble—” 
 
    “A lock’s too much to work with, Erin. And Bird will forget the key. Why not just make it a door bar?” 
 
    “That is a reasonable suggestion.” 
 
    Both Erin and Lyonette looked up. Klbkch had walked over. He had stayed in the inn, mainly to explain to Bird exactly what a Garuda was and why he was not allowed to talk about shooting Bevussa or any of the Drakes with wings. Klbkch listened to the rest of Erin’s ideas and nodded when she finished. 
 
    “All of these additions seem like practical, simple measures that may save your life. I could send a Worker to make the improvements today if you wish.” 
 
    Erin waved a hand dismissively. 
 
    “What, barricading windows and making a door bar? I could figure out how to do that myself with [Advanced Crafting]. Just give me a few bits of wood and, uh, maybe Rabbiteater can carve it a bit? I don’t like splinters. Okay, and maybe I could use some things from Krshia. Lyonette, can you see if she sells…door bar handles? And get me some screws? You do know what screws are, right?” 
 
    After Lyonette had gone, Erin turned to Klbkch. The Antinium was looking about the inn. 
 
    “Hey Klbkch. Are you okay?” 
 
    He turned and nodded precisely at her. 
 
    “I am well, Erin. Last night’s fighting did not extend to the Hive, and I was only made aware of the attack after a Street Runner was sent to the Hive. I was not injured. I was, however, concerned about you and your inn. As was Pawn. And Belgrade. And Anand.” 
 
    “Tell them I’m alright, okay?” 
 
    “I shall convey your words. However…your preparations for tonight’s defense are somewhat troubling.” 
 
    “It’s not enough?” 
 
    The Antinium paused as he looked around the inn. 
 
    “Given your budget and the time available, I would imagine that it is quite appropriate for any lesser crisis. But for a larger catastrophe, such as the invasion of the Face-Eater Moths?” 
 
    Erin nodded seriously. 
 
    “Yeah. It probably would be like last time. Which we survived! But I could do more. I’ve really been thinking about getting some enchanting done on my inn, actually. But none of the [Mages] I know have the ability to enchant things. I was going to see if anyone from Pallass could do it, but it’s been so busy—” 
 
    “No [Enchanter] would be able to perform more than rudimentary wards by nightfall anyways. That is a decent long-term plan. May I offer you a short-term one?” 
 
    Erin paused. 
 
    “Go on.” 
 
    Klbkch studied the inn, his head sweeping slowly down the long common room. 
 
    “I assume you intend to put on a play tonight?” 
 
    “Not tonight. I’ll tell Wesle and the others. It’s too dangerous to think about.” 
 
    “Very wise. That will aid my suggestion as well. I would like to send a squad of Painted Soldiers to your inn. They would be led by Pawn. In addition, they would be accompanied by several Workers armed with bows.” 
 
    “Workers? Wait, you want to protect my inn with them? I’ll accept of course! But do you want to be paid or…?” 
 
    Klbkch shook his head. 
 
    “Consider it an act of friendship. And practicality. Your inn has aided Liscor’s Hive in more ways than I can state, Erin. However, I would like to keep this arrangement secret. Very secret, in light of the current controversy surrounding Liscor’s Hive. The fact that Workers are being armed is to be most secret of all.” 
 
    He stared at Erin. She nodded slowly. 
 
    “So they’ll stay here tonight?” 
 
    “And leave just after dawn. Watch Captain Zevara has already requested a group of Soldiers patrol through Liscor tonight as a precaution. Pawn’s group will be part of that unit.” 
 
    This all sounded dicey to Erin, but she wasn’t in a position to refuse. Maybe Klbkch was just being cautious. Arming Workers. It didn’t sound that bad to Erin, but then she remembered that Workers using bows had been part of the Antinium’s strategy in the Antinium Wars. 
 
    “Okay, Klbkch. I accept. Thank you.” 
 
    “There is no need for thanks. I will excuse myself. I have much work to do in Liscor.” 
 
    Klbkch nodded to Erin. He strode through the door. She stared after him as he walked through the rainy streets. Sometimes, it felt like Klbkch was more of a stranger than when she had met him in the old days. She wished she could sit with him and Relc for a while over a plate of pasta. Then she shook her head. 
 
    “Well, I guess the Raskghar are really going to get a surprise if they attack tonight.” 
 
    “I’m sure I’ll feel better.” 
 
    Lyonette came over. She hadn’t quite been eavesdropping. Erin turned to her. 
 
    “Yeah. But the Antinium are just for now. I do want to make upgrading the inn a priority, Lyonette. Not just with structural stuff and enchantments. I’d like some real guards, the kind that will be here all the time. I can’t always hope there’ll be adventurers or Goblins or Antinium in my inn.” 
 
    The Human young woman eyed Erin warily. 
 
    “What then? You don’t mean something like Toren, do you?” 
 
    Erin paused. 
 
    “No. I think…no. Well, if Pisces…no. Probably not. I was really thinking about Golems.” 
 
    “Golems? How much do you think they cost, Erin?” 
 
    “Um…” 
 
    The two stared at each other. Erin laughed. 
 
    “It’s just a thought! But really, Lyonette, I am a bit worried. We’ll have Antinium here and I’ll be staying the night, but the Raskghar could still do a lot of damage. And there is…” 
 
    She and Lyonette both looked at Mrsha. The Gnoll was playing with her ball, bouncing it against a wall and running about. Erin sighed worriedly. 
 
    “I wouldn’t risk her at all. Even if I’m like, 99% safe I don’t want to take a chance.” 
 
    “Neither do I. But your inn will be the most well-defended spot I can think of. What else could you do?” 
 
    Erin paused. She frowned at Mrsha, and then looked to the magic door of her inn. 
 
    “Well, I can think of a way to make her just a bit safer. So right after dinner, here’s what we’ll do…” 
 
      
 
    —— 
 
      
 
    The Redfang Warriors did not feel good. It wasn’t the aftermath of fighting the Raskghar that bothered them—they actually felt over the moon about that, so to speak. Headscratcher’s changing classes to a [Berserker] and Numbtongue’s [Bard] class was the best news they’d had in a long time. 
 
    No, it was seeing all those adventurers that made the Hobgoblins feel bad. There was something about a room full of hostile glances that didn’t do much for the nerves, incredibly enough. More than one team from Pallass had looked like they’d been ready to attack the Redfang Warriors right then and there. Of course, they’d given the same look to the Antinium. 
 
    Shorthilt’s stomach still felt bad, but it was restoring itself to something approaching normal as he squatted on the floor, staring at the Cave Goblin. She was still secured to the chair. There would be no sudden escape where she wriggled free—the Redfangs knew how to tie a knot properly. When you tied an Eater Goat to a pole to lure Gargoyles, the last thing you wanted was an angry goat getting loose and munching your face off. 
 
    He was confident in his knot. Still, Shorthilt checked again just to be sure. His attention to detail and caution was why he was the group’s best warrior with a sword. He nodded as he found the bindings secure, and then looked at the others. They stared back. 
 
    Grimly. Now that the adventurers were gone, now that the Raskghar had retreated, at least for the moment, the Redfang Goblins were faced with one last task. The problem of what to do with the Cave Goblin. She’d gone very still with fear when the adventurers had arrived. She’d been terrified the entire time, really. Now the little Cave Goblin sat on her chair, practically panting with fear as the Hobs deliberated what should be done about her. 
 
    The logical thing to do, as Badarrow pointed out, would be to toss the Cave Goblin in the water. Without untying her from the chair. After all, there were only two things that could really be done with the little Goblin. The Redfangs couldn’t keep her here. She was the enemy! No matter how secure Shorthilt’s knots were, even if they locked her in the basement, the Redfangs knew from experience how resourceful a desperate Goblin could be. 
 
    And a Goblin who escaped in the middle of the night could kill anyone with a knife in the back. No, that was far too dangerous. Goblins didn’t keep prisoners, anyways. So that left letting her go or killing her. And letting her go was a stupid idea. So that left killing her. 
 
    It was the smart thing to do, but none of the Redfang Warriors wanted to do it. They were proud warriors! Just killing an enemy Goblin was…well, it was wrong. They’d kill another of their people if they had to, in battle, but not like this. After all, she was the enemy, but she was a Goblin. Like them! 
 
    Then again, the little Cave Goblin and her tribe were so not-Goblin that the Redfangs really didn’t know what to do. She and her tribe served the Raskghar! They obeyed a Chieftain who was not a Goblin—they didn’t even have any Hobs! They didn’t even remember Hobs! 
 
    It was pitiful. Pitiful and depressing and sad. However, the facts remained that the little Cave Goblin was an enemy in no small way. Letting her go would mean the other Goblins and perhaps the Raskghar would know too much. They owed Erin Solstice more than words could say. So the Redfangs were forcing themselves to come to a difficult decision. 
 
    It wasn’t easy. But at last, even Headscratcher bowed his head. They picked up the little Goblin as she was tied to the chair. They wouldn’t drown her—that was cruel. Badarrow would shoot her instead. One arrow through the head was quicker. Badarrow’s face was very blank as he strung his bow. 
 
    The Cave Goblin screamed and writhed as the Hobs picked her up. She’d heard the entire discussion of course. The Redfangs hadn’t bothered to hide what they were talking about. After all, what would be crueler than hiding the truth? They marched towards the door of the inn. They could toss her body in the lake afterwards. Better that than become one of Pisces’ undead. If they could, they’d probably dispose of the other Cave Goblins’ bodies that way too. 
 
    The little Cave Goblin wriggled desperately and shrieked as the Redfangs carried her. Her efforts made no difference to the Hobs. Unfortunately, the noise and commotion attracted a worse sort of problem. The worst person to be present in this moment, actually. 
 
    Erin Solstice turned her head as the Hobs marched past her with death in their faces. She stared at the Cave Goblin. 
 
    “I’m an idiot. I nearly forgot about her! Hey, Headscratcher! Hold up!” 
 
    The young woman intercepted the group of Goblins. She stared at the thrashing Cave Goblin with concern. 
 
    “Is she alright?” 
 
    The Hobs nodded. They looked at each other in silent anguish. Numbtongue signaled rapidly. Pretend. Go along with her until they had a chance to go outside. The other Hobs nodded slightly. Erin didn’t notice. They turned and put the Goblin on the ground. The Cave Goblin babbled wildly, but Erin couldn’t understand. She bent. 
 
    “Hello. I’m Erin. And you’re the Goblin that attacked my inn. I’m not angry about it. Well, I’m sort of angry, but I’m not going to hurt you. What’s your name?” 
 
    The Cave Goblin screamed for help and tried to indicate the Redfangs with her head. Erin looked at Headscratcher. 
 
    “What’s wrong?” 
 
    “Bathroom.” 
 
    Numbtongue spoke the lie quietly. Erin nodded. 
 
    “Oh. Sorry. You’re taking her out?” 
 
    The Redfangs nodded. They picked the Cave Goblin up. The Cave Goblin shook her head wildly. Erin frowned. 
 
    “Hold up. Not bathroom? Can she understand me?” 
 
    “No.” 
 
    Numbtongue didn’t have to lie there, but the Cave Goblin was doing everything in her power to tell Erin that something was wrong. The [Innkeeper] frowned at her wide eyes and rapid babble in Goblin. 
 
    “She seems upset. I guess you guys really scared her. Maybe put her down, okay? What’s her name?” 
 
    All the Redfangs froze. Her name? But Erin treated the question as if it were the most natural thing to ask. She looked expectantly at Numbtongue who knew from his questioning. The Hob visibly hesitated before answering. 
 
    “Pebblesnatch.” 
 
    The other Hobs tried to forget the name as soon as they heard it. Erin smiled. 
 
    “Pebblesnatch? That’s cute! Hey Pebblesnatch, we don’t mean any harm. We—” 
 
    She extended her hand. Instantly, Pebblesnatch’s head shot forwards and she bit. 
 
    “Whoa!” 
 
    The small Cave Goblin’s teeth snapped together, narrowly missing Erin’s fingers as she snatched her hand back. Badarrow growled in fury and cuffed Pebblesnatch, making her screech in pain. Instantly, Erin smacked him on the shoulder. 
 
    “Don’t do that!” 
 
    Erin stared at the Cave Goblin. Pebblesnatch had abandoned hope. Now she was trying to bite, kicking wildly, determined to do some harm before the end. Erin looked at the Redfangs with a frown. 
 
    “She seems really upset. You haven’t been hitting her, have you? I told you to be nice to her!” 
 
    The Redfang Warriors stared at Erin. ‘Nice’ wasn’t a word they’d ever had to employ as warriors of Garen’s tribe. Nor was it something they thought of as necessary when dealing with their own kind, especially enemy tribes. In this case, ‘nice’ had nearly lost Erin a finger. And nice wasn’t about to happen later. They looked away. 
 
    “Bathroom.” 
 
    Numbtongue spoke the word and the Hobs lifted Pebblesnatch. Instantly, she peed on them. Headscratcher and Rabbiteater shouted with disgust and nearly dropped the Cave Goblin. Erin leapt away. 
 
    “Aw, gross! I’m sorry I stopped you! Quick, take her out and dunk her in the water. I’ll—hey, Drassi!” 
 
    “What? Why do I have to clean that up? Make Ishkr!” 
 
    “I can smell it better than you can. You clean it up!” 
 
    Now. The Redfangs left Erin and the two arguing employees and ran for the door. Pebblesnatch screamed. She screamed and screamed, with the truest terror in her voice as the Hobs tried not to listen. Then she started to cry. And Erin’s head turned. She stared at the Cave Goblin’s face, and suddenly picked up all the little clues—the panic and fear, the tense body language of the Hobs—and spoke. 
 
    “Wait.” 
 
    The word sapped the momentum from the air. The Hobs slowed and turned. Erin stood up and walked over. She stared at Pebblesnatch who was sobbing in the chair. Then she looked at Headscratcher. 
 
    “Headscratcher, are you really going to take her to the bathroom?” 
 
    The Hob avoided Erin’s gaze. She narrowed her eyes and then her eyes widened. 
 
    “Are you letting her go? No—oh no. You can’t!” 
 
    She reached for Pebblesnatch. Instantly, Headscratcher grabbed Erin. He pinned her arms in a bear hug and spoke. 
 
    “Go!” 
 
    The Redfangs moved. Or rather, they tried to. The air was thick and heavy and their footsteps dragged. Erin, who had been too afraid to use her aura on the Raskghar, kicked and struggled in Headscratcher’s grasp, holding the Hobs in place with all of her might. 
 
    “No! No, Headscratcher! There’s a better way! Don’t kill her! You can let her go!” 
 
    They couldn’t. The Hobs moved slowly, growling with the effort it took. Shorthilt saw Drassi and Ishkr, frozen with shock at the sudden commotion. Ishkr wavered and Shorthilt drew his sword. The Gnoll froze and backed up. 
 
    The Hobs ignored Drassi and Ishkr. Neither of them could stop the Redfangs. Nor could Erin, no matter how much she tried to stop them with her aura. They’d do it quick. If she kicked them out—the Goblins tried not to think about it. It was like the artifacts, like Rabbiteater’s cloak. They had to do it and no one could stop them. 
 
    Do what you had to do. Pay the price later. That was what Garen Redfang had taught them. 
 
    “Don’t—stop—put me down! Headscratcher! Put me down!” 
 
    Erin was struggling. But it was too late. Numbtongue thrust the door open. Rabbiteater and Shorthilt marched to the door. Badarrow pulled an arrow from his quiver and closed his eyes. Erin went still, helpless in Headscratcher’s arms. She looked up into the Hob’s glistening eyes. When she spoke it was very calmly, in a carrying voice that reached across the inn. 
 
    “You’ll regret it for the rest of your lives, you know.” 
 
    All five Hobs stopped. It wasn’t the aura that held them. Erin stared at Numbtongue’s back. The rain was pouring in through the front of the inn, drenching the Hob. 
 
    “You don’t want to do this. I know you don’t. If you do it, you will regret it forever. Don’t kill her. Put her down.” 
 
    The Hobs wavered. They wanted to believe Erin. But letting Pebblesnatch go? Showing her mercy? All they could imagine was disaster. Erin spoke again, urgently. 
 
    “There’s another way. Believe me. Give me ten minutes and I’ll convince you. Ten minutes.” 
 
    And because they really didn’t want to, because they cared, because their souls told them to, the Redfang Warriors turned. Headscratcher put Erin down. He let go slowly. She turned to him. There was no reproach in her eyes. Just a deep sadness. That cut him harder than anger. Erin stared at Headscratcher, then at the other Redfang Warriors. None of them could meet her eyes. She took a deep breath, and then exhaled. 
 
    “Let’s play a game of chess.” 
 
      
 
    —— 
 
      
 
    A strange gathering took place around one of Erin’s tables. The young woman sat on one side, arranging a chess board and explaining to Headscratcher how the game worked as he sat on the other end of the table with the four other Redfangs around him. Drassi and Ishkr worked in the background, nervously glancing at the tableau every few seconds. 
 
    Pebblesnatch sat at a table close by, her head lolling. She was unconscious. The Cave Goblin had fainted, probably so she wouldn’t feel anything. Erin glanced at her as she finished placing pieces. 
 
    “You understand? Well, if you don’t, I’ll teach you as we play. Your pieces are white, so you go first. Move a pawn. Or a knight, if you want.” 
 
    Hesitantly, Headscratcher picked up a pawn and tried to remember all the confusing things Erin had said. He peered at the board and looked at his fellows for guidance. They stared at the board. At last, Badarrow pointed decisively. Headscratcher placed the pawn. Erin nodded. 
 
    “Pawn to F4. Bird’s Opening. That’s what it’s called. Bird uses this opening all of the time. Because of the name.” 
 
    She placed a pawn at E5. Erin smiled as Headscratcher blinked. Didn’t she just give him her pawn? He stared suspiciously at Erin, suspecting a trap. He was right of course, but Erin gestured at him. 
 
    “Your move. This is From’s Gambit, by the way.” 
 
    She waited patiently as the Hob stared at the other Goblins for help. They deliberated, and then the Hob took the pawn. Erin instantly moved another pawn up to D6, offering Headscratcher yet another target. 
 
    The game began. Each time Headscratcher moved a piece hesitantly, Erin would instantly move a chess piece with supreme confidence. It was unnerving. Within moments she’d reversed Headscratcher’s lead and begun tearing apart his chess pieces. The Redfang Warrior’s playing grew slower and slower as he bent over the board, trying to find an escape from Erin’s relentless assault. But that was the game. As she played, Erin spoke. Conversationally. Casually, as if she were having nothing more than a chat. 
 
    “Don’t worry about winning this game. Or losing it either. It’s not about playing chess right now. I just use chess because it’s what I know. In a sense, it’s the only thing I know. I’m an [Innkeeper], right, but that’s only my class. Chess is what I’m good at. People used to call me a prodigy—which wasn’t really true—when I was a child. Well, a prodigy is only really good at chess. I’m far better than I was back then. Because I practice.” 
 
    She moved a piece. Headscratcher stared at her. He looked past Erin at Pebblesnatch. Erin went on, her voice pleasant. 
 
    “It’s odd, being good at something most people don’t care about. A lot of people say how stupid it is to be good at chess. Or how pointless it is to play a game every day for years, decades, to get good at the game. Sometimes I thought the same thing. But you know what? I like playing. There was a time when I got sick of it, but I came back because I love it. I like playing. I’m good at it. There’s something nice about being good at something. And here, in this world, I’m probably the best player of chess. In the world.” 
 
    It was such a casual thing to say. But unlike any other species or people in the world, the Redfangs took Erin at her word. They looked into her eyes and tensed up. The greatest chess player in the world sat in front of them. Erin laughed gently. 
 
    “Don’t worry. That doesn’t give me any Skills. Or classes. Chess is a game to me. Just a game. And this is just a fun match. I’m not trying to win repeatedly—I have the magic chessboard for that.” 
 
    She pointed at another chessboard, where the ghostly chess pieces sat, playing out a game that had taken place over the course of the week. Erin’s mysterious chess partner had been busy of late. The Goblins stared at her. Erin waited until Headscratcher moved a piece, then cut to the chase. 
 
    “So. Why were you going to kill her? Because she tried to kill you?” 
 
    She looked at Numbtongue. The Goblin hesitated. 
 
    “Because she is the enemy. She will tell the Raskghar what we do. What we are doing if she goes.” 
 
    Erin nodded. It was a reasonable fear. 
 
    “Why not keep her here?” 
 
    “How long? Forever? Little Goblins are cunning. She will escape. Throat cut in middle of the night.” 
 
    Another nod. Another logical response. 
 
    “And letting her go? Not just outside, I mean. What if we went to Celum, took her outside the walls, and…let her go there?” 
 
    The Redfangs exchanged a glance then shook their heads. Numbtongue explained haltingly. 
 
    “Can’t let go. She will go back. Or die. A Goblin alone dies to monsters. To adventurers. It is one of the worst deaths. Slow, lonely death. Wandering death. Cruel death.” 
 
    The other Hobs nodded as one. Erin looked at them. So. It was too dangerous to keep her, too risky or cruel to let her go. That was why they would kill her. It was practical, like the Goblins. It was also wrong. She sighed. 
 
    “Okay. I see what you were thinking. And I think you’re wrong. Let me explain.” 
 
    She reached for a pawn, took Headscratcher’s bishop which she’d cornered, and spoke absently. 
 
    “Here’s the problem, I think. You say that Pebblesnatch is the enemy. You say she’s dangerous. If we let her go she’ll turn on us. We can’t keep her. So we need to kill her. And I say—why do we have to do any of that? Why can’t we help her?” 
 
    She looked up expectantly. Numbtongue shook his head. 
 
    “Help? Her? She is other tribe. Other tribe has many Goblins who will kill—” 
 
    He emphasized the word. 
 
    “—Us. Why help them? We can’t help them. Too many. Too far away. What point? Why help enemy?” 
 
    “Good question.” 
 
    Erin rested her chin in her hands. She eyed the board. 
 
    “Whenever anyone says something like that—we can’t help them, or they’re the enemy, or how hard it would be, it’s sort of like a game of chess. That’s my analogy. I like chess. We’re all trying to get ahead, to survive. We’re all playing chess, if you think of it like that. So everyone wants to protect themselves, their side. The king. See?” 
 
    Erin pointed at her king, safely hidden behind her pawns. Headscratcher and the other Goblins eyed the white king on their side. It was being menaced from all angles by Erin’s pieces. They found that ironically familiar. They nodded and Erin went on. 
 
    “That’s how people play. Life, like chess. It’s all about sides. Us. Them. Me. You. But here’s the thing. Life isn’t a game of chess. You say that Pebblesnatch is the enemy, Numbtongue? In that case, you’re playing a game. Your side is the Redfangs, you, and my inn, I guess. And my side would be Pebblesnatch. And the Raskghar.” 
 
    The Redfangs stared at Erin’s side of the board. They eyed their disadvantaged position. Erin rolled her eyes. 
 
    “It’s a metaphor. It’s not representing how things actually are. Look, it’s your side and her side. That’s how you’re playing. But I don’t think that’s a healthy way to look at things. It’s too limiting. Sometimes I think we should do this.” 
 
    Erin spun the chess board. Suddenly, her pieces were in check and Headscratcher’s pieces were on the attack. The Hob blinked. He stared at Pebblesnatch, who’d woken up and was trying to bite at the ropes tying her down. Erin smiled slightly. 
 
    “Weird, isn’t it? Now you’re winning. Go on, move a piece.” 
 
    She waited as Headscratcher did. Erin continued to play, reversing the board yet again. 
 
    “The thing about sides, Headscratcher, you guys, is that they’re made up. Chess is a game. It’s not real. But we pretend the sides are real. Just like we pretend there are sides in real life. What makes the Raskghar our enemy?” 
 
    “They’re trying to kill us?” 
 
    Ishkr blinked as Erin looked over. 
 
    “Right. But are they trying to kill us because they’re hungry? Are they just monsters? If they are, I guess we might have to fight. But what about the Cave Goblins? Are they our enemy? Or are they being made to fight?” 
 
    The Redfangs looked at Pebblesnatch. They tried to imagine any scenario where a group of Goblins would assault an inn full of adventurers or try to attack Liscor without being coerced. They were silent as Erin went on. 
 
    “Sides. Winners. Losers. It’s all part of the gaming mentality. I win, so you lose. But life isn’t like that. Why does Pebblesnatch have to die? Because she’s the enemy? Why does she have to be the enemy? Can’t we do something about her? That’s checkmate, by the way.” 
 
    She pointed. Headscratcher groaned as he saw she was right. Erin smiled and swept his pieces off the board, leaving only her black ones behind. She got up and found another of her chess boards and carried it over. The Goblins watched, confused, as she set up the board again, only this time with a twist. When Erin was done, she pointed to the chess board, ready for another game. 
 
    “Life isn’t a game of chess. But if it was, I think it would look a lot like this.” 
 
    Headscratcher looked at the board. On his side were black chess pieces, lined up, ready for battle. On Erin’s side were her chess pieces, set to their default position. They were also black. Erin stared at Headscratcher over the chess board. 
 
    “Okay. If we play a game now, who wins? Who loses? And how can we tell? If I take a pawn off the board, who loses? Me? You? Or the pawn?” 
 
    She picked up the pawn and showed it to Headscratcher. He looked at her. Erin smiled very gently. 
 
    “Headscratcher. This is what I think about living life like chess.” 
 
    She reached for the chess board and lifted it up. Then she hurled the board across the inn. The chess pieces went flying, clattering off windows, the floor, the tables and chairs. The board cracked as it struck a table. Erin stood up. The inn went silent as she glared at the Hobs. 
 
    “You don’t have to kill. No one has to lose for you to win. This world is not a game. Why can’t we all win? Forever? Why does Pebblesnatch have to die, Headscratcher?” 
 
    He couldn’t answer. He tried. But whenever he attempted to form the thought—she’s dangerous, or it might hurt us, or we can’t keep her here forever—it was somehow not good enough. Yes, all of these things were valid. But it wasn’t enough for him to look at Pebblesnatch and agree to murder her in cold blood. 
 
    The Redfang Warriors didn’t quite look at Erin as she stood in front of them. Erin looked from face to face, and then sighed. 
 
    “But you are right. It is a problem.” 
 
    She stumped over to the chess board and began picking up pieces. Erin grimaced as she collected the black and white pieces. 
 
    “With that said, I really like chess. And board games in general. You know what? I should really find a game we can all play. Monopoly, or maybe Risk. Charades? I still have to teach Olesm how to play shogi. Or what about Ur? That game’s fun too!” 
 
    She inspected the cracked chess board and shook her head. 
 
    “I broke my board. Darn. But hey, it was worth it, right?” 
 
    She glanced up at the Redfang Warriors. They watched her warily. Erin sighed and came back to the table. 
 
    “That was my lecture about sides. But you’re right in that Pebblesnatch is dangerous. And it’s probably not good to let her go. So here’s a thought from a chess player. Why don’t we stop playing chess and start playing another game? Why don’t we stop treating this as a chess game and start playing shogi?” 
 
    The Hobs stared at Erin. Now she’d lost them. Erin gestured energetically as she began to talk with the enthusiasm of a board game fanatic. 
 
    “You see, shogi is this great game that originates from Japan. It’s based on chess, but the rules vary in a lot of interesting ways. You can promote each piece in shogi like you do pawns in chess, but there’s other things you can do. For instance, and here’s the important bit—you can play any piece you’ve captured from your opponent on your side! Isn’t that cool?” 
 
    Erin looked from face to face and realized her audience wasn’t following her. She sighed. 
 
    “I knew I should have stuck to the chess analogy. Okay, look. Pebblesnatch doesn’t have to die. Nor do the Goblins. They’re your people. Why do we have to treat them like the enemy? The Raskghar are pretty evil so I’ll agree to shooting them with arrows, but the Goblins? Are they innocent in all this? Or at least, victims? I want to know.” 
 
    Erin began ticking off points on her fingers. 
 
    “Do the Cave Goblins want to fight Liscor? How many are there? Could they run away? Would Pebblesnatch help us if we fed her? Gave her a healing potion, maybe? Could she warn us when the Raskghar are about to attack or—or figure out exactly where they’re camped for the night? Could she feed them false information?” 
 
    The Goblins stared at Erin in amazement. They hadn’t considered any of this. Ever. The idea of turning a Goblin against their own tribe, of using them like spies…it was, well, unthinkable! Goblins didn’t do that. Even a Goblin from a poor tribe was loyal to their Chieftain. If the Chieftain was replaced, then they’d see if they were loyal to the new Chieftain. If they weren’t, they’d leave. Betrayal was…what kind of a Goblin would betray their tribe? Their family? But Erin was right. The Raskghar ruled the Cave Goblins. So theirs was the one tribe any Goblin would betray if it were possible. Erin smiled as the Hobs looked at each other. 
 
    “Exactly. Here’s the thing. Everyone’s still playing chess. Ilvriss thinks of Pebblesnatch as a pawn he’s captured. So does Olesm and everyone else. A pawn from the other side. A danger until you remove it. And then it’s gone. Like that. The enemy side is weaker. That’s how they play. But like I said, chess isn’t a game like life. Why can’t I take a pawn, a person—” 
 
    Erin picked up a white pawn and placed it on her side of the board. 
 
    “—And do this?” 
 
    The Hobs stirred. They looked at Erin in amazement as they finally got the entirety of what she was saying. She winked at them. 
 
    “Strategy. Not that I’m a [Strategist]. But I’m not always dumb either. I’m just better at making friends than I am at poking holes in people. Now, tell me. What’s going to happen to poor Pebblesnatch?” 
 
    The Cave Goblin looked up. She squirmed anxiously and Headscratcher looked at her. Really looked at her, without forcing himself to look away or rationalize her as the enemy. For the first time he saw how young she was. How hungry she looked. He stared at her arms and saw blood. Blood. She’d rubbed her skin off trying to escape. Her face was snotty and she looked terrified. 
 
    Headscratcher looked at Erin. He thought about what he’d done and his face twisted. A child. He’d nearly killed—he sank down as tears began to seep from his red eyes. He began to shake as the other Redfangs looked away. Erin came over and hugged him. 
 
    “It’s okay. Come on. You didn’t do it. It’s okay.” 
 
    The other Redfangs crowded around Headscratcher. He was too emotional. They slapped him on the back and pretended to laugh at him. But some of them had to turn to hurriedly wipe an eye or cough. Erin smiled and hugged them. 
 
    “Try something else. They’re your people, aren’t they? It’s okay. We can keep her here. If we can make her an ally—it’s not about food, it really isn’t. I’m happy to try. If we can save your people’s lives, or help—” 
 
    The Redfangs looked at Erin. Your people. She really cared. That was what was amazing. She cared about them. As Goblins. It was so strange and wonderful and painful that they couldn’t give words to it. They looked at her— 
 
    And then someone blew her nose. Erin and the Redfang Goblins looked up. She saw Drassi and Ishkr staring at them. The Drake’s eyes were running with tears and she was dabbing at them with Ishkr’s handkerchief. 
 
    “That was so beautiful!” 
 
    The Gnoll coughed. Both he and Drassi had been listening in. Drassi began to babble as she came over, smiling wetly at the Hobs. 
 
    “I totally look at you guys differently now! That chess thing made so much sense, Erin! Why do we have to kill the little Goblins? I mean, if they’re attacking us, yeah, but if they’re slaves? To the Raskghar? And you’re right, we can work together! Oh, Ancestors! We’re all on the same team! Give me a hug!” 
 
    She tried to embrace Badarrow, who fended her off. The Redfangs looked at each other, dry-eyed now. It wasn’t that they didn’t appreciate the Drake’s sudden change of heart. It was just that they were having a moment with Erin. Drassi was nice…but they didn’t know her. The Drake tried to hug the Hobs as they shared a common thought and nodded at each other sourly. They agreed that Drassi had rather spoiled the moment. 
 
      
 
    —— 
 
      
 
    Ceria had to remember that it was, in fact, late morning in Liscor. Despite all that had happened, the Raskghar attack had occurred in the middle of the night and all that had followed had taken place without the blessed relief of sleep. So it was day. Not that anyone could tell, really. 
 
    It was still raining. By this point, Ceria would have happily given half the money in her pouch for one day of sunlight. And that was because she had about eight silver pieces in her money pouch at the moment. Sunlight was cheap. But she was getting sick of the pouring rain, the slippery streets, and all the water where land should be. 
 
    “Not that it matters where we’re going.” 
 
    She looked to Yvlon. The woman grunted as she rowed on one side of the boat across the lake. Yvlon looked up and brushed water out of her face as Ksmvr paused in his rowing so the boat wouldn’t turn. 
 
    “You say that as if we don’t have to swim down through the water to get into the dungeon, Ceria. And you’re not the one rowing.” 
 
    “Touchy, aren’t we?” 
 
    “I don’t like being wet.” 
 
    Ceria eyed Yvlon. Or rather, her arms. 
 
    “If you want to switch, me or Pisces could take over.” 
 
    “Don’t volunteer me.” 
 
    Pisces looked up from his position in the back of the boat. He was trying to shield his spellbook from the rain and read at the same time with a [Light] spell. Yvlon shook her head. 
 
    “I’m fine. My arms feel good and Pisces says they won’t break.” 
 
    Ceria glanced over at the [Necromancer] for confirmation. Pisces looked up and nodded. 
 
    “Most assuredly. Let Yvlon row, Ceria. I most certainly will not.” 
 
    “If you say so. In that case, hurry up you two. We’re falling behind.” 
 
    Yvlon splashed Ceria with her oar. She and Ksmvr dipped their paddles into the water and the boat caught up with the others. Dozens of boats, large and small, patchwork and well-made were making their way towards the rift leading into the dungeon. The adventurers were out in force. They’d commandeered every vessel Liscor had and Ceria could see dozens of cloaked figures sitting miserably in boats. 
 
    Some groups didn’t bother with covering themselves—the brave ones sat stolidly in the rain, readying themselves for the fight. The higher-ranked groups didn’t have any problems because their [Mages] protected their boats from the pouring rain. Ceria glanced at the Silver Swords, who were rowing at the head of the group, untouched by the droplets thanks to Falene, who was sitting calmly at the back of the boat and insulting Dawil. 
 
    “This is so weird. Have you ever seen a dungeon raid this large, Yvlon?” 
 
    “Never. I’ve heard of them, though. It’s amazing to be part of one.” 
 
    Ceria nodded. This joint effort by all the adventuring teams was too large to call an expedition. It was what adventurers called a dungeon raid—a true attack on the dungeon, as opposed to exploration or opportunistic treasure seeking. She was amazed to be part of it. And nervous. And worried. 
 
    “I’m gonna say it when we get down there. Alright?” 
 
    Yvlon nodded. Pisces looked up and Ksmvr raised his voice. 
 
    “Captain Ceria, do you believe the other adventuring teams will cooperate with your mission?” 
 
    “They should. It’s uh, a courtesy among adventurers, right? Even if we are a Silver-rank team no one’s heard of. I can’t imagine they’d refuse, unless adventurers are that different in the south. Oh look, they’re already going in. Looks like they’re using…ropes?” 
 
    The adventurers were indeed casting ropes attached to weights down into the rift. The first team who went down, the Flamewardens, used the ropes as guides while they dropped into the water. They didn’t even need to hold something to weigh them down—their plate armor ensured they went down like anchors. Ksmvr sounded confused as more adventurers went down, some casting water breathing spells, others just holding their breaths. 
 
    “I thought that leaving an exit route for monsters was considered amateur by Gold-rank teams, Captain Ceria. Why are they doing what Vuliel Drae was criticized for?” 
 
    One of the teams, the Wings of Pallass, overheard Ksmvr. The Garuda, Bevussa, called out as she and her group checked their gear. 
 
    “A dungeon raid’s different, Antinium. No one wants to swim back up. And if we’re all dead, well, Liscor’s got a lot more to worry about than a few ropes. See you down there. Ancestors, I hate swimming.” 
 
    She leapt out of her boat. Ceria saw her flap her wings and gain a few feet of distance before she hit the water and disappeared. The other adventurers dove and Ceria looked at her team. 
 
    “Ready?” 
 
    The others nodded. Yvlon took a few deep breaths, Pisces closed his spellbook and sighed about the water and Ksmvr…froze. Ceria stared at him with concern. 
 
    “Ksmvr? Are you sure you want to do this?” 
 
    “I am quite positive, Captain Ceria. I will not abandon the group. And I will be fine entering the…liquid. I came here all this way of my own volition, did I not? I even helped with the rowing.” 
 
    “True. And you have your Ring of Waterbreathing on?” 
 
    “Yes, Captain Ceria.” 
 
    “In that case, I’m going to take your blindfold off.” 
 
    Ceria reached for Ksmvr’s blindfold. The Antinium was very still as she took off the blindfold she’d tied over his eyes. When it was off he looked around at the water and started screaming. 
 
    “Aaaaaaah! Aaaaaaaaah! AAAAAAAAAAAAAH!” 
 
    He started flailing about in a panic. Ceria swore and the other teams looked around as Ksmvr screamed and tried to hit everything with his paddle. 
 
    “Ksmvr! Calm down! You told me you could handle this!” 
 
    “I thought I could! Water! Water everywhere!” 
 
    “Ceria! Put the blindfold back on!” 
 
    Yvlon grabbed Ksmvr and held him still. Unfortunately he had three arms and he managed to punch both Ceria and Pisces before they could put the blindfold back on. When Ceria finally managed to tie it around Ksmvr’s eyes, he went still. 
 
    “Oh. I cannot see the water. I must be on dry land. I am on dry land. I am on dry land.” 
 
    “Damn it, Ksmvr.” 
 
    “I am sorry, Captain Ceria. I am a disgrace. But please, toss me in the water!” 
 
    “After you just panicked? Not likely!” 
 
    “Please! It will work if I cannot see the water.” 
 
    “But if you’re in it—” 
 
    “I have never been in the water. It is a foreign experience to me since if I was ever in the water, I would be dead. Thus, I will not panic. I think.” 
 
    Ceria looked at her team. It wasn’t like they could back out now. It was too important. 
 
    “If he panics, he has the ring on. We can bring him back. Somehow. Okay Ksmvr, brace yourself—” 
 
    “I am braced. Please tell me before I enter the…thing. I wish to prepare myself. When will you—” 
 
    Ksmvr screamed as Ceria pushed him overboard. Yvlon glanced at the half-Elf. 
 
    “That was a bit mean.” 
 
    “He hit me in the nose. Come on, let’s go after him.” 
 
    The Horns dove after Ksmvr. To Ceria’s surprise, she saw Ksmvr wasn’t flailing about at all. He was very still as she, Pisces, and Yvlon all sank down, holding Yvlon so they’d fall faster. They fell into the dungeon, catching hold of the ropes and scaling down when the water met the dungeon. 
 
    It turned out that Ksmvr’s lack of panic had been due to mind-numbing fear. He shook like a leaf when he was on dry land and curled up into a ball. Ceria shook her head. How were they going to get him back up? 
 
    A problem for another time. The adventurers were all gathering, and the area around the rift had been secured by the Gold-rank teams that had gone in first. Griffon Hunt was already checking one tunnel and some of the Gnolls were conferring with the [Veteran Scout]. 
 
    “…No sign of the Raskghar. I would have thought we’d be attacked soon after entering.” 
 
    “They must have known a counterattack was coming. Or they looked up and saw us all coming down. It makes sense they’d hide until nightfall when they’re smarter and stronger. Everyone down yet?” 
 
    The leader of the Flamewardens looked around as the last of the adventurers dropped wetly onto the dungeon floor. One team forgot to grab the ropes and crashed down onto another team. The ensuing screams of pain made Ceria wince. 
 
    “Stop making sound! And you idiots—make another mistake like that and you can leave. This isn’t a Bronze-rank mission. We’re in hostile territory. Act like you’ve got a brain.” 
 
    One of the senior adventurers barked. Shamefaced, the two adventuring teams got up. The Gold-ranks outlined the raid plan to everyone as some of the teams began moving around the perimeter. Ceria had heard the plan already, but she listened intently. 
 
    “Our plan is simple. We move in waves, in each direction. Gold-rank teams go first, Silver and Bronze-ranks behind. Each team chooses where they go and coordinates with the others. No one trails on each other’s tails. If your team can’t detect traps or you’re not confident, find a team willing to work with you. Call out for help if you need it, but don’t expect it. We’re adventurers. Let’s do our job.” 
 
    That was it. It wasn’t so much of a pep talk as a set of guidelines. In another way, this dungeon raid wasn’t like the expedition that Ceria and Yvlon had been part of. There was no real leader—it was a group effort of individual teams. The adventurers began dispersing, some calling out which way they were headed. 
 
    Now was the time. Ceria took a deep breath and shouted. 
 
    “Excuse me! There’s one more thing!” 
 
    All the adventurers turned. Ceria turned beet red, and stammered. 
 
    “I uh—we’re the Horns of Hammerad. We’re looking for someone in the dungeon. A companion of ours was lost. Calruz. He’s a Minotaur. He used to lead our group—we think he might still be alive down here.” 
 
    “A missing adventurer? We only heard about Gnolls. Did the Raskghar get him too?” 
 
    One of the Drakes looked surprised. Ceria shook her head. 
 
    “No, he vanished a while ago. On another expedition in Liscor’s crypt. But he might have arrived here.” 
 
    The adventurers looked at each other dubiously. Ceria’s heart pounded. One of the senior Drakes, an old yellow-scaled Drake with a greatsword, leaned on it and frowned at Ceria. 
 
    “How long has he been missing?” 
 
    Ceria wavered. 
 
    “Months. But we never found his body! And there’s a…route from Liscor’s crypts to the dungeon. He might have arrived down here! He was wounded when I last saw him, but I know he had a healing potion on him.” 
 
    She felt her heart sinking with every word. The old Drake shook his head. 
 
    “Months? If he’s been gone that long, he’s dead. Body’s probably eaten by now or shambling around as a zombie. Give it up, rookie.” 
 
    He turned away. Ceria stared as his team walked into the dungeon. The other adventurers began to move again too. Some looked sympathetic and promised to tell the Horns if they saw anything. But the rest just left. Ceria wanted to shrivel up into nothing and disappear. 
 
    “You tried.” 
 
    Yvlon patted her shoulder. Ceria nodded miserably. Not only had the others thought she was delusional, she’d given away the secret entrance from the crypt to the dungeon. What had she been thinking? Of course they’d think she was mad. How many people swore their missing companion was still alive? Ceria had heard that sort of talk herself—adventurers who’d seen a friend dragged away by a Mothbear, swearing that he was alive days later and that they’d go back and get him. She flushed and then saw familiar faces heading towards them. 
 
    “Hey Ceria, you’re with us.” 
 
    Jelaqua raised a hand as the Halfseekers strode towards their group. Griffon Hunt was right behind them and the Silver Swords were trailing in their wake. Revi scowled at the old Drake’s team who was already disappearing down one of the corridors. 
 
    “That Drake’s an ass. Talk about rude. Can you believe him?” 
 
    Everyone gave Revi the fish eye. The Stitch-Woman blushed and tugged at the string around her neck. 
 
    “What? We all thought the same thing, but even I didn’t say it. At least they know now. And we’re part of this raid. Hooray for us. We still doing this babysitting job?” 
 
    “Teaching job, Revi.” 
 
    Typhenous interjected diplomatically. He nodded to the Silver Swords, none of whom looked happy. 
 
    “We shall take the Silver Swords, the Halfseekers, and the Horns of Hammerad. We’ll impart our tactics and switch groups after a few hours. Is that reasonable?” 
 
    “Perfectly. Thank you for doing this.” 
 
    The other adventurers nodded. Halrac jerked his head. 
 
    “Let’s get moving. We’re falling behind.” 
 
    The teams split up, the Silver Swords falling in with Griffon Hunt and the Halfseekers with the Horns of Hammerad. They headed down the right-most tunnel. Other groups had come that way, but they’d marked where they were going with bits of chalk. Someone had also spattered bright alchemical paint on the ground around a trap on the floor which all the adventurers gave a wide berth. 
 
    When both groups came to another intersection, Halrac pointed to a tunnel that hadn’t been claimed yet. 
 
    “We’ll take that one. Send a [Message] spell in three hours.” 
 
    “Got it. Let us know if you’re in trouble and we’ll come running.” 
 
    Halrac nodded. He strode forwards and then put out an arm to block Ylawes from following on his heels. Revi audibly sighed and Jelaqua turned to the Horns of Hammerad. The Selphid gave them a big smile. 
 
    “Alright, let’s do this. We’re not going to make this a habit, so if you have any questions, ask. Otherwise, watch and learn from the best. Which isn’t me. Seborn?” 
 
    The Drowned Man nodded. He moved forwards, pulling one of his enchanted daggers out. 
 
    “Keep behind me. About ten paces. Stop when I tell you to stop. Try to follow in my footsteps. I’ll check the entire corridor, but I might miss things.” 
 
    The other adventurers nodded seriously. Ceria saw Seborn move forwards cautiously, then stop. He squatted down to inspect a flagstone, stood up, and took another step. The Horns followed, waiting for anything to pop out. Monsters, a trap, something horrific—they froze as Seborn paused again, this time to inspect a wall. He stared at it, then moved on. Five seconds later he stopped. 
 
    Dungeon diving, it turned out, was boring. At least, it was when you had someone competent leading you. The tension the Horns felt quickly became mild boredom as Seborn moved forwards at a snail’s pace. However, they never quite relaxed. Ceria and Yvlon remembered all too well a similar encounter, and besides which, the dungeon was not exactly reassuring. 
 
    They could hear noises in the distance. Fighting. Shouts, and once, a thump in the distance that was either an explosion or an incredibly powerful impact. The other adventurers were making progress. But the Halfseekers refused to be rushed. Indeed, they took a meandering pace down the corridor and even talked as they went. 
 
    “What? Keeping silent? Nah, that’s only if we want the drop on monsters. And believe me, Moore’s not capable of sneaking up on anything. If something’s out there, it’ll attack us. We just need to be ready if it does.” 
 
    Jelaqua walked at the front of the group, a good pace ahead of the others. She had insisted on it, and no wonder. The Heartflame Armor wasn’t active, but the magical artifact still shone with power in Ceria’s gaze. Jelaqua had fended off over a dozen requests for other teams to buy out the lease contract on the armor from her when they’d seen her wearing it. 
 
    The Selphid never glanced over her shoulder despite the magical protection, though. Her flail was ready in her hands and she stayed alert to Seborn’s movements despite her chatty tone. She addressed Ceria in a soothing tone, trying to assuage the half-Elf’s voiced concerns. 
 
    “Don’t worry. We’ve done this before. We’ve done this a lot of times. Not like the Silver Swords. You said our formation is similar, though?” 
 
    “That’s sort of what the Silver Swords did. Except that they didn’t have a [Rogue]. They put Ylawes in front and had Falene cast [Detect Magic].” 
 
    “Not the same at all.” 
 
    Moore, the normally quiet half-Giant shook his head disapprovingly. He tapped his staff as he walked next to Yvlon. Moore’s face was serious as he flicked an eye towards Ceria. 
 
    “A [Rogue] matters. We may be less disciplined than other groups, but we know our strengths and weaknesses. Seborn is our guide. Without his Skills we would never risk this sort of thing.” 
 
    “But you’re not worried about an ambush?” 
 
    The half-Giant smiled. 
 
    “As Jelaqua said, I cannot hide. And our strategy this time is based around being attacked. Jelaqua wears the Heartflame Breastplate. With it we can take battles we wouldn’t wish for otherwise.” 
 
    “Oh. Of course.” 
 
    “It’s nice to be invincible. Don’t worry, we’d be quieter if I didn’t have this on. But the Halfseekers have always been the door-kicking type of team. We just do it practically. I can’t imagine walking forwards without Seborn being there to explode first if there’s a trap.” 
 
    “Thanks.” 
 
    Ceria glanced forwards. 
 
    “So this is all good? We haven’t made much progress.” 
 
    Indeed, the Halfseekers had barely progressed compared to what Ceria had expected of other teams. Jelaqua nodded. 
 
    “Can’t rush Seborn. We take things slow. Don’t worry if we don’t find anything—we can’t rush things. Relax, Ceria. Breathe. In. Out. In. Out. The other adventurers can go in hot. We’ll hang back and take things at our pace. That’s one of the reasons why we got here first. Racing isn’t something the Halfseekers do. Again, because of Moore.” 
 
    “I’m faster than you are, Jelaqua. Long legs means quicker running.” 
 
    “Hah! As if. I could outsprint you any day of the week without pushing my body past its limits.” 
 
    “And I could outrun the two of you any day of the week. And swim laps around you two in my sleep.” 
 
    The Halfseekers laughed. Ceria winced as the noise echoed, and glanced at her team. Pisces walked along, looking equally wary and bored. Ksmvr looked raptly focused, paying attention to all of the conversation as if it were the font of all adventuring knowledge. Yvlon caught Ceria’s eye and grimaced. 
 
    To change the subject, Ceria brought up something that had confused her. 
 
    “What’s with the four teams that stayed behind, Jelaqua? Are they going in later?” 
 
    “Nah. You saw them, right? They were loaded up with boards and nails and mortar ingredients and stuff. They’ll fortify the entrance, give us a place to fall back to. It’ll help the next time teams go in and they’ll be paid for guarding our backs. Everyone’ll chip in a little bit. It’s a courtesy sort of thing.” 
 
    “I didn’t know that.” 
 
    “Well, it’s a dungeon thing. It’s like how we got paid a bit for sharing our map of the dungeon. If the adventurers went through the main entrance, they’d pay us and Griffon Hunt a courtesy fee for untrapping everything. Most teams. Gold-rank teams would. They don’t have to, but it’s etiquette. Don’t worry, you’ll hear all about it if you don’t follow custom. In fact, that’s how we learned about the courtesy fee. It was eight years back, right when—” 
 
    The adventurers were passing by a section of wall that curved leftwards. Ahead of them, Seborn raised his head and shouted a warning. The Drowned Man leapt back and the wall evaporated and a horde of Children, the monsters shaped like the offspring of the races they preyed upon, poured out of the gap. 
 
    They looked like very young Humans and Drakes. But that was only from afar. Up close their skin or scales was too pale. Their faces were twisted, and their teeth and claws were sharp. They screamed as the adventurers turned. Ceria raised her wand. Instantly, Jelaqua charged forwards, flail blurring. 
 
    “Behind us, Horns!” 
 
    She swung her flail and crushed the head of the first Child. Moore raised his staff and swung, not bothering with a spell. Three of the monsters went flying as Seborn appeared behind another and stabbed it through the chest with both daggers. The Horns attacked at the same time. Ceria raised an ice wall, shouting for Yvlon and Ksmvr to guard them. 
 
    The Antinium and Human woman guarded Ceria and Pisces. This time Yvlon had activated her Forceshield and she deftly blocked a leaping Child with the shimmering shield of energy. She swung and the creature screamed as she slashed it across the chest. Ksmvr cut left and right, warding off the monsters around him. 
 
    “Pisces! Undead!” 
 
    Pisces was already on it. From his bag of holding he poured bones on the ground which sprang up to form three skeletal Raskghar. They surged forwards and Pisces drew his rapier. He took a position behind Yvlon and Ksmvr, throwing fire as Ceria blasted with [Ice Spike] spells. 
 
    They’d practiced this formation. It was a defensive tactic that allowed Ceria and Pisces to cast spells from the back with the ice walls holding off the monsters from flanking them while Yvlon and Ksmvr fought on the front. It was a good strategy for creating a choke point to funnel the Children through, and Pisces’ undead could wreak havoc. It would have worked fine too—except for the Halfseekers. 
 
    They had no strategy. At least, not one that involved them taking up positions. Jelaqua spun through the monsters, her flail flashing left and right. She ignored the teeth and claws that fruitlessly struck her blazing form. Behind her, Moore laid about left and right with his staff, only occasionally throwing a shower of thorns or tangling his opponents with a sudden flurry of vines that would burst from the ground. And darting from shadow to shadow was Seborn, watching Moore and Jelaqua’s back, striking and vanishing as quickly as he came. 
 
    They got in the way and attracted all of the attention. The Horns found themselves unable to help out for fear of hitting the Halfseekers, and the Children only paid them sparing attention, focusing more on the engaged Halfseekers than the defensive Horns. In the end it didn’t matter. The Children, for all their numbers, were no match for even one of the adventuring teams and soon lay dead. The Halfseekers walked about, finishing off anything that moved. Jelaqua grinned as she wiped blood from one cheek. 
 
    “Good fight! Looks like you held together well, Horns! Nice formation.” 
 
    “Yeah. Thanks. We, uh, tried to help but you were everywhere.” 
 
    “Don’t worry about it. That’s how we roll! Formations only work if there’s more than three people in your team. But the Halfseekers never really did any of that even when there were twice as many of us! Hey Moore, you got any cuts?” 
 
    “A few. Nothing bad. I didn’t have time to put my thorn armor spell up.” 
 
    “I keep telling you to do that first! Hey, nice undead. I forgot Pisces could do that. Good job you didn’t let the other adventurers see them, huh? Drakes really hate [Necromancers]. Alright, let’s collect the bounty parts and move on. Seborn, there wouldn’t happen to be any treasure in that secret wall, would there?” 
 
    “Guess again.” 
 
    “Figures.” 
 
    Jelaqua laughed and followed Seborn. The Horns stared after her as the Selphid waved an arm, encouraging them to catch up. Slowly, they moved on. 
 
    In the end, they didn’t run into any other monsters. Seborn followed the corridor down to an intersection, took the left passage, ran into a team of Gnolls and turned around. By the time they went down the right corridor and found a particularly troublesome trap that Seborn didn’t want to cross, three hours had passed. The entire time Jelaqua, Moore, and Seborn had been talking. They gave up on the trap and began heading back to the meeting place with Griffon Hunt and the Silver Swords, still chatting. 
 
    “So? Thoughts on how we’re doing so far?” 
 
    Jelaqua turned to Ceria as they were close to their destination. The half-Elf hesitated. She bit her lip, but she couldn’t lie. 
 
    “It was uh, instructive, Jelaqua. Really. But…I don’t think our teams work together particularly well.” 
 
    She glanced back at the other Horns and got two nods in reply. Yvlon looked a bit embarrassed. Pisces just rubbed one ear and shook his head. Ksmvr looked confused. He probably hadn’t minded any of it. Ceria winced. 
 
    “It’s not your team! It’s just…your style. You’re so laid back.” 
 
    It wasn’t like the Silver Swords who were practically foolhardy. The Halfseekers were cautious, but they were also casual. Ceria couldn’t relax like they did and she chafed with impatience every time Seborn double-checked something just to be sure. She looked down at her feet. 
 
    “I’m sorry. We really appreciated working with you.” 
 
    Jelaqua smiled. 
 
    “Hey, what’re you sorry for? It’s not like your team did anything wrong. Don’t worry about us not working together one hundred percent. Teams working together is tricky. It’s like a marriage between strangers—you never know what you’ll get. We’ll switch with Griffon Hunt and see how you do. After all, you don’t need us to dungeon. But now you’ve seen us work—do you understand what your team needs?” 
 
    “Yeah. A [Rogue].” 
 
    “Hah! Not our charm and wit?” 
 
    Ceria grinned in relief. Of course the Halfseekers wouldn’t take offense. 
 
    “We’ll do fine without that, thanks.” 
 
    Jelaqua was laughing when they spotted Griffon Hunt and the Silver Swords. Instantly, Ceria knew there’d been friction. The two teams stood apart and Halrac looked even sourer than usual. He wasn’t the only one—Revi looked grumpy as usual, but even Typhenous looked put out. As for the Silver Swords—well, Dawil was stroking his beard and wincing as Falene spoke sharply to Ylawes. 
 
    “Looks like they didn’t have much fun either. Ooh, this might not be fun, Moore.” 
 
    “When is it ever with half-Elves? I can’t stand them.” 
 
    The half-Giant winked as Ceria and the others gaped at him. It took the Horns a second to realize that was a joke. Moore kept doing that. He’d make very sly jokes that no one would pick up on. He also had a very deadpan way of telling them. Jelaqua raised a hand as the Gold-rank teams spotted them. 
 
    “Hoi there! Ready to switch?” 
 
    “Never been happier! Let’s get this over with. We’re burning daylight and the other teams are making progress! One group even found a small treasure chest!” 
 
    “What?” 
 
    The other adventurers were stunned. Revi smirked. 
 
    “Yeah. It was filled with gold and little emeralds and already open. Wonderful—except for the rune on the bottom. When the team captain started scooping up the money, the rune exploded and it flew up like shrapnel. Don’t worry, he’s alive. But he has a chunk of gold lodged in his cheek.” 
 
    “Nasty. But that’s what you get when you don’t watch it. Okay, Silver Swords, let’s go for a walk. Horns? It’s been a pleasure.” 
 
    Jelaqua waved at the others and pointed back the way they’d come. The Silver Swords trooped after them, looking put out. Ceria wondered if they’d enjoy the Halfseeker’s company. Probably not. She looked apprehensively at Griffon Hunt. Revi sighed. 
 
    “Okay. Looks like we’re with you. Wonderful. At least we can tell you all to shut up and follow our orders without backchat. Or are we going to have another problem?” 
 
    The Horns exchanged a look. Yvlon shook her head. 
 
    “Not from us.” 
 
    “Not if the orders make sense.” 
 
    Pisces met Revi’s glare with raised eyebrows. The Stitch-Woman looked at Halrac. 
 
    “You want to do this?” 
 
    The [Scout] nodded. He appraised the Horns, then spoke up tersely. 
 
    “If we’re moving together, you need to follow our way of doing things. We keep silent. Nothing above a whisper, and only then when necessary. Speak only when we stop. I move fifteen paces ahead. Watch for my hand signals. If you spot anything, tell us to stop and everyone will stop. If there’s an ambush, we all fall backwards while Revi summons support and Typhenous buys time. What are your defensive spells and positions?” 
 
    Ceria blinked. She looked at her team and then stammered to answer. 
 
    “We uh, put up an [Ice Wall] first and Yvlon and Ksmvr take the front. Pisces summons undead and then we just…attack. I cast spells with him and he uses his rapier if need be. We try to stay together and not get separated.” 
 
    Griffon Hunt considered this. Typhenous stroked his beard thoughtfully. 
 
    “A good strategy. But prone to danger in case of ambush. It relies heavily on Ceria’s [Ice Wall] spell, although they do have three good melee fighters. Halrac, I suggest changing our positions. If Miss Byres follows with me in front while we place Ksmvr and Pisces in the rear, we’ll safeguard our two most vulnerable members—Revi and Ceria in the middle. Your thoughts?” 
 
    Revi grunted. 
 
    “I like the walling idea. Typhenous usually opens with [Sticky Webs], so if he casts it at anything running at us, Ceria has time to put them up. But how strong are the walls? We might want more space for my summons and Pisces’ undead. Or do you always send them forwards?” 
 
    To the great surprise of the Horns of Hammerad, the first twenty minutes of their time with Griffon Hunt wasn’t actual exploration, but rather changing and implementing their strategy moving forwards. When they did move at last, everyone knew exactly what they were doing. Halrac took point, and the group followed him in dead silence. They didn’t just rely on him either. As [Mages], Ceria and Pisces were both tasked with watching for the slightest magical glimmers that would indicate any kind of hidden spell or passage. Meanwhile, Ceria and Yvlon alternately watched forwards and back to avoid being crept up on, despite the fact that other adventurers had already secured the passages before them. 
 
    It was tense, working with Griffon Hunt. But of all the teams they moved fastest. Halrac pushed relentlessly forwards. Once he’d heard about Pisces’ Raskghar, he’d actually insisted on having two of them move in front of him. That way he could scout for traps and also have a decoy in case of an ambush or a trap he failed to spot. He was constantly signaling Pisces to move or stop his undead. 
 
    Ceria found herself constantly on edge and watchful. Not once did she or her team have the luxury of relaxing. Griffon Hunt would push down a corridor, reach an intersection, stop, and only take breaks once they were sure it was safe. They encountered no monsters and avoided each of the traps successfully—Typhenous wondered if all the adventuring and fighting was scaring away most of the monsters—but despite that, at the end of their three hours, the Horns found themselves walking backwards, still in formation, but chatting fairly amiably with Griffon Hunt. 
 
    Of all the teams, Ceria thought that Griffon Hunt’s style matched theirs best. The Gold-rank adventurers seemed to agree, because even Halrac and Revi were willing to talk on the way back, albeit quietly with Halrac watching their backs. 
 
    “We thought you’d be a disaster like the Silver Swords. Sand in my stitches, I’ve never met anyone as full of herself as Falene. Is that ‘wise half-Elf’ thing she does an act? And does your brother not know the meaning of stealth, Yvlon?” 
 
    “He never was good at it.” 
 
    “He took offense when we told him to dirty his armor. Dead gods. Only the Dwarf seemed to have a head on his shoulders and he kept trying to make Halrac laugh at his jokes.” 
 
    “Not a good team for dungeons.” 
 
    Halrac grunted. He stared at Ksmvr, who had a shortbow out. The Antinium nodded a few times. Then he looked at Halrac. 
 
    “Please tell me, Captain Halrac. Why do you think we have not found any monsters yet? Or Raskghar?” 
 
    The [Scout] considered the question. 
 
    “They probably pulled back. Monsters and Raskghar. It means this dungeon’s sentient. Or there’s a controlling force.” 
 
    “You think so?” 
 
    The Horns looked at Halrac, concerned. Revi nodded. 
 
    “The Silver-rank teams were attacked within seconds of entering the dungeon. There’s no way those furry things wouldn’t have spotted us coming down. And it doesn’t take an idiot to run from a hundred adventurers. The real mystery is why the regular monsters are gone too. That’s…not normal. We’ll see if the other teams had the same experience, but I don’t like it. Especially since we covered a good amount of distance. How big is this dungeon anyways?” 
 
    No one had an answer. And as the two teams met other adventurers they found that the actual number of encounters with monsters had been strangely low. Halrac grunted as he conferred with Nailren. 
 
    “So you have not seen any track of the Raskghar either, Captain Halrac? Nothing specific that might lead us to their den?” 
 
    “Nothing. There are crisscrossing fur trails all over the dungeon, but I can’t tell the difference between Raskghar fur and Gnoll fur. What about your team?” 
 
    Nailren growled and the Gnolls behind him shifted. Their ears were lowered and they looked slightly ashamed. 
 
    “We cannot smell our people. The Raskghar have…marked all the tunnels. The smell is overpowering. Too, they have rubbed blood on the walls to hide where they have gone. Gnoll blood. We followed one trail but we were wary of traps. And when we went too far…” 
 
    He hesitated. 
 
    “We sensed eyes on us and retreated. It is not brave, but we have marked the tunnel. We will go back next time, yes?” 
 
    “Nothing wrong in doing that. Can you mark the route you took? We’ll add it to the map of the other adventurers’ routes.” 
 
    Griffon Hunt studied the map they’d made afterwards. Ceria looked anxiously at the lines showing a dizzying labyrinth spreading out from the entrance via the rift. If all the other teams had gone their own route, they’d have a more complete picture. But from the looks of things, they were only covering a fraction of the dungeon so far. 
 
    “Are you sure we shouldn’t investigate the spot that Kelia’s Pride found now, Halrac?” 
 
    The [Scout] shook his head. 
 
    “Not enough time. We’re already in the evening and we agreed to meet in half an hour.” 
 
    “But the missing Gnolls—” 
 
    Revi interrupted. 
 
    “Amateurs. We don’t rush. If the Raskghar are setting up ambushes and hiding, we move slow. Carefully. Creating a proper map of every trap and tunnel in the immediate area is the first thing we should do. This first raid means we’ve found a bunch of traps and know where to go. We’ll try again tomorrow. But we can’t run about and risk getting stuck in the dungeon by nightfall.” 
 
    Ceria knew that was true. But her conscience plucked at her. 
 
    “What about the Gnolls, though?” 
 
    “They’re already dead.” 
 
    Halrac’s flat voice made her stop. Revi shrugged apologetically. 
 
    “He doesn’t mean that. It’s more like that’s what we’re assuming. Look, Ceria. We can’t afford to be reckless. Not our team. I know the other Gold-rank teams would do it. The Halfseekers have a soft spot for those in need. The Silver Swords are…” 
 
    “Idiots.” 
 
    Halrac frowned. Revi sighed. 
 
    “See? I’m not always the rude one. We’ve got to go back.” 
 
    Ceria knew that was true. Reluctantly she followed Griffon Hunt back. As usual, Halrac led the way. But since they were in familiar territory he let the group follow closer on his heels. And for the first time she noticed him doing something to the wall at each intersection he passed. 
 
    “What’s Halrac writing?” 
 
    “Adventurer sign. Marks that we explored this place already. And the way the exit is. For your Minotaur friend, if we find him.” 
 
    “For Calruz?” 
 
    Ceria was astonished. Revi raised an eyebrow. 
 
    “Of course. It’s not much, but if he’s any sense he’ll notice the markings. Minotaurs are great with mazes, right?” 
 
    “Um. That’s a stereotype. But he does know his way around trail signs. You think he’ll spot them?” 
 
    “It’s better than nothing. What would you do?” 
 
    The half-Elf hesitated. Revi narrowed her eyes. 
 
    “What was your plan, exactly? Wander about shouting his name?” 
 
    “It was a little more intricate than that…” 
 
    The Stitch-Girl rolled her eyes. 
 
    “I’m sure.” 
 
    She stopped at the intersection as Halrac moved on and pointed. Ceria stared at the faint lines on the wall. Halrac had written in a glowing white paint that was probably hard to remove. The Stitch-Girl nodded to it. 
 
    “Here. We’ve been leaving these at every intersection. Your friend might see them, might not. But he’ll trust it more if you leave him something he can identify. Tomorrow you can do it at each corridor you pass down. But for now…do you have a symbol, or some code he’ll recognize?” 
 
    Ceria thought for a long while. At last, she took a small vial that Revi offered her and dipped her finger into the glowing liquid. She scrawled something on the wall. Revi blinked. 
 
    “That’s your secret message?” 
 
    The half-Elf blushed. 
 
    “It’s all I could think of, okay? We don’t have a sign…but he’d see this and know it was me. Definitely.” 
 
    For the first time, Revi chortled. She waved at Typhenous and Halrac. 
 
    “Hey, look at this.” 
 
    The other two came over, and Pisces, Yvlon, and Ksmvr crowded around to see. Typhenous chuckled, and Halrac actually smiled for a brief second before scowling. Pisces sniggered, and Yvlon laughed. Predictably, Ksmvr didn’t get the joke. 
 
    And then they were done. Griffon Hunt reached the entrance to the dungeon and stared up at the teams going up through the water. Bevussa and the Wings of Pallass were overseeing the leaving adventurers as the rear-guard. Halrac and Ceria went to hear what the Garuda was talking about. 
 
    “Looks like almost everyone got back. How many teams are still unaccounted for?” 
 
    “Four.” 
 
    “And the casualties?” 
 
    “Three.” 
 
    “Three?” 
 
    “One stepped on a trap, and two more got killed by an ambush from the dungeon. Silver-ranks. Both from Gekla Raiders. Poor bastards ran into a group of Crypt Lords leading undead and called the alarm too late.” 
 
    “Damn. What happened to the team going in front of them?” 
 
    The adventurers conferred and waited for the last of the teams to come back, which they all did. By the time they left the sun was setting. The Horns were one of the last groups to go, mainly because Yvlon was worried about holding her breath all the way up to the surface and Ksmvr kept making excuses why he didn’t need to go up just yet. In the end, the Horns got one of the adventuring teams on the surface to haul Ksmvr up after tying the Antinium to a rope and they made it to the surface. 
 
    The dungeon remained. It was silent, disturbed and upset by the sudden incursion into its depths. It was also hauntingly empty. The corridors lacked life. The monsters roaming about had vanished in the face of the adventurers. Very few things were brave enough to stir until the ropes had been hauled up, and the last invader gone. Only then did things move and the flow of the dungeon changed. 
 
    It was in that brief window before the denizens of the dungeon returned that a figure walked down the corridors so recently filled with adventuring teams. It moved slowly, warily, pausing at each trap that had been so clearly identified by the adventuring teams. It proceeded down one corridor, and then stopped as it spotted something on the wall. 
 
    A bit of glowing paint. At first it looked like just an odd symbol, but the figure spotted a crusted patch next to it. An old adventurer’s trick. The dirt rubbed away, revealing…an arrow. It pointed to the dungeon entrance. But that wasn’t all. Someone had left another message below it. A personal one. 
 
    The marking wasn’t a word, or a symbol, or anything so elegant. It was a drawing, in fact. A drawing of a cow. It was crude, but the cow had udders, spots, and a pair of oversized horns. It was…a joke. An old picture that only one of the original Horns of Hammerad would know. Something Ceria had used to make fun of her team’s leader until he snapped and roared at her that cows were not like Minotaurs. 
 
    A bit of the past flaked away on the stranger’s fingers. It—he—sniffed the marking. Then the figure bent and searched the ground. A hair had fallen while the illustrator had worked. It was mixed with a bit of the alchemical paint. The figure picked up the strand of hair and inspected it. He lifted it into the air and his eyes widened. Calruz spoke one ragged word. 
 
    “Ceria.” 
 
    He stared at the marking and touched it with one broad hand. His scarred fingers ran over the silly drawing of the cow. Then he turned and walked back into the dungeon, leaving the marker behind. Into the darkness. And the dungeon stirred. Enveloping him. Waiting for nightfall. 

  

 
   
    5.37 G 
 
      
 
    Death came down from the mountain. Death and despair. The green tide of bodies fled from every tunnel and gap in Dwarfhalls Rest. They abandoned Tremborag’s fortress in a panic, both Tremborag’s tribe and the Goblin Lord’s army alike. They were no longer an army. They were a fleeing mass of people. They fled from her. The adventurer with the bow. The one whose face had been burned in their memory. 
 
    Kingslayer. 
 
    The Goblins, the monstrous race despised across the world, fled while the adventurers secured the mountain. Their leaders hid rather than confront Elia Arcsinger as she stared down, wielding the shining silver bow. And that was not the worst of it. Not by half. 
 
    Drum beats rolled across the forest as Reiss’ army fled around him. He could hear them, pounding in the distance. Not his army’s drums—these were a mockery of the same sound that had sent Humans running to hide behind their walls. A vast Human army was approaching. The first wave of riders and soldiers had already appeared on the horizon, a glittering line of polished weapons. 
 
    Humans. Reiss wanted to curse them, but he dared not attract the attention of the half-Elf searching for him high above. So he kept his head down and ran. 
 
    “Reiss! Reiss!” 
 
    Snapjaw was hissing at him. She ducked low as she tried to push the Goblins in front of them aside, to get out of the central chamber of Tremborag’s mountain. Her eyes were wide with fear. 
 
    “What do! Kingslayer above! Kingslayer! And many Humans! This is bad-bad. Hunting death bad! Overwhelming death bad!” 
 
    The Hob’s command of the common tongue slipped in her fear and she spoke like a Goblin would. Reiss gritted his teeth, refusing to let the primal fear surging in him overwhelm him completely. He glanced back up at Elia Arcsinger. A Skill. She was using a Skill on the entire mountain! It had to be more than just the memory of what she had done. 
 
    “Reiss! Run!” 
 
    Snapjaw was pointing. Eater of Spears had broken up the press of Goblins running for the exit. He made them clear a path with his huge body. He beckoned urgently to Reiss. The Goblin Lord nodded and ran. But not without purpose. As he reached the safety of an overhanging ledge of rock, Reiss turned and bellowed. 
 
    “Goblins! Follow!” 
 
    His voice was nearly lost amid the thunder of Goblins screaming and fleeing. But it was the first real sound, the only note of command amidst the chaos. The Goblins around Reiss stopped, and a bit of sanity reached through the all-encompassing fear. They turned to look, and like a wave of the living, other Goblins throughout the mountain turned to stare at Reiss. 
 
    And Elia Arcsinger’s head turned. Her eyes locked on Reiss and he felt a jolt of true terror strike him. But he dared a second longer. He held up one hand and made black magic cover his fist. 
 
    “Follow me! Retreat!” 
 
    It may have been the most redundant order in the history of leadership. And yet, it was important that Reiss had said it. It was an order every single Goblin in the mountain could get behind. And because he had spoken, the Goblins began fleeing in a more organized manner. The press of bodies scrambling towards the nearest exit broke up and Tremborag’s Goblins remembered the other exits from the mountain and ran for them. Reiss’ Goblins didn’t need an invitation to follow. 
 
    “Lord! Back!” 
 
    Snapjaw grabbed Reiss and drew him further back so that Arcsinger’s eyes couldn’t find him. The half-Elf hadn’t loosed an arrow. Was she waiting? Or had the distance been too far for her to hit him before he could duck away? Reiss’ heart thundered wildly. He turned and barked an order. 
 
    “Go! Snapjaw, Eater of Spears, run ahead! Find other lieutenants! Get Goblins to follow! Reform army and move south! Now!” 
 
    They stared at him. But Reiss had fought off the fear. He ran past them, still afraid, but determined. 
 
    “This is a chance! Tremborag has fled! His Goblins have no leaders!” 
 
    He pointed around at the milling Goblins. Some had black armor on, but many were Tremborag’s Mountain City tribe. They looked at Reiss, afraid, looking for guidance. Snapjaw and Eater of Spears understood at once. They sprinted ahead, shouting orders. And they were Hobs, leaders of Goblins. Those around them followed instinctively. Reiss saw the mass of Goblins change once more. 
 
    “I am the Goblin Lord! Reiss! Follow me!” 
 
    He bellowed and the Goblins around him surged after him. Reiss felt his heart jump in triumph. Disaster had struck the mountain and his army. They had lost Tremborag’s fortress. The idea of taking back the upper levels with so many Gold-rank teams and the Kingslayer herself was impossible. But if he could escape the mountain with most of Tremborag’s tribe and his forces? 
 
    The Humans were coming. Reiss had no idea how many there were. A vast army. Larger than his? He feared that might be so. But so long as he lived, so long as his people lived—Reiss closed his eyes for a moment and slowed his pace. He reached out and gave a silent order. 
 
    Across the mountain, in the forest surrounding it, the undead under his command turned. They looked north, towards the Human army and lurched forwards. Tens of thousands of undead moved past the fleeing Goblins. Buying them time. Reiss grimaced as he imagined losing all of the undead. But his master’s fury would be nothing compared to the many that would die if the Humans caught them. So he ran on, still grasping at victory. But the Humans were right on his heels. 
 
      
 
    —— 
 
      
 
    “Find the Great Chieftain! Arcsinger will handle the Goblin Lord!” 
 
    The several teams of Gold-rank adventurers were moving through the mountain as the main force secured the center. A group of warriors and two mages stalked the tunnels. They weren’t run-of-the-mill adventurers either. It would be a mistake to call them [Warriors] and [Mages]. To Garen’s eye they were a [Shield Defender], a [Swordsman] of some kind, a [Pyromancer] and a [Light Mage] or whatever the class was called. He leaned back and covered his eyes as the mage in question threw a blinding ball of light which exploded and made the Goblins the adventurers were pursuing cry out. 
 
    Blinded, they didn’t stand a chance. Three Hobs and a score of Goblins went down to the warriors as the two mages burned and blinded the rest. Garen gritted his teeth. He’d been following the Gold-rank team for a while now. They were between him and his Redfang Warriors—pursuing his warriors, in fact. They were looking for Tremborag, but this team wasn’t shy about killing any Goblins they met. 
 
    Tremborag’s Goblins, actually. Any Goblin in black armor they left alone unless attacked. Garen didn’t know why. He gritted his teeth and gripped his red sword more tightly. Four Gold-ranks. They didn’t look like the best of the best, but their team was still far more than he could handle alone. The two warriors? Maybe, if Garen could get the other Goblins to jump into the fight. The [Pyromancer]? Definitely. Garen could sneak up and hopefully take her out. But that [Light Mage] worried Garen. A single spell and he’d be blind and dead in moments. He didn’t have a defense against that. 
 
    It had been a long time since Garen had been a Gold-rank adventurer. He remembered everything, but he’d lost most of the artifacts he’d had—broken them in life-or-death fights against monsters or in one case, simply misplaced one of his items and never found it again. Garen had an enchanted amulet and his sword on him—and a few high-quality potions. Not ideal against a Gold-rank team covered in magical gear. 
 
    But they’d run into the Redfangs soon enough. Garen gritted his teeth as the adventuring team burned another group of Goblins to death. He peeked around the corner again. The team was moving away. He’d step out, charge the [Light Mage] and gut the adventurer if he could. If they pursued him, he’d lose them amid the other Goblins. Garen took a steadying breath— 
 
    And saw the shadow move. He twisted and the shadow lunged towards him with a black blade. Garen snarled and used a Skill. 
 
    [Blur Dodge]! He accelerated out of the way of the blade and cut with his sword. Garen heard a curse and the [Rogue]’s concealment failed her. A Human woman appeared, holding a knife. She leapt back as Garen slashed at her. She was quick, but not enough. He cut her down the chest and heard her gasp in shock. Garen would have finished her, but he saw an arrow and ducked. The barbed arrow missed him by inches as the [Rogue] stumbled back, reaching for a healing potion. 
 
    “Minerva! Get back!” 
 
    A loud voice made Garen look up. He saw a [Ranger] aiming at him and two more [Rogues] right behind. He cursed and leapt back— 
 
    Right into the corridor where the other Gold-rank team was moving. They turned around in surprise as Garen appeared. 
 
    “Hey! Give us a hand here! I think this is a lieutenant!” 
 
    The [Ranger] called at the other team. They instantly turned and Garen found himself surrounded on both sides. The [Rogue] team advanced cautiously. They had knives and shortswords. Garen’s crimson blade had the reach on them. Aside from the [Ranger] with the bow, Garen was certain he could fight his way clear of this team. But the team behind him? 
 
    Death. Garen bared his teeth, trying to watch in two directions at once. The wounded [Rogue]—Minerva—rejoined the other three adventurers as they spread out to block him from escaping. Behind Garen, the group of warriors and mages called out. 
 
    “What’s with that Hob? He’s got enchanted gear?” 
 
    “Watch out! He nearly gutted Minerva!” 
 
    “Is he the Goblin Lord? Can’t be.” 
 
    The adventurer with the bow shook his head. His eyes focused on Garen. 
 
    “He’s not on the list. Take him down.” 
 
    Garen tensed. He could sense the two [Mages] behind him preparing spells but he refused to turn around. Turn and they’d blind him, he knew. He’d have to dodge whatever spells they cast from behind, fight his way forwards. If the [Swordsman] attacked him— 
 
    In the moment before the Gold-ranks attacked, before Garen could move, everyone’s minds were racing. The tension increased, as it did before high-level warriors fought. In a battle like this, a single Skill could mean someone’s death—or in Garen’s case, escape. He saw the team of four [Rogues] staring at him, and then the [Ranger]’s eyes narrowed. 
 
    “I know you. You’re Garen Redfang.” 
 
    Garen saw the other adventurers visibly react. The [Ranger] growled. 
 
    “Team killer. The Halfseekers deserved better. Take him—” 
 
    He raised his bow, and Garen heard one of the mages mutter a spell. He twisted desperately as a shower of flaming arrows flew and threw himself out of the way. The warriors and rogues charged Garen as he slammed into a wall. Garen raised his sword. Four adventurers at once! He saw the [Light Mage] raise his hand. Garen was looking his way! The [Mage]’s hand glowed— 
 
    And the wall exploded behind him. The [Mage] disappeared as a huge, green hand seized him and dragged him into the darkness. Garen heard a scream and a crunch. 
 
    The adventurers stopped. They turned their heads. A massive face appeared in the broken section of wall. A bestial visage thrust through the dust like something out of Human nightmares. Red eyes, yellowed teeth, dripping with saliva and blood. A body of muscle and fury. Tremborag roared as he charged out of his hiding place in the wall. He struck at the [Pyromancer] with a fist like a boulder. The [Shield Defender] caught the blow and the floor cracked beneath him. The adventurer groaned and Tremborag charged at Garen. 
 
    “Trespassers! Human mice! This is my mountain! My mountain!” 
 
    The Great Chieftain roared. He struck the [Rogue] menacing Garen from the right and the adventurer crashed into a wall. Garen spun. He cut twice. The first blow the [Swordsman] caught on his sword, but the second cut Minerva’s belly open. She dropped, clutching at her sword as Garen dueled the Gold-rank adventurer. He could hear both teams screaming. 
 
    “Dead gods! Back, back!” 
 
    “Get Minerva! [Flicker Step]!” 
 
    One of the [Rogues] grabbed their stricken comrade and hauled her away. The [Swordsman] backed up as he and the two other Gold-ranks retreated from Tremborag. The Great Chieftain paused and stared down at Garen. His eyes were red with battle fury. Garen blinked up at him. He had expected Tremborag to have fled already. 
 
    “Run, Redfang. Run! My mountain is lost. My tribe flees! But I will have them back. And I will hunt these adventurers. Hurt them! Run. Your business and mine is not over yet.” 
 
    Then he turned and pursued the group of four [Rogues], who were fleeing desperately down the tunnels. Garen saw Tremborag pursue them, running on all fours, his bestial form filling the corridor as he roared. Only when he was gone did Garen remember to breathe. And then he felt the pain. 
 
    Garen checked himself. He had a bad cut down one arm. The [Swordsman] had gotten him. And he had a slash right below his breast. A dagger. Garen didn’t know if the blade was poisoned. He cursed, grabbed a healing potion and splashed the precious liquid on his wounds. Then he ran after the team of warriors and mages. They were still headed in the direction of his Redfangs! Garen rounded the corridor— 
 
    And saw the old Goblin. He was sitting on the ground, on the back of the Human in armor. The [Shield Defender]. The Human was dead. He had to be—Humans didn’t let Goblins sit on them. And the slit throat was another clue. Garen stared at the dead Gold-rank in shock, and then at the other two bodies. The [Pyromancer] had died at once. His head lay on the ground next to his body, looking surprised and panicked. The [Swordsman] had fought—at least for a second. But the hole in his enchanted leather armor told Garen how the battle had gone. The old Goblin polished the rusty greatsword with a bit of cloth and looked up. He grinned at Garen. 
 
    “Redfang, eh? Good name for a Goblin! Good name. Poor for you. A not-Goblin doesn’t deserve a name like that. Or a tribe. Which is why you lost yours!” 
 
    He grinned, showing Garen a mouth full of yellowed teeth. Garen hesitated. He had seen this Goblin somewhere before. He didn’t know where, but his memory told him he’d seen the old Goblin’s face before. The Goblin had a grey beard. A beard, where most Goblins didn’t have any facial hair. He looked old, as old as any Goblin that Garen had ever met. But his body was lean and wiry. And his eyes— 
 
    Garen shifted. He gripped his blade, Redfang, with both hands and lowered his stance. The old Goblin grinned. He stood up and flicked his blade. The blood coating the tip splattered on the ground and Garen heard the air rip from the force of the blow. Garen Redfang glared at the old Goblin. 
 
    “Who are you?” 
 
    “They called me Greybeard here. Greybeard, the old, useless Goblin. Good name, though. Every Goblin needs a name. But decades ago they called me another name. Greydath of Blades. A worthy name for a Goblin. A better name than yours.” 
 
    Greydath lifted his greatsword. Garen tensed. His mind raced as he watched the old Goblin approach. He walked casually, but Garen’s instincts screamed at him not to make the first move. He felt like the old Goblin could block him from every angle. And he had the reach on him. Garen retreated. He was trying to think. That face! And that name! Where had he— 
 
    His eyes widened. Greydath? But he was d— 
 
    The first thrust of the greatsword came at Garen’s chest faster than an arrow. It nearly skewered Garen and only a desperate parry threw the tip of Greydath’s greatsword off target. The second thrust made Garen dodge back and he blocked the third with the flat of his blade. His arms shook and Garen nearly gaped. Greydath was fast and strong. The other Hob gave him no time to breathe, though. He thrust the greatsword twice more, slashing with the tip at Garen’s right arm and then his leg and then he brought the sword up and down in an overhand slash. 
 
    Garen didn’t try to block that one. He threw himself out of the way and saw the sword split the packed earth floor like it was butter. Garen charged with a roar, but Greydath pulled back his sword and blocked all six of Garen’s cuts. 
 
    [Frenzy Cuts]! Garen howled as he rained strikes down on Greydath, hitting harder each time. The old Goblin grunted as he blocked each sword cut, and then blinked. Garen’s red blade was glowing— 
 
    On the sword’s sixth and final blow, Garen activated the magic in it. His crimson blade glowed and the magic within turned the blade transparent. His sword passed through Greydath’s greatsword, seeking his right shoulder. Greydath blinked—and leaned back. 
 
    The sword missed. Garen overbalanced and nearly stumbled. He jumped back, raising the transparent blade. Greydath blinked at it and touched his greatsword. It was unharmed—the power of Garen’s infamous Redfang blade was to pass through unenchanted armor and anything that wasn’t living flesh. He had slain scores of his enemies with it. But his secret trick hadn’t worked on Greydath. The other Hob had avoided the sneak attack… with ease. Greydath lowered his greatsword as Garen breathed heavily, waiting. Then the old Hob grinned. 
 
    “Good trick! But only a trick. My turn.” 
 
    He raised his greatsword. In the corridor Greydath was at a disadvantage in that he couldn’t extend his greatsword without hitting the walls or ceiling. Or so Garen thought. But when the Hob slashed left, his sword cut through the wall and flashed at Garen’s chest impossibly quick! Garen blocked, felt his arms compress, felt the sword slam into his chest and then he felt himself flying. His feet left the ground and Garen gaped at Greydath as the force of the impact hurled him back several feet. When he landed the other Hob was already charging at him. 
 
    Left slash, overhand, thrust! Garen parried, attacked, dodged left, blocked, slashed with both hands, took a cut to his cheek, roared and punched with one hand—nearly lost the hand, blocked, fell back, slashed upwards, ducked, retreated three steps, struck and took a wound to the thigh— 
 
    He hadn’t fought this hard for years. He hadn’t been this desperate…Garen couldn’t think. All of his body and mind was thrust into fighting, keeping Greydath’s blade from touching him, fending the Hob off. He was losing! Greydath pressed him backwards down the corridor, grinning manically as Garen fought. The sounds of their blades meeting overwhelmed all other sounds. They fought like that for hours, days, or so it felt. But possibly only a few minutes had passed before Garen saw Greydath lower his sword. The Hob stopped, panting, covered in sweat. Greydath grinned at him and laughed. 
 
    “Good! Haven’t done that in years. You were a Gold-rank adventurer, weren’t you? Strong. They must have loved you and feared you. Your team. Didn’t they? Is that why you killed them?” 
 
    Garen didn’t reply. He was trying to get his breathing back. His mind raced, but all he could ask was the obvious. 
 
    “What do you want?” 
 
    Greydath bared his teeth. It was not a smile. Garen felt a cold shiver as the former Goblin Lord lifted his blade. How could he be alive? He tensed, but Greydath just rested the flat of his blade on his shoulder. 
 
    “What do I want? To see how strong Garen Redfang is. And the answer? Very strong. As strong as the coward, nearly. If you two fought and you had a bit more magic, would you win? You are stronger than the Goblin Lord. With the blade. Little else, though. You’d be a fine warrior in any tribe. You are the poorest of Chieftains.” 
 
    His words made no sense. But they annoyed Garen all the same. He growled. 
 
    “I’m not here…to fight, old one. Leave!” 
 
    “Make me.” 
 
    Garen hesitated. He couldn’t. Greydath grinned at him. 
 
    “A poor leader. A failure who can’t keep his tribe fed. Can’t keep their loyalty. But strong. Strength would be enough. But you are no Goblin. You betrayed your tribe. Your first tribe. That’s what they called you. Even the Humans know you. Team killer. Tribe killer. Not Goblin.” 
 
    The words struck Garen like arrows. He gritted his teeth, but didn’t reply. Greydath shook his head. 
 
    “Enough. A not-Goblin isn’t enough to challenge a Lord. Not at all. If you changed, maybe. But what did you do? You stuck with the coward, while the child ran away with your tribe. And the slave came and you lost your tribe again. Look around, Redfang. They desert you each time. And why? Because you are no Chieftain. Not worthy. Not a Goblin.” 
 
    For the third time he said it. If it had been anyone else, anyone in the entire world, Garen would have killed them then and there. But Greydath he couldn’t kill. So Garen stood where he was. 
 
    “What. Do. You. Want?” 
 
    “Nothing from you. Not now. I just wanted to see what would happen. The coward’s tribe is broken. The slave runs, but the Humans play games. And they brought her. Look.” 
 
    Greydath pointed. Garen risked a glance and realized that the Hob had pushed him back towards the central chamber. Elia Arcsinger was still standing above, watching the last of the Goblins fleeing the mountain. Greydath bared his teeth again. Only this time, he didn’t look amused. A flash of fury crossed his face, and then, disconcertingly, it turned into a grin. 
 
    “Good to see her. Good to remember! Good test for all of you. Especially the slave. I’d stay and greet her, but she knows me. And there’s something strange to the south. So I go. I’ll see you and the others soon.” 
 
    Garen had no idea what he meant. He watched as Greydath turned, and then the old Hob seemed to think of something. He looked around. 
 
    “But before I go…maybe a present for her, eh?” 
 
    He reached for something. He’d picked up the dead [Swordsman]’s blade when Garen hadn’t been looking. Garen moved backwards as Greydath advanced. The old Hob grinned at him. Then he stared up at Elia Arcsinger. His arm tensed and Garen braced himself. But the old Goblin wasn’t aiming at him. He turned and hurled the sword straight at Elia, hundreds of feet above like it was a spear. 
 
    The sword flew like an arrow. It shot up towards Elia, flashing in the torchlight. At first she didn’t see it. But then one of the adventurers—the other, younger half-Elf spotted the blade. She screamed one word. 
 
    “Mother!” 
 
    And the Kingslayer turned. The half-Elf’s eyes widened as she spotted the enchanted blade flying at her. Her bow rose. She loosed the arrow as the other adventurers cried out. The shining arrow met the enchanted sword in the air and Garen heard a terrible, ringing screech of sound from above. 
 
    Pieces of metal rained down, fragments of the enchanted sword blown to bits. Elia Arcsinger lowered her arm and the other adventurers stared around wildly. They pointed down and shouted. 
 
    “There! That Goblin!” 
 
    “That’s…Garen Redfang!” 
 
    Garen started. He looked around. Greydath had vanished. The adventurers above wavered. Then he heard a voice. 
 
    “Kill him!” 
 
    A [Witch] standing on a bridge high above pointed. A giant fireball flew downwards. Garen shouted and ran. He dove for the safety of the corridor and felt something hot kick him in the back. His ears rang. He scrambled further into the tunnel as more spells and arrows blasted the ground around him. Garen ran back into the tunnel. He rounded the bend, saw the three dead adventurers—and then a group of Goblins. Garen nearly cut them down until he saw the red paint on their arms and faces. 
 
    “Chieftain!” 
 
    One of Garen’s Redfang Warriors shouted in relief. The Goblin looked wide-eyed at Garen’s injured body, and then at the Gold-ranks. 
 
    “Chieftain kill adventurers? Alone?” 
 
    Garen hesitated. He looked around. Greydath was gone. Garen cursed the old Hob. What had he been doing here? Had he been testing Garen? What did he mean by the slave and the coward? The child? 
 
    Not-Goblin. He had called Garen that. Lost in thought, Garen blinked as he realized his Redfangs were staring at him. He looked at the dead adventurers. 
 
    “No. Loot bodies. Get armor—artifacts! We leave mountain! We ride!” 
 
    The Goblins hurried over to the bodies and began looting the Gold-rank adventurers. Garen bent and hurriedly peeled the leather armor off the [Swordsman], grimacing at the blood. Enchanted gear! At least that was something. He stood up and felt the back of his neck prickle. The adventurers were coming after him. More Gold-ranks. They’d find the dead adventurers, blame him for it, no doubt. He pointed and his warriors ran. 
 
    Out of the mountain. Garen found himself pushing past the last of the fleeing Goblins, ducking spells as the adventurers spotted him. He wasn’t concerned about escaping—they were far overhead and even the most dangerous spells missed him. [Mages] had bad aim. No, he was worried. About what Greydath had said. About the attack. 
 
    Something was wrong. Garen’s crimson eyes narrowed as he stared back up at the adventurers. They were being far too passive, even raining spells down on his position as they were. They could have been throwing [Fireball] spells this entire time, killed thousands of Reiss’ and Tremborag’s forces. But they hadn’t. Why hadn’t Elia Arcsinger moved? Was her only target the Goblin Lord? If so— 
 
    He didn’t like it one bit. Garen ran, whistling for his Carn Wolf and praying it would hear him amidst the chaos. He had to find his Redfangs, rally enough Goblin warriors. This wasn’t over. Not yet! Garen cursed the Humans with every step. He hated losing. And he hated traps. All of this felt like one big trap. Inside of another trap. 
 
      
 
    —— 
 
      
 
    The Goblin Lord fled the mountain. But to the south and west, another [Lord] stood on the ground, perfectly at ease. He had not fled anywhere. Indeed, Lord Tyrion Veltras looked perfectly at ease as he stood in Riverfarm. His [Knights] and mounted [Soldiers] were pursuing the last of Rags’ Redfang warriors as the relieved folk of Riverfarm watched. Tyrion seemed content to watch. He was speaking to a [Mage] on horseback, and only when another [Message] was relayed did his brow crease. 
 
    “How many casualties? Four?” 
 
    The [Mage] nodded. 
 
    “Yes, Lord Veltras. Apparently, two of the hunter teams encountered trouble while attempting to locate the Great Chieftain. They were ambushed and one team was completely killed. The giant Hob—er, Tremborag—killed one, and it is believed another Hobgoblin slew the other three.” 
 
    “One Hob?” 
 
    “Yes, Lord Veltras. Garen Redfang. He was identified by adventurers on the scene.” 
 
    Lord Tyrion frowned. 
 
    “Have a report readied. I will view it when I return to the main camp. For now—” 
 
    He glanced at his soldiers. They were pursuing the Goblins. The Redfangs mounted on the Carn Wolves were fleeing east as fast as they could. Tyrion eyed a pair of Goblins clinging to their mounts. Rags was trying to hold up Redscar, who was nearly falling out of his saddle. The [Lord] raised a hand. 
 
    “Pull the soldiers back. Let the Goblins run.” 
 
    “Yes, Lord Veltras.” 
 
    One of the soldiers raised a horn and blew twice sharply. The riders turned and immediately halted their pursuit of the Goblins. 
 
    “What are you doing?” 
 
    Tyrion looked around. Laken Godart turned from talking with an older man who looked like a farmer and another [Lady]. Though his back had been turned, and though his eyes were still closed, he strode instantly towards the returning soldiers. 
 
    “Follow them! That Chieftain cannot be allowed to leave! Don’t let the Goblins escape!” 
 
    His voice snapped through the air and took hold of the soldiers. They turned back again and half of the villagers started forwards at a run. Even some of the nobles moved. Tyrion did not. His brows snapped together. He raised his voice and shouted with a battle commander’s voice. 
 
    “Hold!” 
 
    His soldiers paused again. They started and looked back shamefaced. Tyrion raised a fist and his soldiers rode back towards him. The villagers had likewise paused. Tyrion Veltras strode towards Laken. 
 
    “Your Majesty, I will thank you to not command my men.” 
 
    “The Goblins are escaping. The Chieftain of the tribe that attacked my people is running!” 
 
    “Really?” 
 
    Tyrion’s eyebrows rose. He glanced back at the fleeing Goblins and shook his head slightly. 
 
    “Do not worry, Your Majesty. I will pursue the Goblins shortly. My men and I are capable of catching the Goblins no matter how quickly they flee.” 
 
    “Why not catch them now?” 
 
    “I do not deem it necessary.” 
 
    “Really.” 
 
    Laken folded his arms. Tyrion frowned and stroked his beard. He glanced at his aide and attempted to moderate his tone. For Tyrion, that meant there was a bit less of a snap to his cold voice. 
 
    “Emperor Laken. If you wish to pursue the Goblins, by all means send whatever forces you possess. But I have given you my assurance that I will safeguard your lands and your people. However, I must coordinate with my main forces which are currently besieging another force of Goblins.” 
 
    “All of this has to do with leaving the Goblins here alone how?” 
 
    Tyrion did not quite look around, but his glance to the left pinpointed a woman standing in the crowd. Sacra, dressed in her maid outfit, stood out in the crowd of Riverfarm’s villagers. 
 
    “A discussion for a more private setting, Emperor Laken. I look forward to it. Give me two hours time to reconnect with my soldiers to the east. I will handle the Chieftain at that time as well.” 
 
    Laken Godart frowned, but Tyrion had given him very little to object to. He hadn’t the soldiers to follow the Goblins, as both men knew. He scratched at his hair with one finger. 
 
    “Your army. Yes…there’s a good number of them. All far to the east of here. You think you can reach them in two hours?” 
 
    If Lord Tyrion was surprised by Laken’s knowledge, he didn’t show it. 
 
    “I have the Skills to move quickly. I will reach them and return in that period of time. In truth, I had intended to arrive with all my forces to provide escort to the nobility gathered here to their lands. The Goblin presence here necessitated splitting my command.” 
 
    Laken’s brows drew together. 
 
    “I see. I’m sure the nobles will be pleased to have your escort. However, that may be a problem.” 
 
    “Indeed? How so?” 
 
    “No one is leaving Riverfarm. Not yet. Your men are free to go of course, Lord Tyrion. I doubt I could stop you. But the nobility here will submit to questioning before they leave my empire.” 
 
    The nobles, who’d gathered around Lord Tyrion in relief turned to Laken, suddenly confused. Lady Bevia raised her eyebrows. 
 
    “Emperor Laken? This is quite unexpected. What sort of questioning do you mean?” 
 
    Laken turned his head, his closed eyes seeming to ‘look’ at Lady Bevia. The effect was unsettling—one instinctively felt that he was aware of everything around him, yet his eyes told the opposite story. 
 
    “Someone ordered my [General] to assault the Goblins. Someone abducted my mage—knocked him out and then impersonated him. I will find out who. And until I do, no one in this village will leave, noble or otherwise.” 
 
    The nobility fell silent, as did the villagers around Laken. Tyrion frowned. It was another of the nobles, Lord Tourant, who coughed nervously and spoke. 
 
    “We did hear about that, ah, Your Majesty. But surely you wouldn’t implicate one of us—” 
 
    His voice delicately indicated he was referring to the nobles, who were, of course, beyond suspicion of any crimes, himself included. 
 
    “—of such a heinous deed, would you?” 
 
    This time Tyrion watched closely as Laken turned his head with unerring accuracy towards Lord Tourant. The [Lord] had met those blinded before and Laken was too precise, too…accurate in his movements. An intriguing puzzle. The [Emperor] gave Tourant a ghost of a smile. 
 
    “Of course I wouldn’t dare to question your integrity, Lord Tourant. This is a precaution, nothing more. It wouldn’t do for the perpetrator to slip away in the confusion, would it?” 
 
    “Oh, no. Of course not.” 
 
    Tourant relaxed. A hair too soon as it turned out. Laken turned to the old farmer standing next to him. 
 
    “But just in case, I feel that we should make a complete investigation. Of everyone. With magic. And when I find the criminal who started all this—Mister Prost?” 
 
    “Your Majesty?” 
 
    The man bowed precisely. Tyrion eyed him. Not a [Farmer], then? No, he had the hands and look of one. But he had the air of a trained majordomo. Another point of interest. Laken grinned, but without any humor. 
 
    “When we find the criminal, I have a mind to execute justice on the spot. So…find me an axe. It doesn’t have to be sharp.” 
 
    The people went silent as Prost nodded slowly. They looked at Laken, and then the nobility looked towards Tyrion as one. They didn’t quite ask him to intervene, but the suddenly nervous expressions on a good half of the noble’s faces said far more than words could. Lord Tyrion glanced at Laken. 
 
    “You plan to behead the criminal who sabotaged your command? What if one of the nobility were responsible? Hypothetically, of course.” 
 
    Laken turned back to Tyrion. His head tilted up. The air around him, already tense, grew a bit more intense. The atmosphere around Tyrion froze over as the two looked towards each other, though Laken never opened his eyes. 
 
    “Hypothetically? I would consider that an act of war. I might not behead who was responsible right then and there if they were…hypothetically…a noble, but I wouldn’t rule it out, either.” 
 
    Something invisible pushed in the air between the two. Tyrion didn’t draw back, although the soldiers around him were wincing and shifting uncomfortably. He slowly stroked his beard, and then, to the surprise of everyone, nodded. 
 
    “Very appropriate. Of course I will support any investigation to the fullest. If you would like me to lend you a few of my [Mages] to cast truth detection spells, I would gladly provide them.” 
 
    His reply caught Laken off guard. The [Emperor] wavered and the static feeling in the air vanished. He frowned. 
 
    “Really?” 
 
    Tyrion nodded, cool as an iceberg in the winter. 
 
    “If you have a mage of your own capable of casting the spell, I will submit to any test you wish, Emperor Laken. I have nothing to hide. The truth will out. If there is such a traitor in your kingdom, the axe is the least they deserve. And if, by some incredible chance, a peer of the realm was found to have resorted to such underhanded trickery…” 
 
    He shrugged fractionally and flicked is gaze towards the nobles of Izril, who were giving him very unhappy looks. 
 
    “I will leave it to your discretion. Although I would ask for clemency if a member of the fair sex were to be found to be guilty. Of either gender, I suppose. A more formal accusation would be more appropriate. Were you to desire it.” 
 
    “I appreciate the suggestion.” 
 
    Laken looked like he appreciated nothing of the kind. His head turned from Tyrion to Lady Bevia, suspicion once again creasing his brow. Tyrion noticed the gesture and nodded. 
 
    “Ah. I see your confusion, Your Majesty. In the interest of transparency, I did receive a number of [Messages] informing me of the Goblin presence in your lands. From Lady Bevia, among others.” 
 
    He nodded at Lady Bevia, who gave him a charming, and slightly vexed smile as everyone stared at her. Tyrion went on, undeterred. 
 
    “My war camp was also found by a desperate [Knight] in the service to Lady Bethal Walchaís who had escaped the Goblins in question. But that was the extent of my knowledge of this affair. My reasons for seeking you out were of a practical nature, Emperor. But I swear on the honor of my house that neither I nor any of my subordinates took any part in this…unpleasantness. I will swear that on any truth spell you wish, in any framing of words.” 
 
    “Huh.” 
 
    Laken paused. He tilted his head back, and then nodded. Now he seemed somewhat amused. 
 
    “It seems I have no reason to distrust your word, Lord Tyrion. I will hold you to that promise. Later. For now, I will interview those in Riverfarm. I think the answers I find will be…illuminating. Possibly messy. You said two hours from now you’ll return?” 
 
    “Indeed. Please excuse me.” 
 
    Lord Tyrion nodded to Laken. The [Emperor] stepped back and Tyrion looked pointedly at his aide. 
 
    “Reform the company and begin riding back towards Lord Pellmia. I will catch you on the road.” 
 
    The aide nodded and spurred her horse. Tyrion whistled and his warhorse trotted towards him through the crowd of people, forcing them to move aside or be knocked flat. He put one foot in the stirrups and paused. 
 
    “Ah. Lady Bevia.” 
 
    The old woman was making her way towards him, letting her nephew and guards elbow everyone else out of the way. She smiled at Tyrion, although her smile had an edge to it. 
 
    “As straight as an arrow as ever, aren’t you, Tyrion? Then again, I’ve seen arrows with more give than you. Thank you for throwing us all upon the mercy of Emperor Laken.” 
 
    Tyrion swung himself into the saddle and looked down at Bevia. His lips twitched, and he looked slightly amused. 
 
    “I spoke my mind as I saw fit. If you are innocent, you have nothing to fear, Lady Bevia.” 
 
    The old [Lady] cackled. 
 
    “Who is truly innocent? Don’t worry—it wasn’t me who made a mess of that young man’s army. I would hate to see one of the nobility go to the chopping block for that trick, though. It would make things…complicated.” 
 
    Tyrion shook his head. 
 
    “Trickery has its place. But leading thousands of innocent soldiers to their death? That is a cowardly, pathetic act.” 
 
    “Mm. That’s practically a warm hug among the Reinharts, as I’m sure you know. And half the peers of the realm wouldn’t bat an eyelash if they thought they could get away with something like that.” 
 
    “This one would. I am relieved to see you are well, Bevia. However, I have pressing business to attend to. If we might converse another time? I will return to speak with the emperor. You may find me after that.” 
 
    Bevia waved a wrinkled hand. 
 
    “Yes, yes. You go and play your war games. I’ll stay and convince my peers not to run for it. I do believe young Laken means what he says about the axe. Until we meet again. Bring me back my [Mage], would you?” 
 
    Tyrion didn’t respond. He kicked his horse in the flanks and took off, dodging past the Mossbear who ambled past him into the village. It was a mark of Tyrion’s personality that he didn’t allow himself to stare at the green bear who whuffed and sniffed at a fallen body. The [Lord] sped out of the village, moving twice as fast as someone on a horse should. It looked like he and his horse were flying rather than galloping, so fast were the legs of his horse moving. Tyrion caught up to the group of [Knights] and [Riders] within minutes of leaving the village. He slowed and they sped up to match his furious pace. They raced eastwards down the road. 
 
    “Lord Veltras! Another report from Dwarfhalls Rest!” 
 
    “Speak!” 
 
    Tyrion snapped. The [Mage] galloped next to him and shouted. She spoke in an awkward manner—taking care not to bite her tongue as the surging motion of her mount carried her up and down. 
 
    “The Goblins are in full retreat! They are moving southbound—not scattering! It appears the Goblin Lord or another leader has taken command! Several parts of the army have reported contact with undead! Lord Byres’ command is entrenched in battle with thousands of zombies, ghouls, and a number of advanced undead!” 
 
    “Send him reinforcements. Move forwards slowly. Do not break encirclement. Have the main body of the army move towards the Goblins as soon as they arrive. What of Lord Pellmia?” 
 
    “He reported engaging the Goblins, but has not sent another [Message] yet, Lord Veltras!” 
 
    “Very well.” 
 
    Tyrion turned his attention back to the road. At this furious pace it would be less than an hour before he reached Laken’s army and the Goblins fighting there. However—Tyrion glanced over his shoulder and saw that several of the riders in his company were lagging behind. 
 
    They had been riding furiously all day. Even with stamina restoring Skills, there was a limit to how far his men could move. Or rather, their horses. Lord Tyrion raised a hand. 
 
    “[Knights]! Fall back to Riverfarm! Anyone who deems their mount unfit will join them!” 
 
    The riders in heavier armor immediately slowed, and a handful of the other riders fell back as well. Tyrion checked his mount. The stallion he was riding looked as if it could ride another hundred miles with ease. He smiled and patted it along the back of the barding on its neck. 
 
    “Lord Veltras!” 
 
    His aide called out. Tyrion looked up. His gaze spotted a group on the road ahead of him. Goblins. The very same Goblins that had been attacking Riverfarm, in fact. They were desperately riding their Carn Wolves down the road and when they heard the galloping they turned and shouted in fear and alarm. Immediately they broke off, riding madly towards the woods. 
 
    “Should we pursue—?” 
 
    The aide raised her hand and her fingertips glowed with magic. Tyrion shook his head. He calmly eyed the group. Less than two thirds remained and they were almost all wounded. Tyrion’s gaze picked out two Goblins in the bunch. The small Goblin with the black crossbow, and, riding beside her, the Goblin with the scar on his face whom he’d wounded. Tyrion saw both turn. He spoke loudly. 
 
    “Ignore them.” 
 
    He rode ahead, ignoring the Goblins who found themselves falling behind Tyrion and his men. He turned his gaze back to the road ahead—and then heard another warning shout. Tyrion turned and saw the Goblin with the red scar charging at him. 
 
    Redscar’s Carn Wolf howled as he dashed forwards, catching up to Tyrion’s insane pace for a moment. The Redfang leader’s shoulder was healed, though his face was still deathly pale. He raised his sword as he rode at Tyrion, howling. The aide raised her hand, but Tyrion stopped her. He didn’t slow as Redscar drew alongside him. 
 
    The Goblin slashed at Tyrion with his enchanted blade, aiming at Tyrion’s stomach, his arms, his legs, his warhorse. His blade blurred with speed. 
 
    [Flurry Strikes]! Tyrion’s eyes narrowed. His shield rose and he blocked. The clanging of blade meeting metal became an unceasing drumbeat. Redscar snarled in disbelief as Tyrion continued to block. His arm slowed as he desperately tried to score a hit and then his Carn Wolf slowed. The large wolf gasped for breath and despite Redscar’s urging, slowed its pace more and more, pulling the Goblin out of reach of Tyrion. Redscar fell behind, shouting helplessly as Tyrion kept galloping. 
 
    “Not bad. For a Goblin.” 
 
    Tyrion lowered his shield. He glanced over his shoulder at Redscar whom the other Goblins were catching up to. His aide stared back at the Goblin with distaste. 
 
    “Was that the Chieftain, Lord Veltras?” 
 
    “Possibly. I should have asked the Emperor which Goblin it was. No matter. We have two marked.” 
 
    The little Goblin was pointing at Tyrion’s back. A fiery arrow shot towards Tyrion. The aide waved her hand and the fiery arrow vanished. They continued ahead, leaving the Goblins behind. 
 
      
 
    —— 
 
      
 
    Within the hour, Tyrion reached the site of the battle unfolding between Pyrite and Wiskeria’s army. Or rather, what had been the battle. He slowed as his mount reached the site of churned mud and bodies. Tyrion glanced at the fallen, counting the Humans who’d died at a glance. Then he saw how the tide had shifted, and where ranks of Goblins had fallen, first in droves, and then in scattered groups from behind. He rode towards the first group he saw on the field, a [Lord] wearing enchanted plate and a young female [Knight] dressed in borrowed armor. 
 
    Lord Pellmia and Welca Caveis were both talking to someone standing on the ground. A [Witch] of all people, wounded lightly on her arm. She was pointing at the distant city. Tyrion glanced at it. Goblins were clustered on the walls, armed with crossbows. They were staring warily at the large force of Humans on horseback gathered just out of range. The city had multiple holes in its wall and was taking fire. 
 
    As Tyrion watched, a huge boulder soared over his head and crashed into the city. At the same time, a much smaller stone was launched back towards the Human army. It would have struck a group of riders, but one of them, another [Mage], pointed up and blocked the falling stone with a shield of magic. 
 
    “Lord Veltras!” 
 
    Lord Pellmia exclaimed the instant he saw Tyrion. He rode towards him, smoothing his mustache importantly. Pellmia was a broader man in the shoulder and gut than Tyrion, but he still cut an impressive sight on his white stallion. Tyrion nodded to him. 
 
    “Lord Pellmia. How goes it?” 
 
    “Well! We scattered those pestilential Goblins on the first charge. It wasn’t hard to send them scurrying back to the city. It’s been cleanup ever since. Half of the army was fleeing for the hills and the rest were wounded. I’ve been rationing out healing potions among the wounded and searching for survivors since. I would have assaulted the city, but the damn Goblins have a lot of pikes and crossbows! I’ve been letting them sit while that er, trebuchet keeps pounding them. Damndest thing! Never thought I’d see a weapon like that sitting about in the middle of nowhere!” 
 
    He laughed, and then motioned towards the two women. 
 
    “Lady Caveis here has been searching for her missing companion. Sir Kerrig. Apparently he rode south. You didn’t happen to see him? And this is the [General] of the army. General Wiskeria. A, ah, [Witch].” 
 
    The bespectacled [Witch] bowed towards Lord Tyrion. He blinked at her and then shifted his attention to Welca. 
 
    “We did meet your companion in Riverfarm, Lady Caveis.” 
 
    “Sir Kerrig? Is he well? Is he unharmed?” 
 
    Welca looked worried and relieved. Tyrion nodded. 
 
    “Both. We arrived in time to prevent the Goblins from sacking the village. I encountered their ruler. Emperor Laken Godart.” 
 
    “So there is an [Emperor] in Riverfarm? Five Houses, that’s another wonder!” 
 
    Pellmia whistled. He glanced speculatively at Wiskeria and nodded to the Goblins. 
 
    “I suppose he wants these Goblins gone, does he? Give the order and we’ll charge the gates, Lord Veltras. It won’t be pretty, but once we’re past those pikes it should be a rout!” 
 
    “Lord Veltras? Lord Veltras!” 
 
    The [Witch], or rather, [General] protested loudly. She bowed hurriedly towards him as Tyrion nodded. 
 
    “Forgive me. But I keep telling Lord Pellmia that attacking the city would not be wise! He took the Goblins off-guard, but they have incredibly strong warriors! They have hundreds of Hobs and their regular Goblins use twenty-foot long pikes! Any cavalry that charges them will be impaled! Not to mention their crossbows!” 
 
    “Nonsense! We have [Knights] who can break their lines.” 
 
    Pellmia dismissed Wiskeria’s complaint with a wave. Tyrion frowned at Pellmia, but smoothed his face before the other man could notice. He spoke calmly, nodding at Wiskeria. 
 
    “I’d prefer not to take a single casualty if possible, Lord Pellmia. Driving the Goblins from the city is a priority, but I would prefer avoiding a pitched battle in the city.” 
 
    The other [Lord] sighed dramatically. 
 
    “As you say, Veltras. Still, not a bad job of it, eh? We arrived just in the nick of time! Another minute and the Goblin Chieftain would have cut a hole right through the army!” 
 
    “You say the Chieftain’s here?” 
 
    That caught Tyrion’s attention. He glanced at Lord Pellmia and gestured towards his aide. 
 
    “Fetch me an artifact enchanted with [Appraisal]. I wish to sort this out. Pellmia, I have marked two Goblins as possible candidates. Yourself?” 
 
    “One. The fat one with the enchanted battleaxe. Over there. Lady Caveis claims that he might be the Chieftain.” 
 
    “I see.” 
 
    Lord Tyrion frowned at the monocle his aide handed him. He lifted it with his gauntleted fingers and peered through it with a frown. He searched the walls of the city for the Goblin until he spotted him. A fat Hob with an enchanted battleaxe, as Pellmia had said. 
 
    “Lady Caveis, you were captive of the Goblins for a period of time. Was this the Chieftain to your knowledge?” 
 
    Welca jumped. She stared at Pyrite. 
 
    “I uh—yes. He…might be the Chieftain. I can’t be sure. They all look the same. I advised Pellmia he could be the one.” 
 
    Pellmia snorted. 
 
    “Not hard to figure out. Dangerous, that fat Hob. He was cutting down [Soldiers] like flies when we charged him. Nearly got one of my [Knights], but we drove him back!” 
 
    Tyrion squinted at the distant Hob. He frowned as he slowly read and then nodded. 
 
    “He certainly has enough [Chieftain] levels. However—ah. There they are.” 
 
    His head turned. Behind him, a group of Goblins appeared in the distance. They spotted the army of soldiers, Tyrion’s five thousand or so cavalry, and then the Goblins in the city. They rode left, making a mad dash for the safety of the walls. Tyrion saw his aide calling back the riders who rode to intercept. As the Goblins fled, Tyrion once again picked out the Goblin with the red scar and the small Goblin. This time his eyebrows rose. 
 
    “The little Goblin has nearly as many in [Chieftain] as the fat Hob. The warrior…none. Interesting. He appears to have a Goblin commander class. [Raid Leader]. A powerful combatant then, but not of interest besides that. Mark the small Goblin and the large Hob, Lord Pellmia. Circulate their descriptions.” 
 
    “A difficult task given that all Goblins look like the other. At least these two have their size to tell them apart. How tiresome. Shall we disperse the rest of the mob now, Lord Veltras? Those trebuchets are fun to watch, but the Goblins don’t seem particularly deterred by the rocks. They have a few of their own. Annoying things.” 
 
    “Indeed. Give me a moment to plan the attack, Lord Pellmia.” 
 
    “Naturally.” 
 
    The man rode backwards and Welca did likewise. Tyrion dismounted and saw the [Witch] hurry up to him. She hesitated and tried to bow awkwardly again. 
 
    “My apologies, Lord Veltras. You’re the commander of this army, correct? Thank you for coming to our aid.” 
 
    Tyrion nodded. 
 
    “It was my pleasure, General Wiskeria. How many losses did your army take?” 
 
    Wiskeria tugged the brim of her hat down. 
 
    “Many. We’d have been slaughtered completely without Lord Pellmia’s arrival. As it is, there are thousands dead. I don’t know what Laken—excuse me. Did I hear that Riverfarm was attacked? Laken—Emperor Laken, his majesty. Is he safe?” 
 
    “He is. He claims that the order to attack the Goblins did not come from him. He is investigating the matter. I will return to Riverfarm within the hour. It only remains to root out these Goblins.” 
 
    Wiskeria gaped at Tyrion in horror. When she managed to recover she stared at the city apprehensively. 
 
    “Do you mean to assault the city? As I told Lord Pellmia, that was disastrous for our army. Even your soldiers might suffer if they tried it.” 
 
    “That was my analysis as well. Tell me, are you a trained [General], Miss Wiskeria? Pellmia claims you are a [Witch].” 
 
    Wiskeria reddened. 
 
    “I’m both. I—just obtained my [General] class. I was never trained. I don’t know that I belong in the position. Certainly not after a disaster like this.” 
 
    She stared numbly around the battlefield soaked with blood. Tyrion shook his head. He paused and searched for comforting words. He found none and spoke abruptly. 
 
    “Every leader fails. This battle was poorly chosen to begin with. Learn from your errors and continue to level. That you were able to lead an army at all without formal command training is impressive. Tell me, how did you obtain your class?” 
 
    Wiskeria hesitated. She bit her lip, and then answered slowly. 
 
    “From his majesty. It was…a gift.” 
 
    She eyed Tyrion from under her pointed hat. He nodded slowly. 
 
    “A gift from an [Emperor]. May I assume the trebuchets are also his devising?” 
 
    “You might. May I assume that you are an ally of his majesty, Lord Veltras?” 
 
    “You may. And I intend to make good on my promise to him. Jericha?” 
 
    He turned his head. His aide, the Human woman and [Mage], rode forwards. She had naturally grey hair, although she was only a little younger than Tyrion herself. 
 
    “Lord Veltras? Your orders?” 
 
    “Gather the [Mages] under my command. Have them form a link and assault the city. I want the Goblins driven out. Lord Pellmia is to take a wedge of the highest-level [Knights] and any [Lords] who wish to participate and assault the gates on my signal.” 
 
    “By your order.” 
 
    Jericha rode away, calling out orders. Wiskeria watched the soldiers riding forwards and a group of around twenty [Mages] dismount. 
 
    “A link? But if they move into crossbow range—” 
 
    She glanced apprehensively at the walls. Tyrion shook his head. 
 
    “There is more than one way to unseat an enemy from a fortress, General Wiskeria. This trick would not work on a Drake city. But a Human one without enchanted walls—observe.” 
 
    He gave a few orders and stepped back as the [Mages] formed a small circle just outside of the range of the Goblins. Tyrion opened his saddlebags and offered his stallion a feed bag. His horse ate hungrily as Tyrion watched the city with one eye. Wiskeria saw the twenty mages plus Jericha link hands. She saw the mana surge around them. To her eyes they shone like a small sun, and in the air between them a glowing orb appeared. White hot fire gathered into an orb, a spell which blazed heat. The Goblins on the wall stared at the ominous spell and looked at each other. By the time the [Siege Fireball] shot from the gathered mages the Goblins were already fleeing the walls into the city. 
 
    The thump and roar of sound appeared a few seconds after the blinding flash. When Wiskeria’s vision cleared she saw the gates of the city were blown inwards and the walls around the city—already damaged—were nearly completely caved in. Lord Pellmia whooped and raced towards the city with a group of a hundred or so [Knights] and [Lords], ignoring the crossbow bolts that glanced off his enchanted armor. 
 
    “A rout. Not that the Goblins intended to keep the city in any case.” 
 
    Tyrion calmly raised two fingers and pointed. Two thousand more soldiers raced after Pellmia’s band through the breach. Wiskeria heard the sounds of fighting in the distance, but didn’t hear the roar she expected. She saw a stream of Goblins pouring from the city’s west side, fleeing Pellmia’s soldiers. 
 
    “They were planning on running the entire time?” 
 
    “They would have tried sealing the gaps in the wall otherwise. Goblins are predictable. They leave escape routes in almost every situation. The Chieftain—whichever one it is—will have decided to flee rather than fight. But they will put up a token resistance. Perhaps even—ah. Here it comes.” 
 
    Another group raced out of the city. Goblins, mounted on Carn Wolves. Goblin elites, although the word made Tyrion’s lips twist. He calmly mounted his stallion as Wiskeria stared apprehensively at the group of Goblins. They were charging at Tyrion by the hundreds. 
 
    “They’re attacking you, Lord Tyrion! Should we retreat?” 
 
    She looked around wildly for Tyrion’s escort, but there was no one close by. Tyrion shook his head. He drew his sword and kicked his stallion forwards. 
 
    “No. This band is trying to buy time. They will disperse once their leader falls.” 
 
    He stared at Redscar. The Goblin was locked onto him, howling with fury. Tyrion kicked his stallion forwards. He rode at the Redfang Warriors. Alone. His horse accelerated as Wiskeria shouted something after him. Tyrion didn’t listen. He surged in his saddle, his sword bared, his shield raised. No lance for him this time. His gaze narrowed and he saw Redscar draw ahead of the pack. Tyrion’s voice was meant for him and him alone. 
 
    “The truth about Goblins is that they’re predictable. They do the same things. Over and over. The truth about Goblins is that they are a tool. Manipulable. And ultimately—” 
 
    He lifted his shield. An arrow glanced off the metal. Tyrion swung and one of the Redfang Warriors fell from his saddle, his side slashed open. The [Lord] slashed again and a Carn Wolf fell, the Goblin warrior riding it howling in grief and fear. Redscar screamed and slashed at Tyrion’s unguarded head. The [Lord] sighed. 
 
    “—expendable.” 
 
    He cut through the air in an arc. Redscar’s blade slashed across Tyrion’s shield. Tyrion’s blade caught the Goblin and spun him in his saddle. The Goblin fell onto his Carn Wolf’s front. He’d dodged the blade—for the second time, which was impressive. But his entire side was laid open, and at least four of his ribs were cut open. He gasped as his Carn Wolf tried to turn. Tyrion turned his horse, cutting down Redfang Warriors who tried to block him. He bore down on Redscar. The Goblin lifted the blade. Tyrion raised his. He brought it down and the little Goblin riding towards him pulled the trigger. Her crossbow twanged and Tyrion’s shield snapped up. 
 
    The crossbow bolt slammed into Tyrion’s shield. He turned his head. Rags flicked fire into Tyrion’s warhorse’s face, making it rear. The [Lord] saw the little Goblin push her Carn Wolf in front of Redscar as a huge Hob caught the fainting Goblin. Pyrite turned and ran with Redscar, letting a Goblin child clinging to the back of his head frantically pour a healing potion over Redscar’s chest. Rags remained. She faced down Tyrion, barking orders as the Redfang Warriors surged around her, pulling back in confusion. 
 
    The little Goblin had a shortsword in hand. Not an enchanted blade. And the fire magic she called into her other palm was barely more than Tier 2. Tyrion’s longsword gleamed with ancient magic that had infused it for thousands of years. His armor, shield, and weapon were all heirlooms of the Veltras family. He was a foremost [Lord] of Izril with decades of combat behind him. But the little Goblin faced him without fear. 
 
    She had a spark in her eyes. A glimmer of comprehension, of understanding. Tyrion felt a jolt of surprise. She knew. Rags raised her sword and struck at Tyrion’s side with a quick slash. Compared to Redscar’s strikes her blade was slow, but it still cut with deadly force. Tyrion blocked the blade with his sword. 
 
    Rags shot fire at his face. The [Lord] adjusted his shield and blocked the stream of fire. Undeterred, Rags shifted her aim and tried to blast his warhorse in the eyes with flame. Tyrion turned his horse sideways. The flames glanced harmlessly over the warhorse’s barding and Tyrion’s armored leggings. Rags growled and threw a [Firefly] spell at Tyrion’s face. He cut the spell in half. She slashed across his side. He blocked the blade again. 
 
    The two stared at each other. Tyrion’s sword was light and balanced in his hand. He made no move towards Rags. She stared at him with helpless anger. With frustration. He looked at her. And smiled. 
 
    It was a cold smile, a quirking of the lips. Tyrion’s eyes never changed throughout. He stared at Rags, without pity or hatred. As if she were dust. He waited. Rags turned her head, saw the fleeing Redfang Warriors and the rest of her tribe running. She looked back at Tyrion, hesitated. He kept smiling. Then he spoke. 
 
    “You have an hour to run. Run quick, Goblin Chieftain.” 
 
    She eyed him. Tyrion’s gaze flicked to Pyrite, running with Redscar in his arms. Then to Rags’ face. No, she was the Chieftain. He was sure. There was something in her gaze. Rags looked at Tyrion, shifted her grip on her sword. She hesitated, as if debating trying for another attack. She shook her head and turned. Then she looked back and spat at Tyrion. 
 
    A glob of spit flew towards Tyrion’s face. He saw it coming and raised his shield perfunctorily. A sword tip flashed past the shield and flicked. The glob of spit splashed onto Lord Pellmia’s blade and he lowered his sword. Tyrion turned as Rags kicked her Carn Wolf and rode away. 
 
    “My thanks, Lord Pellmia. You needn’t have sullied your blade, though.” 
 
    “Nonsense. We cannot allow these lesser creatures to insult us.” 
 
    Lord Pellmia was flushed with a battle high and his sword and armor were bloody. Not from his own blood. His mount was practically steaming from exertion. Pellmia leaned down and ground the tip of his sword into the earth. Then he sat back upright and frowned at Rags’ retreating back. He turned and Tyrion saw that Pellmia had brought a host of mounted soldiers to ‘rescue’ him. Pellmia gestured at a group of [Archers] mounted on horses. 
 
    “Send a volley into the Goblin’s backs as a lesson!” 
 
    “No.” 
 
    Tyrion countermanded the order, raising an open hand. Pellmia stared at him in shock. Tyrion smiled tightly. 
 
    “You might hit her.” 
 
    He nodded towards Rags, who was racing ahead to the front of the group. Pellmia blew out his mustache in amazement. 
 
    “Dead gods, Veltras! All this to save a single Goblin? Did you mean what you said about an hour’s head start? By Dragons, why would you do that?” 
 
    Tyrion wiped his sword with a cloth and then sheathed it. He spoke casually. 
 
    “That Goblin is important—at least for the moment. Kill a Chieftain and their tribe scatters to the winds. As for the hour’s reprieve—I thought it might amuse you.” 
 
    “Me?” 
 
    Pellmia’s eyebrows rose. Tyrion nodded. He smiled again. It had to be said that he was bad at smiling, at least as the activity was meant to reassure or uplift. 
 
    “You are by all accounts a sporting man, Lord Pellmia. What would you say to a wager? If you can corner the Goblins in two hours? Say—a thousand gold coins and two head of prime cattle on it?” 
 
    Lord Pellmia stared and then laughed. He looked around at the [Soldiers] on horseback, many of which looked tired and not in the mood for a chase. 
 
    “With this army? At dusk? Make it two thousand gold and a warhorse from your stable! Damn the cattle—I’ll provide the steak if I win or lose!” 
 
    “A deal, then.” 
 
    Tyrion took the gauntlet from his hands and shook Pellmia’s bare hand. The [Lords] grinned at one another and Tyrion’s tone became businesslike once more. 
 
    “Mind what I’ve told you about the Goblins.” 
 
    “Aye, I won’t forget. It’ll be harder keeping most of them alive. Well, a few hundred won’t matter, will it? Not for the bet. I’ll have to leave my son behind, though. He’s too hot headed to avoid trying to kill the Goblins, never mind orders!” 
 
    Tyrion saw Pellmia point at an excited [Lord] wearing gold-leaf plate mail. He nodded. 
 
    “It seems he’s slain a few Goblins. A credit to you.” 
 
    “You say that without having met him! He’s not half the level I was when I was his age. Still—I hope to raise him at least to Level 20 before we finish this campaign. So, I’ve two hours to round up the Goblins, eh? Don’t you worry. I’ll have them running where you want by nightfall! And I’ll expect to be visiting your stables as soon as I head north! With a steak for your tables!” 
 
    Tyrion smiled as Lord Pellmia rode forwards, laughing and waving at the soldiers to follow him. He had to remind Pellmia to give the Goblins an hour’s head start first. Lord Pellmia sighed and rode back. 
 
    “I suppose we’ll have to have a late dinner of it, then. Will you be joining us, Veltras? I doubt there’s any good food to be had around here. My [Manservant] has [Advanced Cooking] and [Campfire Chef], though. He’ll make a good meal of it!” 
 
    Lord Tyrion shook his head. 
 
    “I must return to the main force shortly. I leave this matter in your capable hands, Lord Pellmia. And our bet.” 
 
    “Very well. And this Emperor Godart I’ve heard so much about? What if he complains about an army camping on his lands? And what should I do with his army? Let them go?” 
 
    Tyrion nodded. 
 
    “Do not concern yourself with this [Emperor]. I will deal with him before I leave; focus your attention on the Goblins. If any issue arises, do not hesitate to contact me. Our timing must be impeccable.” 
 
    He held Pellmia’s gaze. The [Lord] smiled. 
 
    “Over half the nobles in our war camp are still speculating about what you have planned, Veltras. I have an inkling. But I’ll keep that to myself for now. Your orders I’ll carry out. However, if you might indulge an old man?” 
 
    He was probably fifteen years older than Tyrion. Which would put him close to sixty years. Still, Pellmia looked like a young man as the evening light faded across his face. Tyrion paused reluctantly. 
 
    “Very well.” 
 
    “How long have we? According to your schedule.” 
 
    Lord Tyrion Veltras paused. He weighed answering, and then replied, knowing that his response may well be circulated to those Pellmia considered his allies and possibly beyond that. But it was a calculated risk. 
 
    “Fourteen days.” 
 
    The [Lord]’s eyes gleamed. 
 
    “Fourteen days, eh? And then what?” 
 
    Pellmia never received an answer. Tyrion turned his head and then his mount. He set a quick trot back towards Riverfarm. A small escort led by Jericha fell in behind him. Behind him, Pellmia laughed heartily and called for wine before he went to hunt the tribe down. 
 
      
 
    —— 
 
      
 
    And the Goblins fled. From the mountain, away from the lands of Emperor Godart, in disarray, in defeat. Demoralized and broken. Reiss ran with his master’s words echoing in his mind, planning, trying to find victory amid another setback, another obstacle. Tremborag escaped, burning with rage, seething at his lost mountain. Afraid of the Kingslayer at his back. Garen rode, confused, angry, the words Greydath had spoken poking at his mind and conscience like hot needles. 
 
    And Rags? She turned in her saddle and looked back. She stared at the distant army of Humans, at the blood and death around the broken city. She thought of Laken, and looked at Redscar, nearly dead on the wagon they’d put him on. But alive. She thought of all that had passed, and she felt guilty and bitter and despairing. Her head drooped, and then rose. Rags straightened her back. 
 
    Beside her, Pyrite jogged to keep up, his fat body heaving with the effort. He was bleeding, and his expression was bleak. Rags’ tribe stumbled to keep moving. Again they were running. Again in defeat. But Rags kept her head high. Not because she felt good, or because she saw a silver lining in the clouds hanging over her. But because no one else was looking up. Because she was a Chieftain. She sat tall and moved on. 
 
    And her tribe followed. They marched after their Chieftain into the night, the little Goblin who kept urging them on. Who had dueled a [Lord] and spat in his face. Who had bested an [Emperor]. She would have won, of course. But the Humans had cheated. They always cheated. But the Goblins still called it victory. They cheered Rags as she rode past them, urging them to pick up the pace. They were hers. And she was theirs. Their little Goblin leader. The genius who had bested Redfang. A bit of hope. 
 
    Rags. 
 
      
 
    [Chieftain Level 24!] 
 
    [Skill – Tribe: Rapid Reload obtained!] 
 
    [Skill – Flashfire Spellcraft obtained!] 
 
    [Spell – Burning Blades obtained!] 
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    “I think I see them. Alright everyone! Let’s get ready for tonight! Lyonette? Begin Plan A. Numbtongue? How are the windows coming?” 
 
    Erin Solstice stood on the hill outside her inn, shielding herself from the pouring rain with a cloak. It didn’t really help; she was already quite wet from being outside and the cloak just made water run down her arms. Still, it beat being pelted by the rain. Erin stared across the darkening waters. Evening had just begun around Liscor and the sky, never light to begin with, was starting to darken. 
 
    She could still easily pick out the boats sailing towards Liscor on the water, though. The returning adventurers illuminated the way with [Light] spells, magical torches, and waterproof lanterns. They seemed in relatively good spirits. Erin didn’t see less of them, so she assumed everyone was alright. 
 
    “Looks like everyone’s okay!” 
 
    “What about the Horns? The Halfseekers? The Silver Swords? Uh, Gemhammer and the Pride of Kelia?” 
 
    Lyonette peeked out the inn’s door. Erin shaded her eyes. 
 
    “…I can’t tell the difference between the Gnolls, but I think I see Gemhammer! Yeah, Earlia’s got that huge warhammer. And the Silver Swords are bright and shiny! Hm. There’s Moore. That wasn’t hard. And the Horns…aha! They’re in the back with Griffon Hunt!” 
 
    Erin heard a loud sigh of relief and echoed it. The Horns of Hammerad looked unhurt at a distance, although they seemed to be arguing loudly with someone in the boat that Griffon Hunt was sharing with a few Drakes. Probably Revi. Erin turned her head. 
 
    “Hey, I bet they’ll be starving! Lyonette, let’s get some food prepped!” 
 
    “What should I heat up?” 
 
    “Uh—the stuffed pasta? I just made it so I want to see how it’s received. What did I call it again?” 
 
    Drassi popped her head out behind Lyonette. 
 
    “Manicotti. I think. How do you not remember your own dish, Erin?” 
 
    “I have a lot on my mind! Right. Manicotti. That’s Italian, you know.” 
 
    The Drake gave Erin a blank look. 
 
    “I don’t know that nation. Do they make good pasta?” 
 
    “Do they make—yes! And I seasoned the stuffing! It’s this delicious cheese filling with herbs and a tiny bit of spice in some of them. I call it Gambler’s Manicotti! You bite the wrong one and your mouth explodes!” 
 
    “From a tiny bit of spice?” 
 
    “Well, a tiny bit of super hot spices. I marked the plates that have the spice, don’t worry. I want to see if anyone takes the dare. I bet Jelaqua’ll try it.” 
 
    Drassi grinned and pulled her head back into the inn. Erin stared past her at the five Hobs industriously banging on the windows outside her inn. They were installing the shutters she’d helped make in preparation for tonight. Erin waved at Numbtongue who hadn’t replied to her. 
 
    “Hey Numbtongue! How’s it going?” 
 
    The Hob looked up. He spat out a nail into his palm, and pointed. Erin sighed. For a Goblin who could speak as well as any Human, Numbtongue had an incredible amount of disdain for actual conversation. He was telling her to look and see for herself. Erin saw that all but one shutter was fixed into place. 
 
    “Okay, good job! Come in as soon as you finish! I’ll have warm towels and dinner—early!” 
 
    She saw the Hobgoblins brighten at that. They picked up the pace. Erin’s decision for an early dinner wasn’t just incentive—like Liscor, she was getting ready for tonight, when the Raskghar would surely attack again. Erin saw Headscratcher pound a nail into the inn’s wall and then wave at a little Goblin awkwardly hammering to his left. Pebblesnatch looked up, gabbled a word, and then visibly brightened. She stared at Erin hungrily until Headscratcher made her continue hammering nails. 
 
    It was very strange to Erin how relaxed Pebblesnatch was about nearly having been executed a few hours earlier. But after the Redfang Goblins had explained their change of heart, the Cave Goblin had willingly begun to follow their orders. They kept a close eye on her, but she seemed content to help them out with their tasks. Erin had two theories on why that was. 
 
    “Numbtongue explained it to me. Actually, I had to bribe him and tell him I’d buy a new guitar since the old one’s broken, but he told me in the end. Hobs are natural leaders. Pebblesnatch will obey the Redfangs because they’re Hobs, probably more willingly than she would that jerk Raskghar Chieftain.” 
 
    “Mhm?” 
 
    Lyonette was busy setting tables. Erin nodded, watching Mrsha scurry out of the kitchen with a stack of plates balanced precariously on her head. 
 
    “That’s right. And I bet Pebblesnatch enjoys hammering nails in the rain a lot more than nearly dying in the dungeon. That’s the theory anyways.” 
 
    “Hmm. Right.” 
 
    Lyonette replied absently. Erin sighed. The [Barmaid] was too focused on her work. And to be fair, she was setting a dozen tables for what would hopefully be a crowd of adventurers while making sure Mrsha didn’t drop anything and trying to get Apista not to walk all over the plates at the same time. Drassi appeared with a load of silverware and grinned at Erin. 
 
    “And you’re not worried about her running off or stabbing you in the tail, Erin?” 
 
    Erin brightened. You could count on Drassi to ask questions. 
 
    “What a good question, Drassi! No I’m not. Because…Pebblesnatch is going to be sleeping in Badarrow’s room. Actually, she’ll be locked inside and one of the Hobs will watch her. They’ll be up all night, obviously.” 
 
    “Right. Say, on that note, are you sure the inn will be safe? I’m going back to Liscor before it gets dark, right? Or am I staying here? I was telling Ishkr that I might be safer here, but, I uh, don’t know. Do you?” 
 
    Drassi shifted nervously as she placed silverware next to the plates. Her tail was curled up, though she tried to keep her voice confident. Erin frowned. 
 
    “We’ve got the windows on the ground floor all set and the shutters are in place. I thought it’d be harder, but apparently adding onto the inn doesn’t trigger the [Reinforced Structure] Skill. Bird’s got a bar on the door so he’ll be able to run inside if there’s trouble, and Badarrow will be right up there with him. And the Horns and the Halfseekers will be in the inn tonight. We should be good. With that said, I still think Liscor’ll be safer, but if you want to stay, you can, Drassi.” 
 
    The Drake hesitated and chewed her lip lightly. 
 
    “No, that’s okay. I was just curious. And I should probably get back—the Watch has ordered a curfew just past dark for anyone without ten levels in a combat class.” 
 
    “Got it. Oh, and by the way, you and Ishkr need to eat before night time. I’ll bet there won’t be any restaurants or taverns open in Liscor, so make sure to get a meal!” 
 
    “Right, boss!” 
 
    Drassi smiled and saluted Erin. The young woman grinned and turned her head. She could hear distant shouting. It sounded like the adventurers were in high spirits! 
 
    “Awesome. Lyonette, make sure Mrsha eats early too. And yourself! I’ll see if I can get some of the adventurers to eat here.” 
 
    “Got it, Erin.” 
 
    Erin hurried out of the inn, putting on her best smile. Maybe she should wave a plate of food so everyone could see she had some? She stopped when she saw the Hobs. They’d finished with the shutters and were waiting with Pebblesnatch just outside the inn. They hadn’t come in yet because they were watching the adventurers on the water. A giant rocky shell had burst out of the water and two huge pincers were menacing a team of Drakes who were shouting as the other adventurers tried to help them. 
 
    “Oh no! Rock Crabs!” 
 
    Not just one. Another Rock Crab burst out of the water and capsized a boat. The adventurers shouted in panic as one of the Gnolls was dragged down into the water. The hapless Gnoll might have been torn apart, but five of the [Mages] on the boats threw spells at once and Erin saw several other adventurers including Halrac loose arrows. 
 
    The Rock Crab that had seized the Gnoll virtually exploded as a bolt of lightning blew chunks out of its shell, then a hail of bright red missiles and a sickle of grey-green light cut their way in. An enchanted arrow sent Rock Crab bits flying everywhere and the second Rock Crab retreated as a Drake in armor leapt onto its body and proceeded to wail on it with a huge hammer. 
 
    Still, the aquatic skirmish wasn’t over. More Rock Crabs surfaced, and a pair of black tendrils ensnared one boat. The fish were either agitated or very hungry and the adventurers shouted as they tried to fight the aquatic monsters and not slip into the water. The Goblins cackled with laughter as they watched. 
 
    Erin tried not to smile and failed. There was something funny about this battle. She didn’t feel like anyone was in danger, not with all the Gold-rank teams around. At last, the Rock Crabs were fleeing and the Lurkersnatch Fish was floating belly-up, its black tentacles severed and dark red blood staining the water. 
 
    “Ew. I hear the bounty on those things is pretty good. Can’t speak for the taste, though. Hey, do you think I can get them to haul it over? Probably not. The fish are already eating it.” 
 
    Erin waved at the adventurers as the Goblins trooped into the inn, electing to eat upstairs rather than face the adventurers. Erin began shouting as the boats began heading towards the walls of Liscor where ladders were already being thrown down. 
 
    “Hey! You want food? We have food! Hot food! Ready to eat! And we have a magic door! You don’t have to climb up to Liscor! Just come on over and walk through!” 
 
    It might have been that last comment that brought over a small flotilla of boats to the inn. The tired adventurers swarmed up the wet hilltop, nodding at Erin. She smiled at the Drakes and Gnolls and the rare other species. She kept up a running dialogue as she ushered them in. Another stroke of genius had seen her investing in fresh towels, and soon there was a stack of muddy, wet towels piled up and a bunch of much happier, drier adventurers. 
 
    “Hey, how are you doing? How’d the Scale Salad do? Find any treasure? Nasty cut! You should probably pour a healing potion on that. Hey, you. Want a bite? Ask about our Gambler’s Manicotti! That’s pasta. With cheese!” 
 
    Erin saw a familiar face as the adventurers passed by her. 
 
    “Bevussa, right?” 
 
    The Garuda looked up. She was wet, but smiling. 
 
    “That’s right. And you’re…Erin?” 
 
    “Yep! Want something to eat?” 
 
    “We’d love to. All this dungeon exploring has me ravenous. Too bad it wasn’t much action, at least on our end.” 
 
    “Really?” 
 
    Apparently not. As more adventurers walked through, Erin got a chance to talk to a few teams not immediately stuffing their faces. The dungeon had been quiet—unnaturally so. Aside from sporadic encounters with monsters, most teams had been mapping and finding traps. The fact that they’d already lost three adventurers made Erin’s heart sink, though. 
 
    “It happens. Especially with a dungeon this large and so many of us going in. The trap was a good one and the Crypt Lords encounter was just bad luck. Gekla Raiders got caught right up against a trap. They couldn’t run and they were too far away for another group to get to before they lost two of their own.” 
 
    “That’s horrible.” 
 
    Bevussa shrugged and flicked some water from her feathers. 
 
    “That’s adventuring. It’s all a risk. Speaking of which, why is this called Gambler’s Manicotti?” 
 
    “Ooh, well if you’re in a sporting mood…” 
 
    Erin grinned wickedly. Her spice-filled trap Manicotti had already claimed two Drakes and a Gnoll, who were frantically drinking while the other adventurers laughed at them. It was harmless fun, and that was what the tired adventurers needed most. 
 
      
 
    —— 
 
      
 
    The last groups to arrive at Liscor and The Wandering Inn were the Horns of Hammerad and Griffon Hunt. By the time the Horns of Hammerad reached the inn, it was well into evening. It had taken a while for them to get back. Mostly because of Ksmvr. Hauling him up through the water had been a challenge and a half, and the traumatized Antinium couldn’t stop screaming. 
 
    “Aaaaah! Aaaaah! Aaaaa—oh. We are not on the water any longer. That is good. Was I an asset to the team?” 
 
    The instant Ksmvr got onto dry land he was better. Ceria, Yvlon, and Pisces glared at him and the other adventurers unplugged their ears. The half-Elf opened her mouth and raised a finger, then decided against it. 
 
    “Let’s just tie the boats up. Halrac, Revi, Typhenous, do you want to eat in the inn?” 
 
    “We might as well since we’re here. We can finish our discussion there. So long as Ksmvr doesn’t scream my ears off.” 
 
    Revi grumbled as she sewed her ears back onto the side of her head. Ceria stared as Typhenous took over the needle. She knew other species had odd characteristics—she’d hung around Jelaqua long enough to know that—but this was weird even by Selphid standards. The Stitch-Girl grinned at Ceria. 
 
    “Don’t you wish you could do that?” 
 
    “I can do that. It’s just that my ears don’t work when I try it.” 
 
    That made Revi laugh. Griffon Hunt followed the Horns up the hill. The two teams were fairly amiable towards each other. The understanding they’d developed in the dungeon carried on outside, and soon they were sitting in the inn, warm and dry, with a hot plate of pasta in front of them. Ceria poked at her plate. 
 
    “Erin, did you have to make eating a game?” 
 
    “No, but it sells better if I do. Don’t worry! This plate of manicotti’s safe. Or is it?” 
 
    The [Innkeeper] waggled her eyebrows. Revi glared at her plate. 
 
    “I swear, if I eat a hot…whatever this is, I’m taking my tongue out and throwing it at Erin.” 
 
    “Don’t worry. None of these plates have spicy manicotti. I checked.” 
 
    Drassi moved past the table and gave the others a reassuring smile. Revi didn’t look convinced. 
 
    “She could just be saying that.” 
 
    Ceria shook her head. 
 
    “Drassi doesn’t ever lie, Revi. It’s actually the one amazing thing about her. That, and her ability to talk for nine hours straight without taking a breath.” 
 
    “Really?” 
 
    The Stitch-Girl stared at the Drake [Barmaid] who was indeed chattering as she made her way around the tables. Revi took a bite of her pasta and her eyebrows shot up. 
 
    “Hm.” 
 
    In a few moments she was eating rapidly. Reminded of their empty bellies, the other adventurers set to with gusto. Only after they’d consumed their first plate did they rejoin the ranks of the social adventurers and start conversing with the other tables and each other. 
 
    “I’m telling you, that dungeon wasn’t nearly as populated as I thought it would be. Our team ran into a small nest of Dropclaw Bats, a handful of zombies…what you’d expect of a small-time dungeon. Where’s all the monsters we’ve heard about? Cleared out because they heard we were coming?” 
 
    “Hiding? Maybe they’re organized.” 
 
    “How would they be? If there’s a bunch of Face-Eater Moths or Ghouls or what have you, there’s no way that group would work with another group of monsters. Maybe the Raskghar scared them off.” 
 
    “Right. Scared an entire dungeon of monsters?” 
 
    “Apparently there are thousands…” 
 
    “Allegedly. A Goblin said that. And I say…” 
 
    “Shame about Gekla Raiders. It’s not like they were Bronze-rank. They got to Silver a year ago. I saw their team leader after the fight. Just devastated.” 
 
    “I hate Crypt Lords. What is it with undead getting nastier with age? At least the Flamewardens got there in time to save the rest. You know, I heard the first expedition that went into Liscor’s dungeon got wiped out? Over forty adventurers, most of ‘em Silver-rank. Taken out by undead.” 
 
    “What, all of them?” 
 
    “Apparently there were, like, six survivors…” 
 
    It was very hard for Ceria to continue happily eating after hearing that. She wondered if she should turn around and address the team of adventurers. But what would be the point? It wasn’t like they were that wrong. And she didn’t want to give them a blow-by-blow of what had happened either. So she turned her attention forwards. For once, Ceria was thankful that Revi was engaged in another argument with her team. 
 
    “This isn’t criticism! Okay, it is, but it’s well-intentioned. Halrac and Typhenous agree with me. Your team’s biggest flaw is your fighting style. You fight like Silver-ranks when you should be thinking of advancing to the next level.” 
 
    “I thought we did fine. We handled ourselves when a bunch of Children attacked us. And we’ve fought other monsters well.” 
 
    Yvlon looked peeved as she stabbed a fried Yellat on her plate. Ceria thought part of the woman’s annoyance was guilt—she’d said the same thing this morning about the Raskghar. But it was never easy hearing criticism from another team. Revi sighed and looked imploringly at Typhenous, who cleared his throat after taking a sip from his mug. 
 
    “Revi lacks delicacy, Miss Byres. But she is correct. As adventuring teams go, your team is good. Excellent for a Silver-rank team, given your magical artifacts. But Gold-rank teams stand on another level.” 
 
    Revi nodded. 
 
    “I’ll give Ylawes’ team this—they can fight like Gold-ranks. Even if they’re about as smart as rocks when it comes to dungeon diving, they can fight the monsters your group can’t. And that’s all because they’re better on an individual level than you all are. Teamwork isn’t actually your weakest point.” 
 
    “I fail to comprehend. Fellow Adventurer Revi, will you give us an example of this difference?” 
 
    Ksmvr tilted his head left and right, his mandibles closed and drooping to indicate his displeasure. Revi looked at Halrac. At last, the [Scout] looked up. He’d been patting something under the table. And feeding it scraps from his plate. Mrsha popped her head up, smiling happily. Halrac’s expression defied anyone to make a comment. He spoke curtly. 
 
    “Look at Ylawes versus Yvlon. Both have enchanted armor. Both have the same kind of class. Ylawes is better. He has shield techniques like [Shield of Valor] that can hold off a huge monster or an entire line of enemies. He has close-combat Skills like the one he slew the giant Face-Eater Moth with. Yvlon might have a few, but they don’t change a battle like Ylawes can. The same goes for the others.” 
 
    Revi nodded. She pointed at Jelaqua, who was dumping milk into Moore’s mouth. The poor half-Giant had gotten a spicy manicotti and he did not do well with hot food, apparently. 
 
    “Jelaqua’s another example. She doesn’t use her Skills as much, but she could probably fight as well as Ksmvr and Yvlon put together. I’ve seen her with her flails—the Halfseekers only need her on the front lines to keep their enemies busy. With the Heartflame Armor she’s practically immortal. Plus she’s a Selphid.” 
 
    Typhenous and Halrac nodded in agreement. The Horns exchanged an unhappy glance. Pisces blew out his cheeks in exasperation. 
 
    “Are you saying that the difference between our teams comes down to levels alone? I happen to be quite high-level. I don’t feel as though I lag behind a Gold-rank adventurer that far.” 
 
    “No?” 
 
    Revi cast an appraising eye over Pisces. She shrugged as she tugged at an errant thread on her arm. 
 
    “You might be high-level, Pisces. But you don’t fight as well as you could if that’s the case. You use weak undead, you fight with a rapier and Tier 2 and Tier 3 spells—really well, but still—and you don’t have a game-changing spell like Typhenous. Look at Falene. She can throw three times as many spells as you can. They’re not high-level, but she’s an expert at filling the air with magic. And that’s because she has a style. You don’t. You’re just good at a lot of things. And that’s great for Silver-rank. But Gold-ranks are experts in their field.” 
 
    The table went silent. Pisces bit his lips but didn’t reply, surprisingly. Typhenous glanced around. 
 
    “I believe we’ve belabored the point long enough, Revi. This is just our advice. Please don’t take it as condemnation.” 
 
    “No, we won’t. And we really appreciate your team helping us out. Really. Your team works a lot like I’d hope our group will.” 
 
    Ceria looked around the table. Griffon Hunt looked pleased. Revi blushed a bit. 
 
    “Well, we used to work better when Ulrien…” 
 
    She trailed off, and then went on. 
 
    “…When he was alive. Our formation’s actually a lot weaker since we depended on Ulrien to fight on the front. My summons could support him, but even now they lack the offensive power he had. So it was reassuring to meet a team that had good melee fighters. And that had an actual brain in their heads. If you wanted to team up again, we might be willing to do another dive in the dungeon together.” 
 
    The Horns looked at each other in surprise. They looked at Halrac for confirmation and the [Scout] nodded. Ceria felt a little bubble of elation form in her chest. Griffon Hunt wanted to work with them? She felt a rush of pride, and then concern. 
 
    “What about the Halfseekers? Won’t they be upset?” 
 
    “Funny enough—you won’t believe this, but I think they’d be happy to go into the dungeon with the Silver Swords.” 
 
    Revi grimaced and pointed. Jelaqua was laughing and elbowing Ylawes in the stomach. Moore was talking with Falene and not rolling his eyes like Ceria or Pisces did every five seconds, and Seborn and Dawil were chatting over a drink. The adventurers looked at each other. 
 
    “Huh.” 
 
    “They really hit it off?” 
 
    “They do act the same, I guess. And the Halfseekers don’t insist on silence.” 
 
    “Moore’s probably the only one who could tolerate Falene for more than twenty minutes.” 
 
    “Hah!” 
 
    It was settled, then. Ceria reached over and shook Halrac’s hand, agreeing to work together tomorrow. And just as soon as she’d done that, she found herself walking over with Halrac to a table filled with adventurer team leaders. The Flamewarden’s Captain, who was named Keldrass, had called a meeting. He braced himself on the table, speaking in short bursts so he didn’t accidentally immolate everyone in front of him. Apparently he couldn’t control his flame as well as some other Oldblood Drakes. 
 
    “The dungeon was quiet today. But that means we got a lot of ground covered. Our initial fortifications are complete. Some have suggested making a formal outpost or securing a better route into the dungeon, but Wall Lord Ilvriss insists we push in further. Tomorrow we’ll be searching hard for the Raskghar’s lair. Any objections?” 
 
    The other team leaders shook their heads. They began to pool information, and Ceria heard a few tidbits she hadn’t gotten from the gossip before. 
 
    “The treasure chest that the Belfast Hunters found—the cursed one—was brought back on the boat. Don’t worry about the Captain—he’s resting in Liscor with a bit of gold lodged in the side of his face, but he’ll be fine.” 
 
    There were a few sniggers around the table. The Drake grinned a bit and then went on. 
 
    “Yes, well, he’ll be able to afford a healer. The gold and jewels in the chest are higher-quality than our gold coins. We didn’t do a perfect test, but Earlia of Gemhammer claims that they’re purer than the metal we make our coins with.” 
 
    He looked at Earlia. The woman grinned. 
 
    “That’s right. Our gold coins aren’t pure gold, you see. We use an alloy. But the gold that was in the chest? I’ll bet it’s as close to twenty-four karat as I’ve ever seen. That chest was probably worth twice as much as we thought!” 
 
    The adventurers murmured. Ceria felt a jump in her chest. Envy and excitement. Another adventurer, a Gnoll, spoke up. 
 
    “We ran into an unusual occurrence as well. We encountered a masked adventurer who warned us away from a trap. She fought with us against a pair of giant maggots and then left when the retreat was signaled.” 
 
    The other adventurers had heard of the masked adventurer. A Drake exclaimed. 
 
    “You too? She appeared in front of us while we were exploring. We tried to communicate, but when we said we were fine she left.” 
 
    Keldrass frowned. 
 
    “See if you can convince her to return next time. Or at least ask her name and rank. An unknown adventurer wandering about in the dungeon is a danger, not least to herself. Anyone else?” 
 
    There was nothing. Keldrass nodded. 
 
    “Then it’s time to go. Watch Captain Zevara’s asked my team and several others to be ready tonight. There’s about twenty minutes before it’s dark. Any team requested to man the walls, now is the time to move.” 
 
    The adventurers broke up. Ceria saw team leaders rousing their groups and heading towards the door to Liscor. It was surprising how organized they were—and how willing they were to follow Keldrass’ orders. Erin, who’d been visibly eavesdropping, expressed the same sentiment. 
 
    “That’s the difference between Human adventurers and teams who live in Drake cities. We have a chain of command. And we’re obligated to listen to Watch Captains.” 
 
    Bevussa sighed as she drained her mug and then fished around for coins in her pouch. She handed them to Erin and smiled. 
 
    “Your inn will be alright?” 
 
    “I think so. We’re sending everyone through. Hey Drassi! Ishkr! Want leftovers? And the Horns and the Halfseekers are staying.” 
 
    “I won’t worry, then. Until tomorrow, Miss Solstice. We’ll come back to eat that horrible Scale Salad you’ve got.” 
 
    “You think that’s bad? Try the soup!” 
 
    The Garuda smiled and left. Erin looked around her suddenly deserted inn. Then she eyed the closed windows. 
 
    “Night’s coming soon. Ceria, what’s your plan?” 
 
    A small knot of anxiety twisted in Ceria’s stomach. She glanced at the Halfseekers for reassurance. 
 
    “I think we’ll stay downstairs. We won’t sleep until we know it’s safe. We’ll get some sleep in the morning before the dungeon dive.” 
 
    “Dungeon diving by day, guarding by night. That’s not a lot of time to rest! But it’s probably a good idea for this night at least. The Hobs will be downstairs too. I’m going to warn Bird.” 
 
    Erin nodded and dashed upstairs. Ceria looked around. The convivial mood that had been filling the inn had evaporated. Now the adventurers looked serious. As four of the Redfang Goblins came downstairs, Ceria saw they were all armed. 
 
    “If the Raskghar come, we’ll handle them. Stay behind us, Horns. Jelaqua will have the door. She’s got the armor.” 
 
    Seborn was checking one of Erin’s windows. Ceria nodded and drifted over to Pisces. 
 
    “Hey, you can make Bone Horrors, right?” 
 
    “I have been adjusting my designs. Should I animate one?” 
 
    “Maybe hold off. We’ve got enough bodies as it is. But have it ready just in case, okay?” 
 
    Pisces nodded. He sat down at a table and stretched his legs out. Ceria thought that was too casual, but then she realized they might be waiting for a long time and did the same. Erin soon came back downstairs. 
 
    “Alright. Bird’s secure and Badarrow’s up there too. He’ll make Bird run if it’s dangerous. Now. Lyonette? Is Mrsha fed? Are you fed? Is Apista fed?” 
 
    “We’re all good, Erin.” 
 
    The young woman was combing Mrsha’s fur with a brush. The Gnoll was sitting in her lap, looking around anxiously. She knew what was happening and she didn’t like it. She hugged Lyonette’s stomach. Erin hesitated. She went over to the magical door and changed the destination. She opened the door and Ceria saw Octavia’s shop appear. 
 
    “Okay. I think now’s the time. Hey, Mrsha?” 
 
    She came over and bent down with a big, fake smile. The Gnoll looked up, instantly suspicious. Erin smiled and pointed to the door. 
 
    “How would you like to sleep at Auntie Octavia’s for tonight?” 
 
    Lyonette stood up with Mrsha in her arms. The Gnoll looked at Erin in alarm, and then instantly began to howl. She fought wildly to stay, struggling with both Erin and Lyonette. 
 
    “It’s just for tonight, Mrsha! Just in case! We’ll be fine!” 
 
    Nothing Erin said convinced the Gnoll. She was afraid. Not just of staying at Octavia’s—she clung to Erin until she was pried free. Then she began crying. She was afraid. Afraid to leave Erin behind. Afraid she’d never see Erin again. 
 
    When Lyonette finally dragged her through the door, Mrsha’s loud crying was the last thing Erin heard. She closed the door and looked around. The adventurers and Goblins looked away hastily. Erin took a deep breath. 
 
    “Okay. It was just in case. We’ll be fine. Okay.” 
 
    “You could go through too, you know. You should.” 
 
    Jelaqua looked at Erin. The [Innkeeper] shook her head. 
 
    “And abandon my inn? What if my [Reinforced Structure] Skill doesn’t work if I’m not here? And I can use my aura skill. I will use it this time! I won’t run away. I have a responsibility to stay here. Plus, I can always run with everyone else if it gets really bad.” 
 
    The Selphid met Erin’s determined eyes, then nodded. Silently, the adventurers, Goblins, and Erin settled down. They talked occasionally, making jokes, commenting on some trivial detail or other, but the words grew fewer and fewer. They were waiting. And night fell as the rain continued falling over Liscor. 
 
      
 
    —— 
 
      
 
    Watch Captain Zevara strode down the battlements of Liscor’s walls, taking care not to slip. It wasn’t that hard—Liscor’s architects had factored in the danger of slipping in the rain, and carved small grooves into the stonework that added friction to the slick stone. Still, Zevara placed her feet with care. Every eye was on her and she had no intention of making a fool of herself in front of her men. Or the adventurers. Or Wing Commander Embria. 
 
    Part of what made a Watch Captain was their reputation. Zevara had fought tooth-and-tail to get to her post and she was determined not to lose it. She raised her voice and shouted as she passed a group of her soldiers. 
 
    “The Raskghar are coming with the night! I want every Drake and Gnoll alert! Watch the waters! We won’t let a single one of those hulking bastards up the walls! We’ve got Embria’s [Soldiers] on the walls and the City Watch has every inch of the walls lit up. Adventurers are waiting on standby and Olesm’s prepped every defensive spell. We’ll be ready! Check your posts! Report any suspicious behavior at once! Do you hear me?” 
 
    “Yes, Watch Captain!” 
 
    The [Guardsmen] and [Guardswomen] shouted as they passed. They stood a bit taller as Zevara walked down the line. It wasn’t a Skill. Zevara wished she had a Skill, but she hadn’t gotten a good one yet. No, this was just good leadership. She walked the entirety of the walls, repeating her speech at least a dozen times, and then walked back towards the walls that had been assailed last time. 
 
    The eastern wall was practically glowing with light. The City Watch stood with their backs to bright [Light] spells—the advanced version known as [Illumination] which allowed the [Mages] who’d cast it to change the angle and intensity of the light. Thus, the light shone from the battlements at the Watch’s backs, blinding anyone who might be trying to scale up the walls while the Watch maintained their night-vision for the most part. 
 
    “Are we ready?” 
 
    Zevara strode up to Olesm, who was nervously staring into the water. He had his Ring of Sight equipped. She saw him twist the ring on his finger and blink furiously before looking at her. 
 
    “We’re ready, Watch Captain. The Antinium are on patrol in the streets, Embria’s soldiers are in position, we have a few adventurers with spells and bows on the walls—oh, and I saw a group of Antinium break off and enter Erin’s inn.” 
 
    “Really?” 
 
    Olesm nodded. He looked around and hesitated. 
 
    “Some of the Antinium were Workers. With bows. They were trying to hide it, but my Ring of Sight…” 
 
    He gestured to the enchanted ring. Zevara’s head snapped over to the inn. She stared at the boarded up windows, eyes narrowed. 
 
    “Put that on your report to me later. The Walled Cities will want to know.” 
 
    Olesm nodded. Zevara thought about finding Klbkch and asking him about the Workers, but she decided not to. She’d have all the time later. She stood on the walls, staring into the waters as the rain fell with everyone else. She could not see the moon rising, but she knew it was there, behind the rainclouds. And sure enough, with the moon came the first contact with the Raskghar. 
 
    “Contact!” 
 
    It was a Gold-rank adventurer who spotted the first Raskghar. Halrac drew and loosed an arrow before the others could turn to look. The Raskghar jerked as an arrow struck it in the chest. It floated upwards and only then did it become visible, a small, bobbing form amid the dark waters. The [Mages] shone more light into the waters and more shouts sprang up along the walls. Not just from the east side either. 
 
    “Raskghar to the north!” 
 
    “On the western side too! Goblins as well!” 
 
    “Hold your fire!” 
 
    Zevara bellowed as the Watch began loosing arrows at the Raskghar who immediately dived. She shouted again and heard her words relayed. 
 
    “Hold your fire! Let our high-level [Archers] pick them off! Mages! I want those of you with the best aim to hit the Raskghar when they come up for air! Everyone else—spot the Raskghar in the water and relay the targets!” 
 
    The shouting on the walls subsided slightly. Now Zevara heard tense voices calling out targets, and the sounds of [Archers] and [Mages] doing their work. Below, the Raskghar found themselves literal sitting ducks. They tried to dive deep into the waters, but the need for air and the monsters below drove them upwards to the waiting adventurers on the walls. Over a dozen bodies were floating in the water before Zevara sensed the Raskghar retreating. But it wasn’t over. Olesm’s sharp voice made Zevara look around. 
 
    “Watch Captain! The inn!” 
 
    He pointed. Zevara looked and cursed. The Wandering Inn was under attack! On the far side of the hill a large group had surfaced. They’d been hidden by the inn. Now Zevara saw small forms scuttling up the side of the hill, disappearing behind the inn’s walls. She cursed. 
 
    “How many are over there? It looks like at least sixty Goblins and ten Raskghar! Archers! Get over there and start shooting every Goblin you can see!” 
 
    She saw adventurers and guardsmen running down the walls. The inn was under siege. Little Goblins swarmed around the windows, trying to open the locked shutters. They gave up and began climbing the walls until the two figures on the guard tower, Bird and Badarrow, began shooting them and the Raskghar off. Then it was the doors. 
 
    A pair of Raskghar smashed into the inn. They roared for half a second and then the sound cut off. The rest of the Raskghar and Goblins charged in after them. There was a brief pause in which Zevara waited with bated breath, and then the Goblins ran out, screaming. A Raskghar made it to the door before a spike of ice burst from his chest and he tumbled to the ground. A loud voice thundered from the inn. 
 
    “Begone, jerks!” 
 
    The rest of the Goblins exploded from the door of the inn as if they’d been hurled out by a catapult. More of the Raskghar tried to flee, but only one got out the doorway and Halrac’s arrow took him in the throat. Zevara blinked. She turned to Olesm. 
 
    “What do you think they ran into in there?” 
 
    “At a guess? Two adventuring teams, a unit of Painted Soldiers and Workers, Hobgoblins, and Erin.” 
 
    Zevara stared down at the inn. 
 
    “That would do it.” 
 
    Then she frowned. 
 
    “Wait. What’s happening there?” 
 
    Someone was leaving the inn. The fleeing Cave Goblins were pursued by a group of four Hobs. The Redfang Warriors! They charged into the Cave Goblins and began kicking, punching, and laying about with a sword. The flat of a sword. Zevara stared down incredulously. 
 
    “What are they doing? Our archers are shooting at Goblins! Hold! Hold your fire!” 
 
    She shouted at the Watch who stopped trying to hit the fleeing Goblins. One person kept shooting, though. Halrac’s arrow took a Cave Goblin through the eye and another through the chest. He ignored the Hobs as he loosed arrows. 
 
    “Perfect aim.” 
 
    Olesm whistled. Zevara frowned. The Hobs were taking the Cave Goblins apart. No surprise there. But they seemed to be shielding the Goblins as well! One was waving a sword and shouting something at the walls. She couldn’t hear his voice well, but it sounded like he was trying to say ‘stop’ to Halrac. But the Gold-rank adventurer kept firing, hitting the Cave Goblins with each shot. 
 
      
 
    —— 
 
      
 
    On the hill outside the inn, Shorthilt, Headscratcher, Rabbiteater, and Numbtongue fought. As Zevara had noticed, they fought with fists and feet and in Shorthilt’s case, the flat of his blade. The Cave Goblins were armed with crude daggers and clubs. There were dozens of them and fleeing though they might be, they outnumbered the Hobs several times over. 
 
    It still wasn’t a fair fight. Headscratcher punched a Cave Goblin as the little Goblin rushed at him, then kicked another Goblin in the chest. He whirled, caught a Goblin by the arm as it tried to stab him in the back of the knee, and hurled her screaming into the air. Rabbiteater smacked two Goblins together and then tossed them back towards the inn. An arrow flashed by his head and pierced a Goblin’s skull. Rabbiteater whirled, saw the dead Cave Goblin falling and looked up. 
 
    The hail of arrows had stopped, but someone on the walls was still firing! Their aim was incredible—they hit every Goblin they were aiming at. And the Cave Goblins were dying. Numbtongue shouted up at the walls in frustration. 
 
    “Stop! Stop shooting!” 
 
    It was no use. Another arrow sped downwards and took a Goblin in the heart. Shorthilt snarled. He lifted his sword, narrowing his eyes as he saw the archer on the walls—Halrac—take aim again. 
 
    Legends were told of sword masters so skilled that they could deflect or cut arrows in flight. Shorthilt’s arm rose as Halrac shot at a Goblin running past the Hob. His arm shot out— 
 
    And he blocked the arrow with his arm. The impact made Shorthilt’s arm shake with the impact, but the arrow was buried in his arm rather than the Goblin’s head. He grunted as the little Cave Goblin shrieked and ran. Headscratcher chased after it. He tackled the Goblin and looked up. Another arrow took another Goblin through the face. 
 
    “Stop!” 
 
    And then another arrow flew. Not from the walls of Liscor, but from the roof of Erin’s inn. Badarrow took aim at Halrac and loosed an arrow. 
 
      
 
    —— 
 
      
 
    “Incoming!” 
 
    Zevara instantly ducked with everyone on the walls. An arrow snapped on the battlements just below Halrac and he leaned back. He snarled and drew an arrow. Olesm exclaimed in disbelief. 
 
    “That Hob is shooting at us!” 
 
    Badarrow was aiming up at Halrac. The Gold-rank adventurer took aim at another Cave Goblin and another arrow shattered on the battlements right next to Halrac’s face. A warning shot. Halrac turned. He shifted his aim and loosed an arrow. His arrow thunked into the wood right next to Badarrow’s right ear. The Goblin and Human stared at each other as they drew an arrow. And then another arrow flew upwards. 
 
    This one came from Bird. It shot straight towards Halrac’s chest. The [Scout] saw it coming and ducked behind a battlement. The arrow curved as it followed him. Zevara’s mouth opened as she saw the arrow flying towards Halrac’s chest. The [Scout]’s eyes widened. His hand shot up and he snatched the arrow out of the air. 
 
    “[Arrow Grab]!” 
 
    The tip of the arrow was less than an inch from his chest. Halrac stared at it as the other guardsmen and adventurers stared at him in awe. He stared down at the inn. His hand tightened and the arrow snapped. He threw it to the ground and snarled. 
 
    “Goblins!” 
 
    For a second Zevara thought he’d resume shooting, but he turned and stalked back down the walls. Zevara watched him go. She stared back down at the inn. 
 
    “Is that Antinium insane?” 
 
    Far below, Bird lowered his bow. He clicked his mandibles together. 
 
    “That was a good shot. We were shooting at Mister Halrac, yes, Badarrow? I shot him better than you.” 
 
    He looked over at Badarrow. The Hob was staring at him with his mouth open. Bird nodded a few times. Then he stared up at the walls and hesitated. 
 
    “…Why were we shooting at Mister Halrac?” 
 
      
 
    —— 
 
      
 
    Erin only heard about the archery duel and Bird’s nearly fatal shot after the fighting was over. In truth, the fighting had been over the instant the Raskghar had come through the door and been torn to shreds by the adventurers and Goblins. The rest was just mopping up. Headscratcher and the other Redfangs came in, dragging unconscious or dazed Goblins and the adventurers resumed peeking out the windows. Arrows and spells kept flying from Liscor’s walls, hitting any Raskghar they saw. 
 
    In truth, after the first hour of excitement the night was quite boring. The Raskghar and Goblins kept trying to get close to Liscor, but only in small groups and never successfully. By the time midnight had passed into the half-light of just before dawn, Erin was exhausted from the tension but relieved no one had been hurt. Except for the Goblins. Only then did she head up to the roof and get the story of what had happened with Halrac. Then she flipped out. 
 
    There was nothing Erin could do while Liscor was on high alert. So she stayed in the tower, trying not to shout at Bird who was humming, oblivious to what had happened. Badarrow wisely got out of her way, although Erin knew why he’d decided to act. A score of dead Goblins were lying on the grass, each hit with a single arrow. 
 
    As dawn broke, the Raskghar fled for good. Erin saw the few dark shapes that had kept out of bow range swimming back towards the submerged dungeon rift. Her eyes narrowed as she stared at the distant shapes disappearing back into the water. 
 
    “That was way too easy.” 
 
    “What was?” 
 
    Bird looked at Erin. She met his innocent gaze and bit her tongue. 
 
    “Come downstairs, Bird.” 
 
    “Okay, Erin.” 
 
    He followed her downstairs. Erin stared around the inn. The dead Raskghar had been dumped outside. There was blood on the floor, but little else. The adventurers were yawning, clearly exhausted from lack of sleep. 
 
    “They’re leaving?” 
 
    Jelaqua looked at Erin. The [Innkeeper] nodded. 
 
    “Get some sleep. The Hobs will stay up. You’re going back into the dungeon, right?” 
 
    “At midmorning. Or something like that. Yeah, time for bed.” 
 
    The Halfseekers and Horns trooped up the stairs, swaying silently as they went to their rooms. Erin looked around. The Redfang Goblins stared at her. They were standing guard next to a pile of battered Cave Goblins. Pebblesnatch was staring wide-eyed at the comatose Goblins. Erin nodded. 
 
    “Do you think you can control them? Get them where you need them to go? I’m not letting Mrsha and Lyonette back into the inn until they’re gone.” 
 
    The Hobs nodded. Erin hesitated, and then pointed. 
 
    “Bird. Sit there. Right there. Don’t go anywhere. Pawn?” 
 
    She waved at the Antinium standing at the back of the inn. Pawn looked up. He and the other Antinium were sitting together. They hadn’t done much after the first round of fighting, but it had been reassuring to have them here. 
 
    “Yes, Erin?” 
 
    “I’m going into Liscor. It should be safe. I’ll be back soon. Can you stay until then?” 
 
    “That is perfectly fine.” 
 
    “Thanks.” 
 
      
 
    —— 
 
      
 
    The night’s attack had been too easy. Too small in scale. That was Erin’s conclusion, though her brain was so addled with exhaustion that she couldn’t really think of anything else. But she knew what she knew. The Raskghar had attacked…but for a race of what should have been super-intelligent reverse werewolves, that had been a bad attack. It was probably a ruse of some kind. 
 
    Watch Captain Zevara was of the same opinion. Erin could hear her wearily addressing her men as dawn broke. Erin climbed the walls and heard Zevara shouting before she reached her. 
 
    “Those Raskghar knew we were ready. They’ll be back tomorrow night. And this time they’ll probably try something a lot bigger. Get as much sleep as you can today! We’re all on the night shift tomorrow!” 
 
    A stream of weary Gnolls and Drakes came down the steps. They blinked at Erin as she walked up past them, but everyone was too tired to ask silly questions. They were all dead on their feet. Erin bet that the city would be slumbering well into morning. Heck, she’d probably sleep until noon! But she had another task before she could rest. 
 
    “Psst, Zevara.” 
 
    The Watch Captain looked up as Erin sidled over to her. She glanced around. 
 
    “The walls are off-limits to civilians, Human. We are under curfew.” 
 
    “Oh. Oops.” 
 
    Erin hesitated. Zevara eyed her and sighed. 
 
    “Speak.” 
 
    The young woman nodded. She took a deep breath. 
 
    “I’ve got Goblins.” 
 
    “I noticed. One of your people shot arrows at my men.” 
 
    “That was Bird and Badarrow. Sorry about that. But we’ve got more Goblins. For, y’know, intelligence?” 
 
    Zevara stared at Erin. The young woman hesitated. 
 
    “Okay, and because I didn’t want to kill them. I’ll keep them in the basement, okay? And the Redfang—I mean, Headscratcher and the others will find a place for them sometime tomorrow. I mean, today. Soon.” 
 
    The Drake paused. She seemed to be wavering between shouting and resignation. Exhaustion and her sore throat won. She glared at Erin. 
 
    “I won’t stop you. But your inn is a possible threat. We’ll be watching both entrances to your inn. If one of those Goblins takes so much as a step into Liscor, they’ll be dead. The Hobs—we’re watching them too.” 
 
    “Thanks for caring.” 
 
    Erin made a face. She hadn’t expected anything more of Zevara. Actually, she’d expected a lot less. She supposed she should be grateful, actually. Another Watch Captain might have tried to kill the Goblins outright. She turned. 
 
    “I need to speak to Halrac. Is he up here?” 
 
    “Down the wall over there. He’s not in a good mood.” 
 
    “I don’t think he would be. Thanks.” 
 
    Erin walked off. Zevara called after her. 
 
    “Why are you doing this, Erin? To make friends with the Goblins? They tried to kill you.” 
 
    “The Redfang Warriors didn’t. They saved my life.” 
 
    The [Innkeeper] turned. Zevara shook her head. 
 
    “And that means you’ll try to save all the Goblins? They’re enemy combatants.” 
 
    “They don’t need to be. The Raskghar are using them like slaves.” 
 
    “That doesn’t change the fact that they’re attacking Liscor. I’m not arguing with you. I’m too tired. But here’s something you should know. There was a battle at Dwarfhalls Rest. A mountain far north of here. Apparently the Humans, led by that Lord Tyrion Veltras, finally made a move against the Goblins. Both the Great Chieftain and the Goblin Lord.” 
 
    “Really? What happened?” 
 
    Zevara shrugged. 
 
    “Apparently, a huge army of Humans is in pursuit of the Goblin Lord’s forces. They’ve even hired Ellia Arcsinger, the Kingslayer, to slay the Goblin Lord. It’ll be public knowledge in a few hours. But the Goblins are on the run and by all accounts, Veltras has an army that outnumbers them.” 
 
    Erin whistled. Zevara glanced at her. 
 
    “That doesn’t bother you?” 
 
    She received a blank look in reply. Erin shook her head. 
 
    “There’s a big, bad army of Goblins up north. Got it. What does that have to do with the Goblins here? Goblins are not alike.” 
 
    “That’s not how Liscor’s citizens see it.” 
 
    Erin frowned. 
 
    “Well they won’t see the Goblins, then. Any of them.” 
 
    With that, she turned and marched away. Zevara stared at her and frowned at Erin’s inn, visible from the walls. 
 
    “What does that mean?” 
 
    Zevara didn’t know. But she had a bad feeling that it would mean trouble down the road. She watched Erin walk down the battlements to the [Scout] sitting in the rain. 
 
      
 
    —— 
 
      
 
    Halrac had unstrung his bow and stowed it away in his bag of holding. He was not in the mood for conversation, though. The piercing glare that he gave Erin as she walked towards him made her want to turn around. But she walked up to him determinedly. Erin didn’t beat around the bush. 
 
    “I want to apologize. For Bird, I mean.” 
 
    “You don’t have to apologize for anything.” 
 
    The [Scout] growled. He was watching the waters, though most of the Watch and all of the adventurers had gone. Erin bit her lip. 
 
    “I know. But I should explain.” 
 
    “Explain what? The Antinium nearly shot me through the chest.” 
 
    “I know! Don’t you think I’m upset! I can’t believe he did that! But—I can believe it too.” 
 
    Halrac glanced at Erin. She scrubbed her hands through her hair. 
 
    “How can I explain this? Halrac—I’m not making excuses for Bird. What he did was so bad! But he’s…well, he’s like a child. He doesn’t understand some things.” 
 
    “Like shooting people?” 
 
    The older man’s look told Erin he was losing patience fast. Erin shook her head. 
 
    “I think he didn’t expect the arrow to hurt you. Halrac, you’ve met Bird. You know he’s different. He saw Badarrow shooting at you and thought he should do the same. Only, he didn’t understand that Badarrow was shooting warning shots.” 
 
    “So he took his shot. I survived. What do you want me to do?” 
 
    “Come with me. So Bird can apologize. And before that, so you and I can explain what he did wrong.” 
 
    Halrac’s shoulders tensed. Erin took a quick breath. 
 
    “He doesn’t think he did anything bad, Halrac. He has to know. Just come with me. Please? Bird likes you. He admires you! That’s why he has to know just what he did.” 
 
    For a few minutes the [Scout] just sat there. Then, at last, he got up. Expressionlessly he nodded. 
 
    “Let’s go.” 
 
    Erin hurried down the battlements. Halrac followed after her. The two didn’t speak until they were heading down the stairs. At last, Halrac spoke. 
 
    “Are you going to explain what the Goblins were doing?” 
 
    “Headscratcher and the others? They were trying to save the Cave Goblins. Badarrow—he was trying to get you to stop killing the Goblins. Did you not realize that was what he was…?” 
 
    “I’m an adventurer. That’s my job. I’ve seen what Goblins can do.” 
 
    Halrac spoke flatly. Erin looked back at him. 
 
    “I get that. But, see, Halrac, these Goblins are slaves to the Raskghar—” 
 
    “Doesn’t matter. They attacked the inn. They’ll do it again if ordered.” 
 
    “But—” 
 
    “I don’t trust Goblins. I know you do. I can’t stop you, so I don’t try. I’ll eat at your inn, but I won’t trust those Hobs with my back. And I don’t think it’s safe for you to have them under your roof, either. That’s what I believe, but I know you won’t change your mind. So I don’t waste my breath.” 
 
    Halrac folded his arms. Erin stared at him and raindrops pattered off her head. The [Scout] stared at her. Erin was the one who looked away. 
 
    “We’re not going to agree on this, are we?” 
 
    “No. So let’s drop it. Where’s Bird?” 
 
    “Inside. Let me speak first. Please.” 
 
    Erin opened the door to her inn. Bird looked up happily. 
 
    “Miss Erin! Mister Halrac! Is this who I am supposed to meet? Hello, Mister Halrac. You caught my arrow!” 
 
    Halrac’s glare could have peeled paint. Erin took a few deep breaths as she walked over. 
 
    “Bird, that’s why we’re here. We need to talk about what you did. You shot an arrow at Halrac.” 
 
    “Yes. I did. Because Badarrow was shooting at him. But I shot better.” 
 
    “Badarrow wasn’t trying to hit Halrac, Bird! And even if he was, that doesn’t excuse what you did!” 
 
    The Antinium paused. For the first time his raised mandibles lowered slightly and he looked less happy. 
 
    “Oh.” 
 
    “You shot an arrow right at Halrac’s chest, Bird. You would have killed him.” 
 
    Erin spoke slowly, trying to convey this to Bird. The Worker looked confused. He hunched his shoulders and looked at Halrac. 
 
    “But he is Mister Halrac. A Gold-rank adventurer. He wouldn’t die.” 
 
    Erin and Halrac exchanged a glance. Bird looked at both of them. 
 
    “…Would he?” 
 
    They nodded. Bird paused. He seemed to grapple with this. If Badarrow hadn’t been shooting at Halrac…and he had…and Halrac would have died if he’d been shot…Bird looked up suddenly in alarm. 
 
    “Did I do bad?” 
 
    “Yes!” 
 
    The Antinium began to shake. He looked at Erin. 
 
    “How bad did I do? Very bad? Very bad?” 
 
    Erin’s heart twisted. But she kept a stern face. 
 
    “Very bad, Bird. As bad as bad can be. I brought Halrac here so you can apologize. He might not forgive you. That’s how bad it was.” 
 
    Bird looked at Halrac, stricken. He wavered, looked around wildly. Erin held her breath. Then Bird curled up. He wrapped his four arms around his body and he began to rock back and forth. 
 
    “I’m sorry. I’m sorry. I’m sorry. I’m sorry. I’m sorry. I’m sorry. I’m sorry. I’m sorry. I’m sorry. I’m sorry. I’m sorry. I’m sorry—” 
 
    “Bird? Bird!” 
 
    The Antinium didn’t respond. He seemed petrified and kept babbling the same words over and over. Erin went to stop him, but Halrac caught her hand. 
 
    “Let me.” 
 
    Erin hesitated, then drew back. She took a few steps away as Bird kept rocking back and forth and took several breaths. Someone put a hand on her shoulder and she turned. 
 
    “Pawn!” 
 
    The Antinium had been watching the entire thing. Pawn stared at Bird. And then he spoke. 
 
    “I have known Bird as long as I have been alive. I understand that he is…different. Even for an Individual. What Bird does not understand is why some things are not permissible and why other things are. Would it be appropriate for me to apologize with Bird?” 
 
    Erin stared back at Bird and Halrac. The [Scout] had stopped Bird from rocking. His expression didn’t change much, but he spoke quietly to Bird and the Antinium looked up desperately. Erin sensed a flicker of what might have been pity cross Halrac’s face. Or sadness. 
 
    “No, Pawn. I think Halrac understands. You should get your Soldiers and Workers back. Thanks so much for the help.” 
 
    “We will be back tomorrow night.” 
 
    The Antinium nodded to her. He stared at Bird, then motioned to Yellow Splatters. The Soldier broke off from staring at Bird and the other Antinium followed Erin out the door. She wished she could have talked with Pawn, but she was too tired to think, really. The Raskghar…Erin frowned. They were gone. Yep. Which meant…she glanced around. The Goblins were gone too. As were the Redfangs. Plan A was working. Or was it Plan B? Plan G? 
 
    Her mind was fuzzy. When had she last slept? Probably nearly 24 hours ago. She’d been up all day getting ready for tonight, and then up all night. And now it was nearly morning again. Erin stumbled towards the magic door and set it to Celum. 
 
    “Is anyone awake?” 
 
    “Erin?” 
 
    A shape moved into view. Erin jumped as Lyonette appeared, pale-faced, a sword in hand. Octavia poked her head out with a pot for a helmet and two potions in her hands. Both relaxed when they saw Erin. 
 
    “Is it safe?” 
 
    “I think so. The Raskghar are gone and it’s nearly morning. You can come back now. How’s it over there?” 
 
    “Bad! I barely got a wink of sleep! I should charge you for staying the night!” 
 
    Octavia rubbed at her bloodshot eyes. She plucked one out and stared at it. Erin looked around. 
 
    “Mrsha?” 
 
    “She fell asleep after she threw a tantrum. I think she’s—oh. She’s up.” 
 
    Lyonette grimaced. A flurry of paws and fur exploded from behind her and barreled into Erin’s midriff. Erin went oof and sat down as Mrsha climbed all over her, licking her face and hugging her. 
 
    “It’s okay, Mrsha! The bad Raskghar are gone. We’re all fine. We’re all fine.” 
 
    Lyonette walked into the inn as Octavia, yawning, shut the door, muttering about sleep deductibles. The [Barmaid] stared at the floor and the blood and blanched a bit. 
 
    “Fighting?” 
 
    “They barely got through the front door. The Redfangs captured a lot of Goblins—they’ll be gone most of the day. If they even return by night.” 
 
    “Plan G?” 
 
    “Plan G. We’ll have to make a takeout meal for them. Uh…” 
 
    Erin tried to get up and nearly fell over. She felt like she was drunk, but without any of the buzz of alcohol. She looked around. Halrac was walking towards her. 
 
    “Halrac. Did you…?” 
 
    “I spoke to Bird. I think I understand.” 
 
    Halrac looked past Erin. He hesitated. 
 
    “I’ve met people like that. Adventurers, even. I didn’t realize Antinium had the same problem.” 
 
    The young woman slowly shook her head. 
 
    “Not a problem. Just different. Just…him. He still did a bad thing.” 
 
    “Yes.” 
 
    Halrac looked as if he were about to say something more, but he decided not to. 
 
    “I’m going to rest. I’ll return later today. The adventurers will rally at the dungeon at midday.” 
 
    “I’ll see you then. Halrac? Thank you.” 
 
    The [Scout] nodded, and left. Erin looked around. Bird was sitting in his chair. He’d stopped rocking, but he was staring down at his legs and he was still curled up. The pose was nearly exactly identical to the one Pawn had made. Erin saw Mrsha pad over to him, looking curious. She patted Bird’s leg with one paw as Apista buzzed away from Bird, still afraid of the Antinium. Mrsha patted Bird and then waved a paw at him. The Worker spoke without looking up. 
 
    “Go away. I am worthless.” 
 
    Mrsha stood up on two legs and waved her paws. Bird turned, refusing to look at her. He faced towards the fireplace, which was now full of dull embers. 
 
    “Leave me. I am not-Bird. I am bad-Bird.” 
 
    Unfortunately for him, Mrsha refused to go. She walked around to face Bird. He instantly turned away. 
 
    “Mm.” 
 
    She padded around his other side. Bird swiveled, making the same unhappy noise. 
 
    “Mm.” 
 
    Lyonette and Erin stared at the Worker and Mrsha. Erin sighed. 
 
    “I’m going to make Bird go to sleep. He’s tired and really upset now that he knows what he did wrong.” 
 
    The [Princess] nodded. 
 
    “I think we’re all tired…uh, what did Bird do wrong?” 
 
    And then Erin had to explain the confusing story all over again. Lyonette clapped her hands to her mouth and then stared at Bird with sympathy and anxiety. Lyonette lowered her voice. 
 
    “That’s…I don’t know what to say! He shot at Halrac? And he didn’t realize—do you think he’s getting worse, Erin? I mean, not worse, but he seems more Bird-ish now. Than he was before, I mean.” 
 
    Erin nodded slowly. 
 
    “I think that’s because Bird’s happier here. He’s always been this way I’ll bet. But he can be more free here than in the Hive. And that’s not a bad thing. Usually. Pawn told me that Bird used to make mistakes before he became Individual.” 
 
    “Got it. Well, if he knows not to shoot at people…I’ll take over. You and Bird get some sleep.” 
 
    As soon as she said that, Erin realized how tired she was. She yawned. 
 
    “Okay. I’ll…get a few hours. Gotta have breakfast soon. But I’ll…short nap.” 
 
    She staggered away, urging Bird up and making her way into her soft, warm bed in the kitchen. Then she realized Lyonette would be walking around her and decided to sleep in Lyonette’s room. After a while, a small Gnoll opened the door and stole Erin’s blankets. But she was warm, so Erin slept peacefully. 
 
      
 
    —— 
 
      
 
    Night passed into day. The sun rose, and the rain let up a bit, so that a light rain fell while the sky lightened. For once, the inhabitants of Liscor could have done without the daylight. They shut their curtains and cursed the daylight—those of them that weren’t still out cold from sheer exhaustion. 
 
    Liscor had survived the second night of Raskghar. It had worn everyone out—even people who weren’t standing guard. The city was practically abandoned until around seven hours had passed since dawn, and after that people moved about grudgingly, yawning widely. The battlements were crewed by a smaller force of [Guardsmen], all of whom looked like they resented each second they stood at their posts. 
 
    When Erin woke up, she felt like she could have used another ten hours of sleep. But there was noise downstairs, so she got up, had a weird moment where she wondered where the hell she was, and then realized she was in Lyonette’s room. Erin headed towards the door and stopped. A giant bee was fanning itself on the door. 
 
    A giant insect was never pleasant to see, much less right upon waking. Apista had one benefit in that she was cuter than a cockroach, but Erin still gingerly shooed her away before opening the door and heading downstairs. And then it was work as usual. With a few twists. 
 
    “Big late breakfast, small lunch. We’re going into the dungeon and the last thing we need is to be crapping in corners. It’s really disgusting. Plus, it attracts monsters.” 
 
    Jelaqua’s first comment of the day earned her a slap on the back of the head from Moore. 
 
    “Don’t be foul. We’re eating.” 
 
    The light blow from the half-Giant sent Jelaqua’s head smacking into her plate of eggs. Erin blinked at the adventurers. Both teams were already up, although Pisces was drooling into his bowl and Ceria had to prop her head up with her arm as she ate. 
 
    “You’re going into the dungeon at midday?” 
 
    “That’s the plan.” 
 
    Jelaqua levered herself up and wiped egg from her face. Then she ate it. 
 
    “We’re pushing in hard against the Raskghar. Strike while we have daylight, and all that.” 
 
    “Be careful. I’m going to try and fortify my inn a little more. You haven’t seen the Redfangs, have you, Lyonette?” 
 
    The [Barmaid] paused as she rounded the tables with some butter and fresh bread. 
 
    “Rabbiteater came back an hour ago. Swam back, rather. He’s fishing outside. You want to see him?” 
 
    Erin nodded. She opened the door. 
 
    “Hey Rabbiteater! Let’s talk!” 
 
    The Goblin looked up. He was indeed fishing for food, but his idea of fishing was sticking an arm in the water and wiggling it about until a fish came for him and then grabbing it. He’d already caught two of the flat fishes. Erin shuddered as he offered them to her. 
 
    “No thank you. I don’t cook with those fishes. I have a bad history.” 
 
    Disappointed, Rabbiteater lowered the fish. Erin relented a bit. 
 
    “Okay, put them in the kitchen and I’ll see what I can do. I can always wear gloves or something.” 
 
    The Hob brightened and went into the kitchen. Erin motioned him to one side. None of the other Redfangs had returned since last night and the Cave Goblins they’d captured were gone too. She could sense the eyes of the adventurers on her. Erin lowered her voice. 
 
    “So? How’d it go? Was the place good like you thought?” 
 
    Rabbiteater nodded. 
 
    “And they didn’t give you any trouble?” 
 
    The Hob shrugged. He mimed thumping a few heads together. Erin winced. 
 
    “Okay. But you’re good? You sure?” 
 
    He nodded. Erin wavered. She wished she could ask him for details. 
 
    “Hey, I know I asked for one of you to come back and give me a status update, but wouldn’t it have made more sense to send Numbtongue to tell me what’s what?” 
 
    Rabbiteater shrugged apologetically. His expression made it clear that Numbtongue had been his first pick too, but the Hob had probably refused. He made a scowly face and then mimed shutting his lips tightly. Erin laughed. 
 
    “That’s true. Numbtongue would probably say about as much as you. Say, for a Goblin who hates talking so much, why is he called Numbtongue anyways? Wouldn’t…Closedmouth be more appropriate? Or Notongue?” 
 
    Rabbiteater shook his head. He bent and patted the air at about waist height, then mimed talking rapidly. He pulled out his tongue and bit it gently. Erin frowned, then grinned. 
 
    “Wait, when he was a child he talked so much he bit his tongue and couldn’t speak? That’s hilarious!” 
 
    Rabbiteater nodded, smiling hugely. The adventurers stared at Erin. Ceria closed her mouth full of food, swallowed, then spoke. 
 
    “Erin, how are you getting all of this?” 
 
    “What? Oh.” 
 
    Erin turned. She shrugged, much like the Goblins did as a catchall expression. 
 
    “It’s not hard, actually. Goblins don’t really need to speak most of the time. It’s all body language.” 
 
    Rabbiteater nodded. He mimed swimming through the air and then patted his belly. Erin nodded. 
 
    “Right, we’ve got food. You can take some back. Uh—it’ll be a lot. Should we do the special thing? No, wait, you don’t have any wood over there, do you? Okay, I guess we’ll just give you a boat or something. Are you sure it’s safe to go alone? Right, you have a magic cloak. But there’s a lot of water and I don’t think you can drown a Rock Crab. But then, what do I know?” 
 
    Rabbiteater frowned. He thought about it, and then agreed to come back with someone else. He left the inn as Erin looked around. 
 
    “Okay, I’m gonna make a trip into Celum. I don’t think most people in Liscor are awake. Lyonette? I leave the inn to you. Let’s get ready for a lunch rush.” 
 
    “Got it! Don’t worry about us over here. Drassi and two of her friends are coming in. Uh—Welfa and Imissi, I think.” 
 
    “Awesome. I’ll be back soon!” 
 
    Erin smiled. She opened the door and paused. She frowned for a second and looked around. 
 
    “Huh. Guess my ears are ringing.” 
 
    Then she closed the door and stepped into Celum. It must have been her ears indeed, because the ringing stopped moments after that. 
 
      
 
    —— 
 
      
 
    Erin missed the lunch rush of the adventurers. They’d come and gone earlier than Halrac had told her, so all she got back to was Lyonette and the Drake [Barmaids] cleaning up a whole host of dishes. And Mrsha playing leapfrog with Apista. It was adorable. The Gnoll would leap over Apista, then the bee would buzz over her head and land on the floor. 
 
    Since the only limiter was Mrsha’s jumping ability, the game carried them over tables and chairs until Lyonette caught Mrsha and told her that she had to either help or not jump around all the fragile dishes. Erin dragged in her purchases, swearing and grunting with the effort. Lyonette nearly dropped the stack of dirty dishes she was holding. 
 
    “What are those?” 
 
    Erin grinned. 
 
    “Bear traps! I told you they existed! And without springs, too! Hold on—keep Mrsha clear! I’m going to set them up outside. Uh, we might have to keep her from playing out there in the near future.” 
 
    Lyonette stared at the bear traps. Erin had bought three—the only three in stock, actually. To her great surprise the [Blacksmith] not only had known what she was talking about, but had directed her to the Adventurer’s Guild, who apparently sold the things to adventurers hunting large game. 
 
    “Can you open the door?” 
 
    Erin rubbed at one ear as she dragged the bear traps to the door. Lyonette nodded. She opened the door and blinked. 
 
    “Oh. It looks like Rabbiteater’s back. With…Numbtongue?” 
 
    Erin looked. The Hob was indeed back! And he’d brought Numbtongue to haul the food via boat. She waved at him as the two Hobs came up to the inn. They stared at the bear traps. 
 
    “See! I told you they existed! Bear traps! I can believe Lyonette never heard about them, but I thought you were an expert on survival stuff!” 
 
    Rabbiteater frowned. He peered at the bear traps, touched the steel jaws carefully, and then straightened and shrugged at Erin. He held his hands up and indicated that they were quite small compared to what he expected. Then he gave the traps a dismissive flick of his hand. 
 
    “Hey! What do you mean, ‘small’? These things are dangerous!” 
 
    Erin wasn’t sure if she was outraged on behalf of bears or bear traps. Rabbiteater smirked. Both he and Erin looked at Numbtongue. The Hob sighed, but explained. 
 
    “Those traps don’t work on Gargoyles. Or Eater Goats. Or monsters from the…Human name. What is it? High Passes. Bear traps useless there. Maybe useful on Carn Wolves. Probably will just make them madder.” 
 
    Frowning, Erin rubbed at her ear again. The distant ringing was back, and louder. 
 
    “What? Gargoyles? You have…they’re not friendly, are they? And Eater Goats? But the bear trap would totally work on them!” 
 
    Numbtongue shook his head. 
 
    “If an Eater Goat gets caught, it will bite off its own leg. Or be eaten by other goats. Doesn’t work.” 
 
    The Hob seemed to relish the way Erin’s face fell. Numbtongue smirked until Rabbiteater elbowed him in the stomach. Erin shook her head, muttering. 
 
    “Aw. Why do you have to tell me stuff like that? Now I’m going to think about that—hey, I’ve only got three of these. I was thinking of putting them in the grass near the water. You know, if the Raskghar try to sneak up again? Think that’ll work?” 
 
    The Hobs nodded. For all they’d pooh-poohed the bear traps they were all too willing to bury them in sod and dirt. Erin carefully memorized the spots where the traps were buried. 
 
    “Don’t you go stepping on these, now. I’ll warn Lyonette and the others to draw water only from the front of the inn. And Mrsha can’t play outside now. Not that she could with the fish and Raskghar anyways. Okay, you’re here for the food, right?” 
 
    The Hobgoblins nodded. They followed Erin into the inn and soon emerged with packs of food which they began loading into the boat. Dried meat, some flour, a few flasks of oil and water—it didn’t need to be too much. Erin helped them, but she kept pausing to rub her ears. The fifth time she did it, Rabbiteater frowned and pointed at her ear. He mimed shaking water out. Erin shook her head. 
 
    “It’s not that. There’s nothing in there. I just keep hearing—” 
 
    She paused suddenly. A worried frown crossed her face. Erin looked around, then lowered her voice. 
 
    “Hey—you have [Dangersense], right, Rabbiteater? Is it going off for you right now?” 
 
    The Hob immediately straightened and looked around. He frowned and put a hand to his head. He waited, but at last shook his head definitively. Erin exhaled. 
 
    “Must just be my imagination.” 
 
    Still, now that she’d thought of it, the distant ringing sounded a lot like a warning. But Rabbiteater could hear nothing. That was curious. The Hob looked concerned. He pointed back at the inn and mimed sitting. Erin smiled. 
 
    “No, that’s fine. The others must be starving. Get the food to them. But maybe come back? If three of you can handle the Cave Goblins…” 
 
    Rabbiteater paused and then nodded. He walked over to Numbtongue, poked the Goblin, and jabbered quickly in their tongue. Numbtongue looked up sharply and nodded. Within moments their boat was skimming across the water as both Hobs rowed hard. They headed west, further away from Liscor. Erin watched them go and then turned. 
 
    “Right. He couldn’t hear anything. Which means we’re probably safe. Probably. But if we’re not…” 
 
    She chewed her lip and looked around. There was nothing to see. Just grey skies, rain, and the occasional ripple in the water from a larger fish. Liscor looked fine. But now that Erin had thought of it, she felt like she was being watched. Or was that her imagination? 
 
    There was nothing in sight from Bird’s watch tower. Nothing. Erin looked, but the few hills poking out of the water were wet and muddy but otherwise unchanged. The waters were fine. She would have asked Bird to look for more details, but the Antinium was in his room. He’d really been crushed by his mistake—or rather, realizing his mistake. Erin wanted to talk to him, but she couldn’t shake the uneasy feeling. 
 
    The ringing persisted in her head. But why? Erin had talked to Rabbiteater and he’d felt nothing. Was it just something in her head? A mistake? Something that only affected her? Or—was it something only she’d noticed? 
 
    Was her mind trying to tell her something? What had Erin picked up on? The young woman stared around. The sky was clouded over, but it was definitely day. The Raskghar were probably waiting for nightfall. What did that leave? 
 
    Rock Crabs? Lurkersnatch Fish? The…Goblins? Surely not. The Goblins were far away and the fish weren’t a real danger to her inn. Not with the magical walls and Liscor being so near by. Was it the adventurers her [Dangersense] was warning her about? Were Ceria and the others in trouble? 
 
    No. [Dangersense] didn’t work like that. Erin tried to remember how it had felt in times before. She frowned and then had a small idea. 
 
    “Lyonette?” 
 
    The [Princess] came over with a cleaning cloth in hand. She frowned when Erin told her of what she was feeling but she didn’t dismiss the possibility that only Erin was being warned. She frowned as she put a hand to her head. 
 
    “I was taught about [Dangersense] once. By my tutor. I didn’t listen too much—and I don’t have it. But I was told that not all threats get detected.” 
 
    Erin’s gaze sharpened. 
 
    “Really.” 
 
    “Yes…it’s fuzzy. Hold on. I think…ambushes get detected sometimes, but the higher-level the enemy or the more stealthy the monster, the less likely it is your [Dangersense] will warn you ahead of time. Sometimes it only goes off right as the attack happens. But high-level [Scouts] have great [Dangersense]. Or upgraded versions of the Skill. Sometimes it goes off for everyone, like when something disastrous happens.” 
 
    “Like opening Liscor’s dungeon.” 
 
    “Exactly. But usually I think it depends on what you’re able to notice. Like—if you couldn’t detect the trap no matter what, the [Dangersense] won’t go off. Does that make sense?” 
 
    “Too much. Thanks, Lyonette.” 
 
    The [Princess] nodded, looking slightly worried. She glanced around. 
 
    “Should I take Mrsha to Celum?” 
 
    Erin wavered. 
 
    “No…she’ll fight too hard and we’re doing that tonight anyways. But why don’t you lock the doors? I’m going back up to Bird’s tower.” 
 
    Lyonette nodded. Erin went back up the stairs. This time her heart was beating faster. She stared around. But she was no eagle-eyed Halrac. What could she have spotted that he couldn’t? Erin stared around. Then she stared up at the sky. 
 
    “No Raskghar. Not until tonight. Jerks’ll probably try to sneak up on us. Good thing we have [Light] spells. Otherwise they’d be impossible to see with all the clouds and rain.” 
 
    Erin’s mind twinged a bit. Clouds. Rain. There was something there. She paused and re-examined her thoughts. Clouds and rain. The Raskghar would come back tonight. Why was that odd? 
 
    “Because…there’s no full moon. Or rather, we can’t see it. Doesn’t matter, I guess. The moon’s still up there. Both of them.” 
 
    Two moons. Erin frowned up at the sky. Well, obviously they won’t be visible now. But the lunar cycle was underway. Stupid double moons that both waxed and waned at the same time. That was probably why the Raskghar got to be reverse werewolves for six days each month. 
 
    “For six days each month. And they’re werewolves. Totally. Even though werewolves don’t exist in this world. Apparently. But the Raskghar get powers. Even if the moons…” 
 
    Erin trailed off. Even if the moons weren’t visible. She glanced up at the sky. Right. Even if the moons weren’t visible the Raskghar would be out tonight. Why did that phrase make the alarm in her head ring louder and louder? She stared at the sky for several long minutes. 
 
    “Shame that I can’t see the moons. I could check on them or something with a telescope. If I had one. Are there telescopes in this world? It has to be possible. I bet there’s a spell that does the exact same thing so no one invented a telescope. Can I get someone to make one for me? Or would Ryoka call that another bad technology to create? Hold on…I bet that if I went to Celum or Pallass I’d be able to see the moons at night! Duh!” 
 
    Erin slapped her forehead. Then she had another thought. 
 
    “Olesm has that Ring of Sight! I could borrow it, right? Then I could check on the moons. And anything else.” 
 
    She hurried downstairs. The [Princess] looked up anxiously. Erin tried to smile reassuringly, but the ringing in her mind made her voice slightly more rushed than usual. 
 
    “Lyonette? I’m going to Liscor to borrow Olesm’s ring.” 
 
    Mrsha had been playing with her ball. She noticed Erin’s tone of voice and looked up. She whined anxiously. Erin smiled. 
 
    “Nothing’s wrong.” 
 
    That was the wrong thing to say. Lyonette went over to reassure Mrsha as Erin headed for the door. Drassi had caught the mood. She and her friends hovered around Erin anxiously. 
 
    “Did I hear you right, Erin? Are you looking for Olesm? We can help you search if you need to find him quick. I know where he lives and Welfa and Imissi can check the Watch’s barracks and the city hall.” 
 
    Erin turned, relieved. 
 
    “Would you? I’ll run up to the battlements. Meet me…meet me by the barracks if you find him, okay?” 
 
    The three Drakes nodded. All four females ran into the rain. Erin charged up the battlements. She didn’t know why she was running. Only, she felt an increasing sense of urgency. She scaled the walls and surprised the Gnoll on duty. He blinked at her. 
 
    “Wall’s off limits to civilians right now, Miss.” 
 
    “I know! Where’s Olesm? I need to speak with him.” 
 
    “I think he’s in his office. In the city hall.” 
 
    Erin cursed and ran down the steps. She wondered if Imissi had already gotten Olesm and then ran towards the city hall anyways. Both Imissi and Drassi met Erin. Olesm was following them. 
 
    “I found Olesm heading back to his apartment!” 
 
    Drassi panted. Olesm looked from her to Erin. His look of annoyance faded into concern. 
 
    “Erin? What’s wrong?” 
 
    “Nothing!” 
 
    Erin shouted the word. She couldn’t help it. Now the alarm in her head was ringing loudly. Erin pointed at Olesm. 
 
    “I need your ring!” 
 
    “My ring?” 
 
    “Yes! I need to see the moon!” 
 
    Olesm looked at Erin as if she were insane. 
 
    “But it’s not dark outside yet, Erin.” 
 
    “I know that! But I need it for something! The moon’ll be out tonight! I just need to see it! Or—” 
 
    Erin froze. Her head snapped up. She stared at the dark sky. Clouds. No moon. The Raskghar were still werewolves when they couldn’t see the moon. 
 
    They were intelligent even when the moon was out of sight. Suddenly, Erin’s mouth was in her chest. She turned and opened and shut her mouth. Olesm stared at her. 
 
    “Erin? What’s wrong?” 
 
    The words didn’t come out for a second. Erin was transfixed in horror. Then she grabbed Olesm. 
 
    “Sound the alarm! Get everyone to the walls! Get the adventurers out of the dungeon! Now! It’s a trap!” 
 
    “What? What?” 
 
    Erin didn’t answer. She turned and ran for the battlements. She heard Olesm shout after her and then the Drake was pounding after her down the street. Erin ran with the speed of panic. Somehow she found enough breath to scream—something. A family of Drakes on the street stared at her wide-eyed and backed away. Erin didn’t care. She ran up the steps two at a time and gasped at the Gnoll [Guardsman] she’d met. 
 
    “Sound the alarm!” 
 
    He stared at her. Olesm, panting, caught Erin. 
 
    “Erin, what is it!” 
 
    “We’re going to be attacked! Right now! The Raskghar are still smart! It’s still the full moon!” 
 
    Both the Drake and Gnoll stared at Erin uncomprehendingly. She nearly screamed in her effort to explain. She pointed up. 
 
    “The moon is still up there! It’s still a full moon! It’s the lunar cycle! Time! The moon doesn’t have to be visible! It’s still the right time of the month!” 
 
    Still they didn’t understand. But Erin’s [Dangersense] was blaring now. Something only she could detect. No, it was something only she could understand. Only someone from Earth understood that the moon was always in the sky, always orbiting. It just wasn’t always visible. And if it was the orbit, the position of the moon that mattered and not whether it was visible— 
 
    “I don’t understand. We can’t see a thing. And it’s early evening, Erin!” 
 
    “Haven’t you ever seen the moon on a clear day?” 
 
    Olesm froze. He stared up at the sky and then whirled. The Gnoll looked at him, wide-eyed. Olesm put his hand to his earhole and then shouted. 
 
    “Sound the alarm!” 
 
    The Gnoll grabbed the horn at his belt. He raised it and blew a long, piercing note. For a second the wailing sound filled the air with shock. And then another horn blew. Someone began to ring a bell. Erin turned. She stared out into the waters. No one had been checking for the Raskghar. There had been guardsmen on the wall, but they’d been exhausted. Why would the Raskghar attack during the day, after all? She saw nothing at first. But as the bell began to ring, the waters stirred. A shape moved on one of the hilltops. The Raskghar stood up, exposing itself on the far side of the hill. It pointed to the walls and roared a word. Erin saw a group of Raskghar stand up. They’d hidden themselves behind the hills, right where Liscor’s defenders couldn’t see them. Olesm swore. 
 
    “Don’t worry, they’re too far away! We’ll get them—” 
 
    These Raskghar were different. They weren’t armored in fur and carrying primitive weapons. One of them was wearing shining plate mail. Another held a staff. It pointed it at the walls. Erin heard a shriek in her mind. 
 
    “Duck!” 
 
    She grabbed Olesm and the Gnoll and knocked them to the ground. She heard a scream as something ripped through the air and then a hammer of wind knocked every guardsman on the wall flat. Erin felt as though her chest was compressed. She lay on the ground, gasping, and then heard shouting. 
 
    “They’re coming up! Ancestors, they’ve got grappling hooks!” 
 
    The Raskghar were swimming to the walls. Another blast of air knocked everyone down, and then the Raskghar were throwing hooks upwards. The water was so high that they could reach the walls. Erin saw a hook land, and then a grinning face pull itself up. 
 
    The Raskghar grabbed the Gnoll guardsman as he shakily got to his feet. The Gnoll tried to stab him with a spear, but the huge Raskghar pulled him over the wall. The Gnoll screamed and splashed into the water. Erin saw the Raskghar turn to her. His armor shone brightly. He had an enchanted axe in his hands. She backed up— 
 
    “Down!” 
 
    Erin heard the voice and threw herself down. She felt a flash of heat on her back and then heard a triumphant howl. When she looked up, a shimmering wall had encased the Raskghar and his armor. Zevara spat more fire as Olesm dragged himself up and pulled Erin back. 
 
    “Push them back off the walls!” 
 
    The Watch Captain roared. The armored Raskghar slashed at her, but she dodged back. More Raskghar followed him. The Raskghar roared triumphantly, but too soon. Erin heard pounding feet and then someone launched himself. 
 
    “[Relc Kick]!” 
 
    Relc slammed into the Raskghar and struck him in the helmet with the butt of his spear. The Raskghar stumbled back. Another Drake with red scales charged past Relc. Embria whirled her spear and a Raskghar climbing up fell, howling, his left hand a stump. 
 
    “Push them back!” 
 
    Drakes and Gnolls were suddenly charging up the walls. The Raskghar found themselves being thrown back, cut down. The Raskghar in armor snarled and jumped off the side of the battlements into the water. They’d been too slow. 
 
    Forewarned by Erin, the Watch and Embria’s soldiers cut them off before they could launch another sneak attack and secure the wall. Erin felt another blast of air nearly throw her to the ground again, but the Raskghar with the staff was only trying to keep the archers from harrying the fleeing Raskghar. 
 
    “We got them! Alert the adventurers! They’ve got Raskghar coming down behind them!” 
 
    Zevara shouted at one of the Drakes. Olesm hauled Erin up. 
 
    “You okay?” 
 
    “I think so. I think—wait. Oh no.” 
 
    Erin looked around. Only now that the walls were safe did she have another thought. Erin grabbed Olesm. 
 
    “The inn! There’s no one there but Lyonette and Mrsha!” 
 
    Olesm paled. Zevara whirled. She roared. 
 
    “Get to the inn!” 
 
    She ran after Olesm with a squad of guardsmen at her back. But even Olesm wasn’t able to keep up with Erin who sprinted for the door to her inn. But by the time she got there it was too late. 
 
      
 
    —— 
 
      
 
    “Lyonette? Lyonette!” 
 
    The young woman was lying on the ground. Her head was bleeding. Erin rushed over to her. Lyonette sat up groggily. Her sword was bloody. Her wrist was broken. 
 
    “What—Erin?” 
 
    “Lyonette! Are you okay?” 
 
    “I’m fine. Fine.” 
 
    The young woman’s eyes didn’t quite focus on Erin. She stared around dizzily. Erin heard Zevara shouting orders to search and secure the inn. All of her attention was focused on Lyonette. 
 
    “What happened? Where’s Mrsha?” 
 
    The [Princess] blinked without looking at Erin. 
 
    “I’m fine. They broke through the door. I’m sorry, Erin. They weren’t after me. They were looking for something. They ignored me. Broke my wrist.” 
 
    Erin looked around. The common room was trashed. Chairs were upended, a table thrown over—the Raskghar had come in fast. She saw a small shape struggling to move. Apista was lying on the ground, two of her legs mangled. But there was no one else. 
 
    “Where’s Mrsha, Lyonette? Where’s Bird?” 
 
    “Mrsha? She’s…” 
 
    Lyonette looked around stupidly. Then her gaze focused. 
 
    “Mrsha? Mrsha!” 
 
    She screamed the word. Bird came down the stairs, looking confused. But no matter how much Lyonette screamed, Mrsha didn’t appear. She was gone. Erin shouted her name, running around the inn, throwing the basement trap door open, shifting the magic door to Celum and Pallass. Then she heard the shout of pain from outside and ran for the door, ignoring Zevara’s warning to wait. 
 
    Mrsha was not outside. The ground was muddied, and there was no Gnoll—or Raskghar in sight. But someone was out there. Erin saw a Cave Goblin lying on the ground near the water. He was screaming and clawing at a pair of metal jaws fastened to his left leg. 
 
    The Cave Goblin was screaming, his leg caught in one of the bear traps. He twisted as Erin approached, fingers scrabbling on the bloody metal. She stared at him, feeling sick. Then she grabbed him. He screamed and tried to bite. Erin head butted him and the Goblin went limp. 
 
    “Where did they go? Where did they go?” 
 
    The Goblin shook as Erin seized him. She raised a fist and he flinched. Erin hesitated, and then lowered her fist. Then she looked down at the bear trap. Her mind was numb, but she made it work. Mechanically, Erin spoke. 
 
    “Got to get that off your feet. Bone’s probably broken. Up to the inn with you. You’re going to answer all my questions there.” 
 
    The Goblin had been maddened with pain. He shrank and screamed as Erin grabbed the jaws of the bear trap. But the Human hauled the jaws open. The Cave Goblin jumped back as soon as his leg was clear. He turned to flee into the water, but too slowly. 
 
    Erin grabbed the Goblin and he twisted up to stare at her. He met her eyes and stared into her burning gaze. He tried to run again and screamed for different reasons than pain. He grabbed a dagger from his belt and slashed at her. A fist flying at his face was the last thing he saw for a while. 
 
      
 
    —— 
 
      
 
    “Looks quiet, don’t it?” 
 
    Ceria wished the Drake team would stop talking. It had been bad luck that Griffon Hunt and the Horns had taken the same route as a Drake team. But the first few twists and turns in the dungeon had been marked, so they had to share the corridor with a team of chatty Silver-rank Drakes before they could split up. 
 
    After working with Griffon Hunt for one day, Ceria already realized how stupid it was to talk in a dungeon where noise travelled so much further. She glared at the Drake, but he was undeterred. 
 
    “You’re the Horns, right? We’re the Tail of Xil. Silver-rank, like your team. This is our first dungeon dive. I hear your team’s been challenging this dungeon from the start, is that right?” 
 
    “We have experience. And we prefer to work silently. You never know what might happen.” 
 
    Ceria grated out the words. The Drake laughed. 
 
    “Yeah, that’s what all the Gold-ranks say. But even they chat sometimes! And we’re safe here, remember? We have these maps—” 
 
    He flourished the copy of the map from the first day’s expedition in his claws. It was a twisting maze of tunnels, but it did show clearly what areas had been explored and how many places there were left to check. 
 
    “—and we’re in known territory. What’s the harm in chatting?” 
 
    Ceria clamped her mouth shut. The Drake sighed. He turned to his partner, a female Drake with pinkish scales. 
 
    “Humans. I thought it was all tall tales about them, but they’re just as rude as they say, you know?” 
 
    His companion glared at the talkative Drake. 
 
    “That’s a half-Elf, thick wit.” 
 
    “A half-Elf? But she looks like a regular Human! I mean, sort-of.” 
 
    “You’re an idiot, Fess.” 
 
    Fess the Drake glowered. He strode ahead of his companions, stalking further down the corridor. Ceria wanted to call him back, but they were in safe territory and he was truly annoying. She could hear Fess talking loudly ahead of them as he stomped forwards. 
 
    “I’m just trying to be social! It’s not like I asked for our team to be assigned to a dungeon! I hate enclosed spaces, but we have to follow orders!” 
 
    “Shut up, Fess!” 
 
    The leader of the Tail of Xil’s team shouted at Fess as he strolled along with a pike propped on his shoulder. Fess turned unhappily. 
 
    “I just—” 
 
    The Drake took another step forwards and exploded. His body bulged and then overinflated like a burst flask. Ceria saw a red fountain, and felt something strike her in the face. She looked down and saw a chunk of scales and flesh fall from her cheek. The adventuring teams, the Tail of Xil, the Horns of Hammerad, and Griffon Hunt all froze. 
 
    “Fess?” 
 
    The pink-scaled Drake stared at the spot where Fess had been, stunned. The team leader made a choking sound. He stared at the innocuous spot on the ground. 
 
    “A trap? But how? We checked all the corridors!” 
 
    He took a step forwards, but Halrac thrust him out of the way. 
 
    “Stand back!” 
 
    The [Scout] knelt, ignoring the gore staining the ground. He peered at the ground, then straightened. When he turned to the adventurers his gaze was sharp. And worried. 
 
    “Someone’s erased the markings for the trap. There’s paint residue, but it’s been scraped clean.” 
 
    “Sabotage? Who?” 
 
    “The Raskghar? We need to tell the other teams at once!” 
 
    The adventurers broke out into a nervous babble. Halrac raised a hand and then pointed. 
 
    “Back the way we’ve come! Now! Retrace your footsteps!” 
 
    The adventurers immediately reversed pace. As they did, they began to hear more shouts and thumps from elsewhere in the dungeon. And as if on cue, a long, loud howl echoed through the dungeon. Ceria’s skin crawled. 
 
    “What the hell?” 
 
    She broke into a run with the other adventurers. Ceria ran back down another ‘safe’ corridor and spotted a group of adventurers running towards them. She could hear them shouting. 
 
    “There are Ghouls coming down the corridor! At least sixty of them!” 
 
    “Face-Eater Moths! A giant one’s coming down this way!” 
 
    “We’re under attack! I just got a [Message] from the other groups! The Raskghar are flooding the tunnels! They’re everywhere!” 
 
    “Retreat! Get back to the rift and start going back up!” 
 
    Halrac roared the order above all the other voices. The Drake [Mage] turned desperately to him. 
 
    “We can’t! Liscor says the Raskghar are coming from above, too!” 
 
    Revi seized the Drake. 
 
    “That doesn’t matter! We secure our exit or we’ll be surrounded! Back to the rift! Move!” 
 
    She and the other adventurers charged back the way they’d come. Now they could hear sounds in every direction. The dungeon was coming alive. And behind them they could hear howls and barking. The Raskghar were closing in. More and more teams flooded back the way they’d come, some injured, some missing teammates. Monsters were hot on their heels. Ceria turned and blasted a giant thing with too many eyes and pincers for a mouth and then formed an [Ice Wall] with another [Mage]. She shouted at Ksmvr and Yvlon to follow as the adventurers made a line of steel that slowly retreated back from the rift. They ran into the Raskghar from above two tunnels from safety. 
 
    “Ahead of us! Raskghar with magic weapons!” 
 
    Ceria turned as an adventurer shouted. She stopped firing [Ice Spikes] at the melee of monsters behind her and saw a group of Raskghar charging towards their group. They had burdens on their shoulders—limp or bleeding Gnolls, tied up. They crashed into the Drakes in front as Griffon Hunt shouted for the adventurers to make a wall. Revi’s summons dueled with the Raskghar as Halrac loosed arrows at the Raskghar in front, sending them toppling to the ground. He drew an enchanted arrow and fired. 
 
    “[Piercing Shot]!” 
 
    His arrow snapped as it struck the Raskghar in the plate armor. The impact made the huge Raskghar pause in his step, but he charged forwards. Halrac rolled out of the way, avoiding a slice from the battleaxe. Ceria saw Yvlon charge the Raskghar. The woman brought her sword down and the Raskghar blocked with a glowing blue shield. He roared as the impact sent him staggering, and then struck Yvlon with his axe. She raised her arm and blocked with her shield. Ceria shouted in horror. The impact—Yvlon’s arm cracked and then buckled. It bent—slightly—and the woman fell. The half-Elf stared in disbelief. But the Raskghar kept coming. 
 
    It was fleeing! The adventurers were of less concern to the Raskghar, who were trying to escape with their burdens. Typhenous whirled his staff and pointed. A Raskghar carrying a Gnoll screamed as a flurry of magical arrows burst from his chest. Ceria pointed. 
 
    “Block them! Pisces! Form a wall!” 
 
    She spun, pointing. Ice sprang up around the Raskghar in the enchanted armor. He snarled as his feet became tangled in the ice but smashed through. He turned to look at Ceria and paused. The Raskghar dropped the Gnoll he was carrying, bent his head, and sniffed. 
 
    “Captain Ceria! Beware!” 
 
    Ksmvr charged the Raskghar. It swatted the Antinium aside with a huge metal hand. The Raskghar sniffed and then lunged, incredibly quickly. Ceria tried to dodge, but the impact knocked her flat. She saw the Raskghar bending over her, a huge bestial head inches from hers. It sniffed her again and then lifted her up. 
 
    “Ceria!” 
 
    Pisces bellowed. He appeared at the Raskghar’s back and slashed with his rapier. But the Raskghar turned his head and Pisces’ blade missed entering the gaps in his helmet. The [Necromancer] struck the Raskghar’s armpits and sides desperately, looking for gaps in his armor. There were none. The Raskghar turned and ran as its companions streamed past it into the dungeon. 
 
    Pisces sped after them. He blinked and reappeared, using [Flash Step] as he harried the Raskghar in armor. But it didn’t slow. And as the other Raskghar and monsters closed in, the [Necromancer] had to retreat. He stumbled back, bleeding as a cut opened up the flesh covering his ribs. Pisces shouted, but it was too late. The Raskghar were gone. And they had taken Ceria with them. 
 
      
 
    —— 
 
      
 
    An hour later, Pisces, Yvlon, and Ksmvr stood in Erin’s inn. They were healed, but many of the adventurers who stood with them had taken wounds that couldn’t be healed with a mere potion. Some had been injured by the traps. Others by the sudden monster attacks. Others were completely fine and had escaped the Raskghar’s ambush unharmed, like the Silver Swords. But no one was smiling. 
 
    The scene was familiar. A Goblin was tied to the chair, surrounded by Drakes, Gnolls, Humans…adventurers and people from Liscor. Only this time the mood was murderous. 
 
    “Where are they! Talk!” 
 
    Of all people it was Moore who was doing the questioning. The half-Giant loomed over the tiny Cave Goblin. His face was twisted with fury. He lifted the Goblin up as the little monster screamed and thrashed. Moore roared. 
 
    “Where did they take them? Where did they go?” 
 
    The Goblin shrieked. It screamed, turning to the two Hobs standing in the inn. They were surrounded by adventurers who watched their every move with suspicion. Numbtongue shouted up at Moore. 
 
    “He knows nothing! The Chieftain moves their camp every night! So adventurers and monsters don’t find!” 
 
    “He knows where they were!” 
 
    Moore shook the Goblin again. The Cave Goblin screamed. Numbtongue listened. 
 
    “He is giving directions! Left, right—long tunnel, up stairs—stop shaking! Neck will break!” 
 
    Moore’s hand was white and the chair back creaked and snapped in his grip. Slowly, he lowered the Cave Goblin. It panted wildly as the half-Giant dropped him to the floor. Erin, standing behind the Horns, opened and closed her mouth silently. Moore bent. 
 
    “Where is Mrsha? Where is Ceria? Why were they taken?” 
 
    The Goblin didn’t know what he was saying. But as Rabbiteater translated he instantly gabbled a reply. Numbtongue translated. 
 
    “Take Gnolls! Take white Gnoll! Special Gnoll! Chieftain want! Raskghar want! Also take special-smelling…pointy-eared not-Human! Very important! No Goblins or Raskghar kill or Chieftain kills them! They must have pointy-eared not-Human!” 
 
    “Why?” 
 
    The Horns looked at each other, confused. Yvlon’s face was white. Her hands bled as her fingernails dug into her palms. Ksmvr was gripping his shortsword, barely restrained in place. Pisces was less calm. He strode forwards and seized the Goblin. 
 
    “Why Ceria? Who is this Chieftain? Why does he want her?” 
 
    He shook the Goblin wildly. The little Cave Goblin screamed as Pisces bent. The [Necromancer]’s face changed, turning into a rotting mask. Pisces grew as the illusion magic transformed him. His voice boomed and his body contorted, growing into a fleshy monster of undeath. 
 
    “Answer me, wretch!” 
 
    “Pisces!” 
 
    Erin shouted, unable to take it anymore. Pisces ignored her. He kept shaking the Goblin, hitting it, until Dawil and Seborn dragged him off the Goblin. The little creature was sobbing. It shouted a response. Numbtongue listened. 
 
    “Chieftain ordered. Chieftain ordered! Must obey Chieftain or die! Chieftain will kill!” 
 
    Pisces shouted, struggling. 
 
    “Who is the Chieftain? Who?” 
 
    The Goblin screamed an answer. 
 
    “One arm! One arm! Horn Chieftain! Great Chieftain! Not Raskghar! Not Goblin! One arm!” 
 
    And then there was silence. Numbtongue looked around, uncomprehendingly. Every eye stared at the Cave Goblin in shock. Then, slowly, the adventurers, the guardsmen of Pallass, Erin, Lyonette…everyone, turned to look at the Horns of Hammerad. Yvlon’s face went white. She stared at the Goblin. 
 
    “It can’t be.” 
 
      
 
    —— 
 
      
 
    “Wake up.” 
 
    Somewhere in the darkness below, someone slapped Ceria roughly. She came to with a start. She felt a terrible pain in her chest, bruising, maybe a cracked rib. And her head—she groaned, then remembered. Ceria raised her skeletal hand. A hand caught it. 
 
    “You’re awake. Good!” 
 
    The voice was familiar. But it was odd. Ceria couldn’t place it. The deep, rumbling voice—she looked around wildly. 
 
    “Where? The Raskghar?” 
 
    It was dark. There was barely any light in the room. Slowly, Ceria’s eyes adjusted. As it did, the hand that was holding hers slowly released. 
 
    “Move slowly. You are injured. It has taken me a long time to find you, Ceria. At last. I’d given you up for dead.” 
 
    That voice. It was familiar! But Ceria hadn’t heard it in…months. She looked around. 
 
    “It can’t be. Are you—is it—” 
 
    A huge figure stood in front of her, barely visible. Ceria squinted up at him. A giant stood in the darkness. Not as tall as Moore, but built of muscle. His body was powerful, humanoid, but not Human. He had short, dark brown fur, and his face was shaped like a cow’s. He had a pair of sharp horns and his hands were larger than any Human man’s. 
 
    No. Not hands. Hand. Ceria stared at the figure and squinted. He only had one arm. 
 
    One arm. Her breath drew in sharply. The figure smiled. He moved and a bit of light shone down. Calruz grinned down at Ceria, his yellowed teeth flashing in the darkness. 
 
    “You’ve returned to me. My precious teammate. My Horn of Hammerad. At last I have someone to rely on. Someone to help me.” 
 
    He stepped back. Ceria stared at Calruz, too shocked for words, for thought. Then, at last, she took in the room behind him. She sat in a massive domed chamber, the roof of which had caved inwards in two parts. She saw many, many furry shapes moving about, some sleeping, others eating. And between them scurried a multitude of smaller shapes. Ceria’s breath caught as she identified them. 
 
    Raskghar. And Cave Goblins, scurrying around between them. And behind them on the far walls— 
 
    “Gnolls.” 
 
    They were lined up, held captive in crude cages of wood and hide. The Gnolls of Liscor huddled together, staring at the Raskghar in silence. And held captive in a small cage separated from the rest was a white shape. 
 
    “Mrsha!” 
 
    Ceria lunged to her feet. She tried to move, but the hand caught her again. She twisted. Calruz stared down at Ceria. 
 
    “Hold, Ceria. Those are my prisoners.” 
 
    The half-Elf’s jaw worked soundlessly. 
 
    “Prisoners? Calruz. Is that you? How are you alive? What are you doing down here? Why are the Raskghar—” 
 
    Calruz grinned at her. The Minotaur’s eyes focused on Ceria, looking her up and down. He spoke casually. 
 
    “Why, they are my team of course. A new team. A…tribe. I lead them. The Raskghar are my tools to conquer the dungeon.” 
 
    “The dungeon?” 
 
    “Of course! Why do you think we came down here? This dungeon is far larger than I thought. I miscalculated our first expedition. But we haven’t failed. There are thousands of Raskghar. And they have artifacts! I’ve turned them into a fighting force. And they grow stronger on the full moon. And with the Gnolls, they’ll be stronger still. But most importantly, they found you.” 
 
    “Me?” 
 
    The Minotaur drew closer. Ceria could feel her bones grinding as his grip tightened on her arm. Calruz’ breath was foul and rancid as he peered at her. 
 
    “Yes. My teammate. You’re here. We can finally finish our job. We’ll conquer this dungeon and emerge as heroes! Heroes, Ceria! Imagine it!” 
 
    And at last, Ceria understood. She felt the cold dungeon floor beneath her feet, heard the Raskghar growling, saw the Cave Goblins moving about fearfully, and saw the Gnolls watching her. Her and the Minotaur with one arm. But Calruz only had eyes for her. He grinned at Ceria. There was triumph in his eyes. He looked relieved, elated, confident, and he spoke as she remembered. Their fearless leader, ready to charge into the fray. There was only one difference now. 
 
    He was completely, utterly insane. 
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    When she’d first woken and seen him, he had been just as she remembered. Tall. Proud, his horns gleaming in the faded light. A warrior and leader. The Captain of the Horns of Hammerad. That prickly, stubborn, prideful, honorable friend she’d fought with for years. 
 
    Calruz. But when the shock had faded and she’d taken in the Raskghar and the captive Gnolls—seen the madness in his eyes, Ceria had seen him as he truly was. Calruz was not the same. Not at all. 
 
    It was a thousand different things. The first thing Ceria noticed was his fur. The short hairs on his body were rough and dirty, matted with dried blood in places. She could see scars beneath his fur in places. Calruz looked like a savage. The Minotaur she’d known had cared for his appearance as fastidiously as any [Knight]. This Calruz looked scarred and rough. 
 
    His teeth and odor were another part of that. Calruz looked like he hadn’t cleaned his teeth and he stank of rotten meat and sweat. And blood. The smell of blood actually covered most of the other smells. To Ceria, the Minotaur stank like a butcher’s shop. Unwillingly, her eyes drew downwards and stared at his arm. 
 
    It shouldn’t have been a shock to see the pinkish stump of flesh at his shoulder, but it still was. Calruz’s right arm, his dominant arm, was missing. Ceria could remember the moment when he’d lost it. She’d had nightmares of that moment, when Skinner had reached down and plucked Calruz’s arm off his chest. 
 
    She stared at his other arm. It was whole. Damaged—clearly injured in later battles from the scars—but intact. It looked bigger than she remembered. Dead gods, she’d forgotten how tall Calruz was. Taller than Gnolls or Drakes and Humans. Only Moore was taller. The Minotaur still looked like a mass of muscle. But his eyes and the crazed smile he gave her— 
 
    Insanity. 
 
    Ceria had seen it many times before. In half-Elves in the village she’d run away from, in [Mages] in Wistram—and adventurers. In everyone, really. Or maybe just the people she hung around. She knew madness. The different kinds that took hold. 
 
    The half-Elf villages were isolated bubbles where centuries could pass with little to no change. The elders there had been insane, babbling about the glories of half-Elves and their connection to their ancient ancestors. They were frightening—dangerous old half-Elves who had twisted their minds so firmly around an idea that they couldn’t think any other way. 
 
    By contrast, the [Mages] of Wistram had been crazy in a different way. They hoarded secrets and played games of politics in what they thought of as the center of the world. Like half-Elves they were cut off from the rest of the world. Those of them that dreamed of more—Ceria thought of Illphres. She had been insane, but in her own way. She had reached for the height of magic, been willing to risk her life for that end. You had to be insane to do that. 
 
    By contrast, adventurers were just normally crazy. They risked their lives for glory, levels, and gold. They would rather die with sword or wand in hand than live a peaceful life. They charged into danger for the reward and thrill of it. Ceria understood and admired that. But Calruz? When she looked at him she saw something that made her shudder. 
 
    He was gone. It was something in the way he looked at her, as if he’d found her after getting separated. As if he wasn’t standing in a dungeon, as if he wasn’t leading a tribe of murderous beasts and holding innocent people captive. It was something in his eyes. Or rather, something missing. 
 
    “You’ve returned to me.” 
 
    Calruz repeated himself. He reached out and grabbed Ceria’s shoulder. His hand was huge, rough. Warm. It squeezed Ceria and she felt a shock run through her. He was real after all. She wasn’t insane herself. She stared up at Calruz as he went on, eagerly, triumphantly. 
 
    “I knew one of my team had to be alive. All of our team couldn’t have fallen. But no matter how long I waited, you didn’t find your way down here. You must have…escaped the undead and that thing some other way. How many of the others made it? Gerial? Hunt? Sostrom? Barr? My Raskghar were only able to identify you by smell. If you tell me where the others are, I can send another raiding party to retrieve them.” 
 
    He gestured to the Raskghar moving about the large, cavernous room. Ceria opened her mouth, head spinning. Calruz shook his, sending his hair flying. Ceria saw a tiny black speck jump from his fur. He had fleas. 
 
    “Later, though. The damned Drakes must be on high-alert after our last raid. I would have captured three times as many Gnolls if they hadn’t discovered my elite team. Those fools must have given themselves away somehow.” 
 
    “They attacked the city? Again?” 
 
    For some reason that was the first thing Ceria focused on. Calruz turned, looking surprised. 
 
    “Of course! A day attack. I misled the Drakes into believing the Raskghar were only able to function at night. I hid a team armed with artifacts above. They were to attack and seize as many Gnolls as possible, but they were spotted somehow and forced to retreat. They returned with you and a few Gnolls, though. So their mission was not a complete failure. I spared them from punishment because they brought you. With you at my side, managing these savages will be far easier.” 
 
    He grinned at Ceria again, revealing a cracked tooth. Ceria stared at Calruz. Her mouth worked silently a few times. Then she just said it. 
 
    “No. What the hell are you doing, Calruz?” 
 
    The Minotaur blinked. He frowned at Ceria. 
 
    “Laying out our plan of attack, of course. We have a dungeon to conquer. Or have you forgotten our mission?” 
 
    “Our mission? That was months ago! We failed, Calruz! The undead killed everyone! Skinner—that thing in the crypts wiped out our team!” 
 
    The Minotaur had no whites of his eyes. Rather, they were yellowish and his pupils were dark brown. He paused and Ceria saw his gaze flick to her uncertainly. 
 
    “Nonsense. I’m sure they escaped. You did. They’re in hiding, no doubt. We took—casualties—yes. But they can’t all be—what about Gerial?” 
 
    “They’re dead, Calruz! They’re all dead!” 
 
    Ceria screamed up at Calruz. He looked shocked, and shook his head in denial. But Ceria couldn’t believe any lie. She had been there. She had seen it all. She remembered Gerial pushing her back, striding forwards towards Skinner. She remembered having to identify his remains. She remembered—she felt sick. 
 
    “What is this, Calruz? You’re working with Raskghar? They’ve been killing innocent people! And—and kidnapping Gnolls? Why? Let them go!” 
 
    Calruz’s confused look hardened. 
 
    “The Gnolls are my prisoners. I told you. The Raskghar are my—my tribe. My warriors. Yes, that’s what they are. I found them. Forged the isolated Raskghar camps together. They’ve expanded since I became their leader. We’ve conquered a good section of the dungeon.” 
 
    “You ambushed adventurers. Killed them!” 
 
    “Those fools? They knew what they were getting into.” 
 
    The Minotaur waved a hand dismissively. Ceria stared at him. Then she looked at the Gnolls. 
 
    “Let them go.” 
 
    “No.” 
 
    Calruz turned his head. He looked irritated. 
 
    “I brought you down here to rejoin my team, Springwalker. Not to question my orders!” 
 
    “Your orders? Your orders?” 
 
    Ceria laughed hysterically. This was unreal! She couldn’t believe it. She wanted to throw up. She pointed at Calruz. Her living hand trembled. 
 
    “You’re crazy! Working with monsters? Abducting innocent people? Where the hell were you, Calruz! We were searching for you! We left messages! Why didn’t you try to get out of here? Why did you—” 
 
    Calruz was shaking his head, more and more violently. He erupted. 
 
    “Enough! Don’t—don’t question me! You are my subordinate! You will obey me! I am your captain!” 
 
    Ceria stared up at him. Slowly, she shook her head. 
 
    “Not anymore. I lead the Horns of Hammerad now, Calruz. We made a new team. We were looking for you. I wish we’d found you dead rather than like this.” 
 
    He jerked. The yellow whites of Calruz’ eyes began to turn red. Ceria’s heart beat faster. She recognized that. That was a bad sign. He was losing his temper. 
 
    “You replaced me? Me? I was in the dungeon this entire time! I was fighting! For our honor! For our pride! How dare you question me! Enough talk! You will follow my command!” 
 
    “Oh yeah?” 
 
    Ceria’s ability to banter was nonexistent. But to an enraged Minotaur, even that was too much provocation. Calruz raised his arm and made a fist. 
 
    “Do not test me, Ceria. I tolerate no treachery. None! Stop talking about the Gnolls! Stop questioning my—stop talking!” 
 
    She almost laughed. Almost. Ceria remembered that Calruz had been just as bad at witty repartee as she had. She’d always gotten under his skin. This time though—Ceria’s mirth faded. She looked up at Calruz and shook her head. She raised her skeletal hand and raised her middle finger. She waved it in front of the bull man’s face. 
 
    “No.” 
 
    He roared and punched at her. Ceria ducked. She felt a rush of air over her head and scrambled away. She was suddenly aware of all the Raskghar in the room. Oh hell, she hadn’t thought this through at all! Ceria rolled as Calruz swiped for her and drew her belt knife. 
 
    Ceria didn’t have a plan. If she had to put the rush of blood and fear into a plan, it would be to defend herself, and then take Calruz prisoner, somehow get the Raskghar to release the Gnolls, and make a break for it. She slashed at his arm with her dagger. Wound him, get the knife to his throat— 
 
    Her blade struck Calruz’ arm with all of her weight behind it as he grabbed for her. Ceria felt the impact, and then heard a ping. She saw the tip of her dagger snap on Calruz’ arm. The piece of metal fell to the ground with a ringing sound. Calruz’ arm on the other hand was unharmed. 
 
    “Oh hell. That’s new.” 
 
    Ceria raised her skeletal hand. Calruz seized her by the throat and lifted her up. He roared, spraying her with spit. 
 
    “Submit!” 
 
    The half-Elf pointed at his face. Calruz cursed and threw her a second before the [Ice Spike] shot from her fingers. Ceria landed hard, tried to get up, and felt a huge paw grab her. She twisted and the Raskghar slammed her into the ground. 
 
    The world went black and red. Dizzily, Ceria squirmed and felt another blow to her head. Something—the Raskghar held Ceria down. She felt warm blood trickling down the side of her head. The Raskghar growled as he held Ceria. She heard Calruz roaring with fury and then striding over. A huge hand reached down— 
 
    And seized the Raskghar. The furry beast-man had only a chance to yelp in surprise before Calruz threw the Raskghar to the ground. Then he began kicking the Raskghar. Ceria scrambled to one side. 
 
    “Insubordination! You do not touch her without my permission! You dare to injure her? You?” 
 
    He pummeled the Raskghar with his feet, striking him with a hammer blow from his good arm when the Raskghar tried to rise and fight back. For all of the Raskghar’s huge size, Calruz was still bigger. And clearly, stronger. He had always been strong, but Ceria thought he had gained some kind of Skill. Calruz turned from the bloody, whimpering body at last and turned to Ceria. The red madness in his eyes made her brace, but suddenly, Calruz was calm again. He strode over to her. 
 
    “Did that fool injure you? Let me see your head.” 
 
    The half-Elf flinched, but Calruz’ fingers were gentle as he inspected her head wound. 
 
    “Superficial cuts. A bit of healing potion will fix that.” 
 
    Then the Minotaur frowned and looked down. 
 
    “What happened to your hand?” 
 
    Ceria blinked up into Calruz’s face. He sounded…normal. Still a bit crazy, but more normal. She swallowed the bile in her throat and tried to respond. 
 
    “I uh, lost it when I used a spell to hold off the undead. The magical backlash froze all the skin off.” 
 
    “Dead gods. But your hand works! Is it magic? Some kind of spell?” 
 
    Calruz stared down at Ceria. She could see the Raskghar behind him trying to get up, keening silently in pain. He’d lost some of his teeth! The other Raskghar growled at him, mocking, but a Cave Goblin scurried forwards with a cloth in one hand. The Raskghar grabbed it and knocked the Cave Goblin back. Pain begat pain. Ceria focused on Calruz. 
 
    “My hand? No it’s—I think it’s a half-Elf thing.” 
 
    “That creature. That flesh monstrosity.” 
 
    Calruz growled. He opened and closed his left hand, breathing heavily. He turned away from Ceria. 
 
    “Do you know where it is? I’ve searched for a way back up to the crypt. I fell down a—a hole. But I cannot remember where it was. However, I am sure that this time we can fell the beast. The Raskghar have artifacts. I have a weapon myself that will do the job. How many undead remain, do you think?” 
 
    Again, Ceria had to remember what he was talking about. She shook her head. 
 
    “Undead? None. That thing—it was called Skinner, Calruz. Remember the poem on the wall? The people of Liscor killed it. And all the undead that came out of the crypt. Almost everyone in our expedition died. But Skinner—they killed him. It.” 
 
    This time, Calruz’ brows creased. He repeated her words slowly, as if trying to make sense of them. 
 
    “Slain? They slew it? That’s good. That is…all dead? All of them? You saw them? All of my Horns? Are they truly…?” 
 
    He looked at Ceria. She nodded slowly. The Minotaur stood very still, and then he sat. He covered his face with his hand. 
 
    “I see.” 
 
    Ceria took that moment to look around. The Raskghar were staring at her appraisingly. They didn’t look afraid—rather, they looked like predators eying up a main course. But they looked apprehensively at Calruz. Apprehensively, but with expectation as well. He was leading them! And Ceria saw too much intelligence in their eyes. She looked at Calruz. A bit of hope stirred in her chest. 
 
    “Calruz. Erin killed Skinner.” 
 
    The Minotaur gaped at her. 
 
    “The…[Innkeeper]? The Human female? With the skeleton? Yes. Yes, I remember her. She slew the monster? How?” 
 
    “Acid jars.” 
 
    Ceria watched Calruz’ expression change. Shock, indignation, and then—he laughed. 
 
    “Acid jars? Are you serious?” 
 
    She nodded. Calruz bellowed a laugh. He turned, made a fist, pounded his thigh. He laughed again. 
 
    “We should have bought everything she had! Acid jars? Truly? An [Innkeeper] did what four Silver-rank teams couldn’t? Acid jars?” 
 
    He roared with laughter. Ceria forced herself to smile and nod. She cleared her throat as Calruz’ laughter ebbed. 
 
    “Right. Erin killed Skinner. And guess what? That white Gnoll? The one your Raskghar kidnapped? She’s Erin’s ward.” 
 
    “She is?” 
 
    Calruz turned. He glanced at Mrsha, visibly confused. The little Gnoll was peeking out of her cage. She hid the moment Calruz turned, but she had been looking at Ceria. The half-Elf’s heart pounded wildly. If she could pull this off— 
 
    “That’s right. She took in Mrsha after Ryoka rescued her. Ryoka and Erin both care about Mrsha. These Gnolls are citizens of Liscor. You need to let them go.” 
 
    “Erin. Ryoka. Where is Ryoka? The last we saw her—” 
 
    Calruz shook his head. Ceria spoke quickly. 
 
    “It’s a long story. But I’m sure Erin—and Ryoka—are concerned for Mrsha. If you let her go…” 
 
    A rumble of protest sprung up from the Raskghar. Ceria looked at them, wide-eyed. They were listening! Worse, they understood. Calruz glanced at them and the rumble instantly faded. 
 
    “My people spoke of the white Gnoll. They believe she is special.” 
 
    White fur. Ceria glanced quickly at Mrsha. The Gnoll was peeking at her. 
 
    “She might be. But Ryoka saved her. Ryoka did. And Erin’s been raising her. Calruz. You should let her go. And the others.” 
 
    Calruz had been slowly nodding. Right up until Ceria said ‘others’. Then he paused. He frowned and looked at the Raskghar. When he turned back he shook his head. 
 
    “No. I told you. They are my prisoners. I have a use for them. You—I told you! That is not why I brought you down here! You will fight by my side! Leave the prisoners alone!” 
 
    “No. Let them go and I’ll join you.” 
 
    Calruz swung back to Ceria. 
 
    “You don’t make demands. I lead here! This is not a negotiation! Obey me or you will share his fate!” 
 
    He pointed at the bloody Raskghar. Calruz loomed over Ceria. The half-Elf felt his anger. Her legs shook, but she made herself stand taller. She made a fist with both hands and braced herself. 
 
    “Never.” 
 
    Again she saw Calruz’ face twist with fury. He raised a hand and Ceria gritted her teeth. She readied a spell. But this time Calruz’ madness took a different turn. He threw his head back and barked another short laugh. 
 
    “You always were insubordinate! It’s what I appreciated about you.” 
 
    He shook his head and turned away. Ceria lowered her hands. She felt another shiver crawl down her spine. This was not Calruz! He went from fury to humor in the blink of an eye. The Minotaur gestured around the Raskghar camp. 
 
    “This is why I needed you. Someone who could speak back when needed. Not like these Raskghar. They’re nothing more than beasts for most of the month. Only when the moon is nearly full do they regain any semblance of intelligence. We must make as many gains as possible now. Come, I need to show you around the dungeon. I plan to launch an offensive with your magics to back up my warriors. Can you cast [Fireball] with that wand or do I need to find you a better one?” 
 
    “Calruz—I told you no.” 
 
    The Minotaur paused. He looked at Ceria. 
 
    “And I do not accept that. You will work with me. I warn you, Ceria. Do not refuse me again. Join me.” 
 
    Ceria wavered. She crossed her hands behind her back, flicked her fingers. A bit of light flared, invisible to Calruz. Then she shook her head. Calruz’ eyes turned red again. 
 
    “I will not be disobeyed! You!” 
 
    He whirled and pointed. One of the Raskghar sitting on the ground looked up. She—it was a she—stood, looking wary. Calruz pointed at her. 
 
    “Take one of the Gnolls. Any of them save for the white one. You may perform the ritual. Do it now!” 
 
    The Raskghar bared her teeth. Alarmed, Ceria looked at her. 
 
    “Wait—” 
 
    Calruz swung back towards her. Now the insanity lit up his eyes. 
 
    “You did this. You forced my hand.” 
 
    She didn’t know what ritual he meant. But the way the Raskghar smiled made Ceria terribly uneasy. She looked at the Gnolls. But he wouldn’t hurt them because of her, surely. He might be insane, but she had never known him to compromise his honor. She croaked as she watched the Raskghar turn. 
 
    “Wait, Calruz, I—” 
 
    Too late. The female Raskghar stepped towards the cages at the back. They weren’t the typical barred cells that Ceria had seen in Human cities. These were more like boxes, made of metal and wood and tanned hides. For all that, they were impossible for the Gnolls to escape. The Raskghar had taken one item from Liscor’s City Watch—iron shackles. Bound hand and foot, the Gnolls could barely move. 
 
    There had to be at least sixty of them in the cages. Ceria saw the female Raskghar sniff, and then look from face to face. The Gnolls tried to edge back. There were children, males, females—Ceria saw the female look at a young male Gnoll. She opened his cage. A terrible foreboding seized Ceria. She ran forwards but a Raskghar grabbed her. Calruz growled. 
 
    “Hold her down. Make her watch.” 
 
    A pair of Raskghar forced Ceria down effortlessly. She tried to blast them with magic, but the blow to her head made her dizzy. And the Raskghar were forcing her hands down. She couldn’t aim at them. She shouted desperately at the Minotaur as he turned to watch. 
 
    “Calruz! Stop! I’ll obey you! Stop! I’ll do it!” 
 
    He ignored her. The Raskghar held Ceria down but she could still see. The female Raskghar entered the cell after barking at the others. The Gnoll in the cell jerked and struggled as the Raskghar entered. One ripped the shackles from his hands and legs after unlocking it with a key. That gave the prisoners a chance. Ceria watched, hoping—but in vain. 
 
    The Gnoll fought wildly, but he was surrounded. Four Raskghar grabbed his arms and legs and towed him out of the cell. The other Gnolls howled, fighting their restraints. The Raskghar watched. All of the Raskghar in the room had formed a circle. Around—Ceria’s heart stopped—a slab of stone in the center of the room. 
 
    It was just a piece of rock, but it was stained dark red. Ceria struggled and the Gnoll did the same. The Raskghar paid him no heed. They were—crooning. Making a soft growling sound as they carried him. All the Raskghar were making the sound. It was low, ominous. Expectant. 
 
    The four Raskghar carried the Gnoll to the slab of rock. They slammed him onto the flat surface. The Gnoll groaned and then stiffened as the female Raskghar stepped forwards. She had a jagged bit of stone in her hand. 
 
    “Calruz! Calruz! Don’t do this! Don’t—” 
 
    A paw muffled Ceria’s screams. The Minotaur didn’t look back once. The female Raskghar looked at him and he nodded. She raised the stone and the crooning sound from the Raskghar stopped. The sudden silence was complete. Ceria could hear nothing, not even her voice screaming. She felt something in the air. Magic? It made her sick to her stomach. She saw the Gnoll struggling, his tendons bulging beneath his fur. Then he looked over at her. His voice echoed. 
 
    “Half-Elf—tell my family in Liscor—tell them I thought of them—” 
 
    The female Raskghar brought down the chunk of stone. The Gnoll screamed as it pierced his breast. He surged, fighting the four Raskghar holding him, howling. The female Raskghar twisted the stone and he jerked and went still. 
 
    Ceria heard a howl, long and loud. The Raskghar lifted the bloody stone dagger and licked the blood from the tip. The Raskghar around her howled in triumph. The four surrounding the dead Gnoll stepped back. The female Raskghar bent and, to Ceria’s horror, began to tear at the Gnoll’s chest. She was eating something. 
 
    His heart. 
 
    The grisly feast took seconds. The entire time Ceria was staring at the Raskghar. At Calruz, who was watching, expressionless, his left hand clenching and unclenching impatiently. The female Raskghar chewed noisily and swallowed. Something like a sigh filled the room. Something changed. 
 
    When the Raskghar raised her bloody muzzle, her eyes glowed with inner light for a second. The Raskghar’s body shifted. Ceria saw the Raskghar grow slightly, her fangs and claws lengthening, her muscles developing. The change was slight, but when the Raskghar straightened she was taller, more fearsome than before. But the worst difference was in her eyes. Again. Only the Raskghar wasn’t mad. Fierce, bright intelligence shone from her gaze as she looked around. She wiped blood from her fur and licked it. 
 
    The room was silent. The Gnolls clung to each other, staring at the Raskghar, wide-eyed. Calruz grunted. He strode forwards and the female Raskghar turned to him. 
 
    “Well?” 
 
    “Good.” 
 
    The Raskghar’s growling voice made Ceria jump. She stared at the female Raskghar in shock. This Raskghar looked much like the others to her, but Krshia would have recognized her as the very same one she had met in Liscor. The female Raskghar’s deep voice rumbled as she addressed Calruz deferentially. 
 
    “Old way works. Gnolls make us stronger. Smarter. More blood means more power. All Raskghar will drink. Grow.” 
 
    The other Raskghar growled expectantly. They stared at the Gnolls. Calruz shook his head. He raised a finger, raised his voice imperiously. 
 
    “One for today. One. I will select another worthy Raskghar to conduct this ritual. The best of the warriors. You will take command of Dailre’s Fist. I expect greater results. The Gnolls will not be touched until then.” 
 
    The Raskghar female didn’t like that. She licked her lips. 
 
    “Want more Gnolls. More—” 
 
    Calruz’s face twisted into a snarl. He lashed out at the Raskghar, swinging so fast that Ceria heard the crack before she registered his left arm move. The female’s head jerked backwards. She howled in pain and surprise and lurched backwards, her ears flattening along her head. Calruz glared down at her. 
 
    “I decide! You will follow my orders or die. Is that understood?” 
 
    The air was tense. For a second Ceria thought the Raskghar would lash out, but she clearly thought better of it. Her eyes flashed with discontent, but she bowed her head submissively. Her tail lowered. 
 
    “Yes, Chieftain.” 
 
    “Go.” 
 
    She bounded back towards the other Raskghar. They made way for her, sniffing at her. Ceria saw the female glance back at her. Then she disappeared. Ceria turned her gaze back towards Calruz. The Minotaur nodded and the Raskghar let her go. He let her get up and looked at her. 
 
    Insanity. Or was it just him, now? Ceria didn’t know. She stared dully at the Minotaur. Calruz spoke coldly. 
 
    “Every time you disobey my orders I will sacrifice another of these Gnolls. Follow my command and I will let a few go. Perhaps even the white one.” 
 
    He nodded at Mrsha. Ceria stared at the Gnoll. Mrsha had seen the entire thing. She was trying to hide in the corner of her cell. She stared at Ceria with wide eyes. Calruz looked at Ceria. 
 
    “Well? Do I have to make an example of her?” 
 
    “No. No. Please, Calruz.” 
 
    Ceria hung her head. Calruz grinned. 
 
    “Good! I knew I made the right choice. You and I—we’ll bring the Horns to glory yet. This dungeon is halfway conquered as it is. Isn’t it?” 
 
    He waited. Ceria didn’t respond. Calruz instantly turned to fury again. 
 
    “Answer me!” 
 
    The half-Elf looked up. Calruz took a step back. Ceria was crying. Tears rolled down Ceria’s cheeks. She stared up at him. Silently. Calruz wavered. The fury left him. He stared at Ceria and reached out with his left hand. Then he turned away. 
 
    “Follow me. We have work to do. Fourth Company, to me!” 
 
    He roared and a group of Raskghar sprang to their feet. They ran after Calruz. Ceria watched him stride away. 
 
    “Ceria! Follow!” 
 
    Ceria didn’t waver. Her feet moved forwards. Slowly. Her voice was defeated when she spoke. 
 
    “Yes. Captain.” 
 
    The Gnolls in the room watched her silently walk across the broken, domed room. On the altar, the Cave Goblins were swarming around the Gnoll with knives, rusted swords. Turning him into food. Ceria looked once at him, and then at the captive Gnolls. She whispered two words that they all heard. 
 
    “I’m sorry.” 
 
    She flicked her fingers again. A spark of light shone. The Gnolls saw a tiny butterfly made of fire and light flicker into life and then disappear. The half-Elf turned. She followed Calruz into the dungeon. 
 
      
 
    —— 
 
      
 
    Mrsha sat in her cage. The shackles were tight on her paws. They hurt. She could barely move. And she hurt. A Raskghar had grabbed her, squeezed her and smacked her when she tried to bite. She’d thrown up. She was dizzy. Thirsty. And Lyonette was gone. 
 
    She’d tried to protect her. Mrsha remembered it. She saw the Raskghar burst through the front door again, saw Lyonette scream at her to run. Mrsha had run up the stairs, but the Raskghar was fast! He grabbed her on the stairs. And then Lyonette attacked him. Apista attacked him! But he hit Lyonette. Made her wrist bend and crack. 
 
    Mrsha could remember the sound. And he’d hit Apista so hard the bee had landed on the far wall. And then he’d run with her into the rain and she’d been dragged underwater, inhaled water and choked until he’d struck her to make her throw up— 
 
    And now she was in a Bad Place. A Very Bad Place. Mrsha knew it. She could smell the badness in the air. And the horrible not-Gnolls, the Raskghar made her shudder. She knew, just as certainly as she knew that Erin was nice and Lyonette was warm and that water was wet, that the Raskghar were her enemy. She tried not to remember what she had seen. But the Gnoll’s last scream echoed in her ears. Mrsha tried to bury her head in her side, feeling the shackles on her paws. Only when she sensed she was being watched did she look up. 
 
    A Gnoll was staring at her. He had dark grey fur, streaked with reddish-brown stripes. He looked old. Not as old as Urksh had been, but older than one of the Stone Spear hunters. He was a Gnoll from Liscor. Mrsha had never seen him, but she could smell that on him. Along with his fear. He was one of the oldest Gnolls in the cages and she could see the others looking to him. Mrsha sat up. The Gnoll stared at her and then looked around the room. 
 
    The Raskghar were agitated. Many were clustering around the terrible female who’d performed the ritual. The rest had followed the bad Minotaur out of the room. So had Ceria. Mrsha wondered why the Minotaur had captured her. She knew why he’d ordered the Raskghar to catch her. Her stomach turned over when she thought of that. 
 
    The old Gnoll was thinking the same things. He eyed the Raskghar. They were keeping away from the cages as Calruz had ordered. But every so often they would look over and sniff the Gnoll’s scent. They stank of blood and death and grown up things. None of them washed, Mrsha was sure. She edged her bottom away from them. The Gnoll glanced at her and then he spoke in a gravelly voice. 
 
    “Doombringer.” 
 
    Mrsha froze. She stared at the Gnoll. Her heart beat painfully in her chest and her stomach did another flop. The Gnoll shook his head tiredly. 
 
    “I did not believe it myself, no. I thought the legends and tales were just that. So Krshia claimed and I believed her. But I see the Raskghar here. Ancient enemies, stories made to frighten cubs. And I see you. And I think the old days are upon us once more. So. Doombringer.” 
 
    He looked at her. At Mrsha’s fur. The white Gnoll shivered. She tried to back away, but the older Gnoll shook his head. 
 
    “I do not blame you for what you are, cubling. You cannot help your curse. Nor will you escape, I think, no. But know what you are. Doom and death of tribes. Cursed one.” 
 
    Mrsha wanted to howl at him. She wanted to speak, to tell him no. But all she could do was hide. Hot shame and fear and too many emotions for words made her burrow her head in her side. She sensed the Gnoll staring at her for a long time. Then he turned his back on her. The other Gnolls stared at Mrsha too. They looked away. She was not of them. 
 
    Mrsha had known that. She knew that was why Lyonette didn’t let her play in the city. Because the other Gnolls told her she couldn’t. She’d been fine with that because Lyonette played with her and so did Moore and Erin and everyone else at the inn. But they weren’t here. And this was worse, to be alone with her people who weren’t her people. 
 
    The Raskghar were celebrating. They were in a frenzy. They drooled as they yipped and growled at each other, staring at the Gnolls. Like food. Like prey. The Gnolls stared back. Defiance flashed in their eyes. The Raskghar stood up, struck the cages, trying to scare the Gnolls. But they couldn’t. 
 
    It might have been a child or one of the younger females who opened her mouth and howled first. The high-pitched sound made the Raskghar growl in fury. The Cave Goblins looked up in alarm. The loud sound echoed through the room. At once, the other Gnolls did the same. 
 
    They began to howl. The Raskghar snarled and barked, but the Gnolls howled. Mrsha huddled in her cage, longing to join in. The howling filled the room, echoing, trying to bounce down the dungeon’s corridors, reach above. It was a howl of fury, of grief. And defiance! 
 
    We are here! Here! It was a call any Gnoll would know. A call for aid, of kinship. The Raskghar knew what the Gnolls were doing and hated the sound. But the defiant howling was stopped as soon as it had begun. Raskghar, enraged, tore open the cell doors, strode inside and began beating the Gnolls with their bare hands, feet, and stone clubs. 
 
    The howling stopped and cries of pain filled the air. Mrsha covered her eyes and ears with her paws and curled up. The beating lasted a long time. When the Raskghar finally strode away, Mrsha saw many of the Gnolls lying on the ground, bleeding, badly bruised. Some had broken bones. The Raskghar emerged from the cages, bloody, sniffing. One came towards her, baring his teeth for violence. 
 
    Mrsha backed against the back of her cage. The Raskghar bared his teeth at her, and then yelped as a hand pulled him back. Mrsha saw another Raskghar strike the first savagely and the Raskghar slunk away, growling. But he wasn’t the only one. The other Raskghar kept looking at her. Only Calruz’ order kept them from Mrsha. 
 
    Reluctantly, the other Raskghar moved away. The Gnolls stayed where they were, trying to tend to their injuries, beaten into silence. Mrsha sat up desperately. She wished she could do something! Anything! But the shackles were hard on her paws. She couldn’t move. 
 
    She didn’t have her wand. Lyonette was gone. Apista wasn’t here. She’d broken her legs. Mrsha had seen the Raskghar hit her out of the air. Erin had been gone. She might not even know where Mrsha was. Or she might be dead. 
 
    That was a terrible thought. Mrsha tried to take it back, but she couldn’t. She wiped her running nose on her arm. She tried very hard not to cry. If she did, the Raskghar might hit her too. She wouldn’t cry. Ceria was here. Ceria would rescue her. Or—or the other adventurers would. Halrac was strong. Moore was strong. They would find her. They would rescue her if she didn’t cry. Erin would come, or Jelaqua, or Pisces, or Ksmvr, or Ryoka, or Zel— 
 
    But Zel was dead. And Ryoka was gone. She’d gone far away. Mrsha curled up. She tried not to cry. But the hot tears that trickled from her eyes made her a liar. She hid her face and hoped this was all a dream. But when she slept and woke, she was still far below. And no one had saved her. 
 
      
 
    —— 
 
      
 
    Calruz. It was Calruz. It had always been Calruz. And in a way, it fit. The disaster had begun with the expedition into the crypt and it had never quite ended. Skinner had come, and Skinner had died. But the misery he had brought had festered. And now, half a year later, one of the very same adventurers who had entered the dungeon was behind the attacks on the city. 
 
    There was a horrible order to it. But Erin’s mind couldn’t focus on all of that. She was just thinking about Mrsha and Ceria. They were gone. The Raskghar had taken them. They were gone and Calruz was behind it all. She imagined the big Minotaur, remembered him showing her how to punch. That Calruz was responsible for this. Erin looked around at the adventurers conferring, the Cave Goblin tied to the chair, the grim look in Ilvriss’ eyes as he spoke to Zevara and Olesm and Embria. 
 
    All of this. 
 
    It was too much. Erin couldn’t take it in so she shut it out. She focused on the only thing she could think about right now. Mrsha. Ceria. They had to be found. Erin looked around at the crowd of worried people and saw a familiar face standing at the back. Lyonette stood, one hand wrapped up, white as a ghost, staring at nothing. 
 
    She was cradling Apista. The Ashfire Bee’s legs were wrapped up and they’d been healed with a bit of potion, but the [Princess] didn’t let the bee fly or perch on her shoulder. She had made a little sling and Apista lay in it, fluttering her wings now and then but not moving. Lyonette gently ran her fingers down the bee’s fuzzy body. She looked lost, pale. Her left hand was splinted. The healing potion had mended the bone, but it was still weak according to Pisces. 
 
    “Lyonette.” 
 
    The young woman didn’t look around the first time Erin called her name. Only when Erin touched her did she glance over. She looked lost. Erin hugged her with one arm. 
 
    “We’ll get her back. We’ll get them both back.” 
 
    “How?” 
 
    Erin had no reply. Lyonette stared at her and then turned. She was listening to a group of adventurers talk. The Gold-rank Captains were standing in a circle. Halrac, Jelaqua, Bevussa, Keldrass—they all looked worried. Some were still hurt. They’d had to fight their way out of the dungeon. There were a lot less adventurers in the inn. They’d all been attacked by monsters and Raskghar. Many were just resting from their injuries or exhaustion. Some were dead. 
 
    “We took a score of Silver-rank casualties and we lost a Gold-rank adventurer in the battle.” 
 
    “Rebat.” 
 
    “We’re lucky we didn’t lose a team. Those monsters were flooding the corridors! My team barely escaped—how did the Raskghar control them?” 
 
    “I saw them coming down with artifacts. They’re intelligent—maybe they had one that manipulates monsters?” 
 
    “There were hundreds of them. Hundreds! And they have artifacts of their own. How are we supposed to fight—” 
 
    “Wait them out? In four days they’ll lose their intelligence.” 
 
    “In four days every Gnoll they captured will be dead. I don’t understand that part. Why Gnolls? Vengeance? Food? Breeding—” 
 
    “Ancestors, no!” 
 
    “It’s a possibility. We have to hunt them down before then. But after what happened—” 
 
    “We can’t let Silver-ranks down there. Tekshia was right. This is a Gold-rank only. And we’ll struggle for every step. If there’s no safe time of day…” 
 
    “We’re going in. As soon as we replenish our potions and recharge our spells. No question of that.” 
 
    Jelaqua snapped. She was flushed, her dead-white skin slightly orange as her true body within manifested itself. Her claws trembled on her flail’s grip. An arrowhead had embedded itself in the Selphid’s body, right in the scales under her cheek, but she hadn’t pulled it out. 
 
    “So are we.” 
 
    Halrac folded his arms. His face was impassive, but Erin could feel emotion rolling off him, a hot torrent of fury and distress. The other Gold-rank Captains nodded, some dubiously. 
 
    “Of course, we’re contracted to go in. But we need a plan of attack.” 
 
    “You do. We don’t. I’m going in with my team at first light tomorrow. I’d go now, but Moore’s out of juice.” 
 
    “My team as well.” 
 
    Bevussa nodded. Keldrass spat a bit of flame from his mouth and nodded. 
 
    “The Flamewardens won’t run. We’ve taken this dungeon too lightly and paid for it. Tomorrow we’re going in. Our team will go scorched ground. Your teams will need to steer clear.” 
 
    “We’ll be using radical strategy too. Keep away from our team.” 
 
    Halrac turned. He strode away from the Gold-rank Captains, towards Revi and Typhenous. The Stitch-Girl was tending to the old [Mage], who had several scrapes on one arm. Halrac spoke sharply. 
 
    “Revi, Typhenous. We’re heading to our inn. Tomorrow at first light we’ll go in. We’re using the Griffin-kill strategy we used at Screaming Falls.” 
 
    Revi and Typhenous looked up, surprised. Revi hesitated, then nodded. 
 
    “I’m going to change up for tomorrow. The Screaming Falls strategy? Halrac, you know that last time we used it, we were banned—” 
 
    “We’re fighting Raskghar. Not Griffins. Typhenous, can you cast the spells?” 
 
    The old [Mage] grimaced. 
 
    “Give me a night’s rest and I can.” 
 
    “Good. Erin.” 
 
    Halrac turned and strode over to Erin. The [Innkeeper] looked up blankly. 
 
    “What?” 
 
    “We need your defense food. The soup or the salad. Tomorrow before dawn. Can you have it ready?” 
 
    Erin felt a bit of normalcy enter the world. She nodded once, and then again. 
 
    “I can.” 
 
    “Have it ready to go.” 
 
    Halrac whirled and began to stride away. Erin called out after him. 
 
    “Halrac!” 
 
    He came back. Erin grabbed his arm. 
 
    “Save Mrsha. Please? And Ceria. Tell me you can do it.” 
 
    She knew she shouldn’t have said that. But Halrac just grabbed Erin’s arm. He looked in her eyes and lied. 
 
    “We’ll find them.” 
 
    Then he was gone. Some of the other Gold-rank teams left just as fast. A good number of Silver-rank teams looked like Lyonette, uncertain if they were dreaming or having a nightmare. Erin breathed in and out heavily, and then looked around. Yvlon was standing at the center of a group of angry adventurers, trying to answer questions. Ksmvr was being ignored, and Pisces— 
 
    “Pisces!” 
 
    The [Necromancer] was walking towards the stairs. He turned as Erin called after him. Yvlon spotted him as well and shouted. 
 
    “Pisces! Come back here! We need to figure out what to do! Pisces!” 
 
    He turned his head and walked up the stairs. Yvlon fought free of the group of adventurers and raced after him. 
 
    “Pisces! Stop, damn it! We need to make a plan! We have to find Ceria—” 
 
    Pisces turned his head slowly. Yvlon stopped. The [Necromancer] had the blankest look on his face that Erin had ever seen. Anger, regret, sadness—none of it was reflected there. Yvlon let go of his arm. The [Necromancer] walked up the stairs and disappeared. Both Yvlon and Erin stared at his back. 
 
    “What was that? Is he insane? We need to prepare for the dungeon! We’ll go in with the others at dawn! Before that! Ksmvr, grab as many healing potions as you can—” 
 
    “Oh no you don’t. You’re banned from entering the dungeon.” 
 
    Yvlon spun. Falene, Dawil, and Ylawes were standing behind her. The half-Elf frowned at the stairs and then at Yvlon. 
 
    “What do you mean, I’m banned? Ceria is missing!” 
 
    Falene nodded. 
 
    “Which is precisely why you can’t be trusted in the dungeon. You’ll get yourself killed. Plus, your team’s understrength. You’ll stay right here.” 
 
    “Horseshit I will.” 
 
    The armored woman snapped. She put out her hand to brush Falene aside, but Ylawes caught it. 
 
    “Listen to Falene, sister.” 
 
    “Don’t try and stop me, Ylawes.” 
 
    “We’re doing this for your own good.” 
 
    Yvlon’s eyes narrowed. She made a fist at Falene. 
 
    “Try and stop me and I’ll tear your ears off. I’m going after Ceria.” 
 
    Dawil sighed. He grabbed his beard and tugged it unhappily. 
 
    “No you’re not, lass. And we’ll bind you in ropes and hex you until you can’t move if we have to.” 
 
    “You b—” 
 
    Erin saw a flash and covered her eyes. Ylawes grabbed Yvlon as she sagged. Dawil grunted as he lifted Yvlon’s legs. 
 
    “We’ll need to tie her down when she wakes up. I doubt she’ll want to listen to reason.” 
 
    Ylawes shook his head, looking troubled. 
 
    “She’ll understand once we explain it to her and she’s cooled down.” 
 
    The Dwarf looked up at the [Knight] and shook his head disapprovingly. 
 
    “You really don’t know your sister at all, do you? Miss Solstice, can you show us to her room?” 
 
    “Why are you stopping Yvlon? We need everyone going in after Mrsha and Ceria!” 
 
    Erin stared at the Silver Swords. Falene shook her head. 
 
    “Adventurers who rush in die. And this dungeon has shown us exactly how deadly it is. Our team will go in and support the other Gold-ranks. Naturally, we could do no less. But not Silver-rank teams.” 
 
    She sniffed. Erin stared at her, debated breaking Falene’s pretty half-Elven nose, and turned away before she did. She stormed past the adventurers, ignoring Ksmvr who was anxiously asking whether Yvlon was alright. Straight towards Olesm, Zevara, and Ilvriss. Zevara grimaced as Erin approached and turned. 
 
    “Miss Solstice.” 
 
    “How are you going to get Mrsha and Ceria back?” 
 
    The Watch Captain folded her arms. 
 
    “We’ll be doing the same thing we’ve done already. Watch the walls—in the day as well as night, now—and support the adventurers going in. We can’t do anything else. I won’t risk a single [Guardsman] in the dungeon. Even Relc would be outmatched if Gold-ranks are falling down there.” 
 
    “But Calruz has Ceria! And Mrsha!” 
 
    Zevara glowered. 
 
    “We know that. That Minotaur bastard already captured citizens of Liscor! Don’t you think we’ve been doing everything in our power already?” 
 
    “Yes, but—” 
 
    Erin realized what she was saying and bit her tongue. But this time it was Mrsha and Ceria. Zevara shook her head. She looked sympathetic, but impatient. 
 
    “I understand, Miss Solstice. I do. But I cannot help you. And I must get back to the walls in case the Raskghar hit us again.” 
 
    She hesitated. 
 
    “Olesm tells me that you were the one who raised the alarm to begin with. For what it’s worth, you saved dozens of my guardsmen and a lot of civilians. The Raskghar might have gained the wall without your warning.” 
 
    “Yeah. And I wasn’t in my inn.” 
 
    Erin looked around blankly. Zevara sighed and swished her tail before walking away. Erin stared at her door. The Raskghar had come right through that. It hadn’t been bolted or anything. Erin had been so sure they’d come at nightfall. She should have sent Mrsha into Octavia’s shop the instant her [Dangersense] had warned her. She should have raised the alarm and gotten Ceria out of there. She should have… 
 
    “We’ll find a way to get them out, Erin. The adventurers are working on a map and I’m contacting the Gnoll tribes for more information about the Raskghar. We’ll get them. The Raskghar can’t hide themselves forever. I’ll be working with the adventurers each day, and I’ll get you updates…” 
 
    Olesm was speaking to her, trying to reassure her. Erin stared at the unconvincing smile on his face until the [Strategist] had to stop. Ilvriss cleared his throat. 
 
    “Swifttail, why don’t you assist Watch Captain Zevara on the walls? And I’m sure Wing Commander Embria would appreciate an update. She has been on duty and I believe her input would be essential.” 
 
    “Oh. Sure. I mean, yes, Wall Lord Ilvriss. Erin, I’ll be back later, okay?” 
 
    “Okay.” 
 
    Erin replied distantly. She watched Olesm back away and then looked at Ilvriss. The Wall Lord studied her. 
 
    “Can you do anything?” 
 
    He hesitated, and then shook his head. 
 
    “If you are asking whether I will enter the dungeon with my people, the answer is no. I will double the reward for returning the missing citizens of Liscor. I can easily afford to pay that out of my own coffers. But that is the limit of my ability to help.” 
 
    “You won’t fight?” 
 
    He shook his head. There was regret in his eyes. She thought it was genuine. Either way, it didn’t matter. 
 
    “I am not an adventurer. Nor am I versed in detecting traps. As a [Lord], my abilities are split between diplomacy, economy, and warfare. I am…sorry. But we must trust in the adventurers.” 
 
    “Yeah.” 
 
    Erin looked at the bewildered Silver and Gold-rank teams. She shook her head. 
 
    “Yeah. No.” 
 
    She whirled, suddenly sure of what she had to do. Rabbiteater and Numbtongue were speaking to each other, standing next to the unconscious Cave Goblin. Erin strode towards them. 
 
    “Solstice!” 
 
    Ilvriss snapped. Erin looked back at him. The Wall Lord eyed her much as Falene had looked at Yvlon. 
 
    “I’ve heard about your past exploits. Going into the dungeon would be a death sentence.” 
 
    The young woman looked silently back at Ilvriss. 
 
    “I know that. I’m not stupid.” 
 
    She walked on, making a beeline for the Goblins. Wall Lord Ilvriss stared at Erin’s back and frowned. He tapped a claw on the table and looked around. 
 
    “Keep an eye on her. Don’t let her leave the inn.” 
 
      
 
    —— 
 
      
 
    Selys jumped. She hadn’t realized that Wall Lord Ilvriss had noticed her there. She stammered and nodded. 
 
    “I’ll—I’ll try.” 
 
    Ilvriss studied Selys and nodded curtly. 
 
    “I must communicate with the Walled Cities. Until later, Miss Shivertail.” 
 
    He strode from the inn. Selys watched him go and looked around. The gathering was breaking up fast. All the adventurers were headed for the doors. All save for the Halfseekers, the Silver Swords who were going to stay the night until they could make sure that Yvlon didn’t run into the dungeon, and Halrac of Griffon Hunt. He’d gone for the doors, but Bird had stopped him. 
 
    “Mister Halrac. Everyone is very upset.” 
 
    The Antinium looked subdued as he clutched his bow worriedly. Halrac looked like the last thing he wanted to do was talk, but he let Revi and Typhenous go before him. He spoke in a voice roughened from shouting. 
 
    “Everyone is upset.” 
 
    “Oh. Is it a bad thing that has happened?” 
 
    The [Scout]’s eyes blazed. 
 
    “Yes.” 
 
    Bird rocked back and forth as he stood in front of Halrac. He looked uncertainly at the man. 
 
    “Is it…is it my fault?” 
 
    “No.” 
 
    The Worker brightened. 
 
    “Oh. That is good. I feel much better.” 
 
    He began to hum under his breath. Halrac stared at him. 
 
    “Do you not know what is happening?” 
 
    Bird shook his head cheerfully. 
 
    “No! I was in my room thinking about the bad thing I did. Then I heard many crashes. When I went to look, Lyonette was lying on the ground. So I looked for enemies. I shot at Raskghar. Who are bad. They are bad?” 
 
    He waited for Halrac to nod and then went on. 
 
    “I shot at them. Then Miss Erin ran up to get me. She said I had to come downstairs. So I did. Many people talked. But I do not know what they were talking about. Raskghar and a Calruz and more things about the dungeon. Revalantor Klbkch says that I do not need to worry about the dungeon so I do not.” 
 
    Halrac listened to Bird’s speech. He visibly wrestled with a reply, and then shook his head. 
 
    “I need to sleep.” 
 
    He stormed past Bird to the door. The Worker watched him go and then turned to Selys anxiously. 
 
    “Did I do another bad thing?” 
 
    Selys stared at him. 
 
    “No. Bird, right?” 
 
    He nodded. 
 
    “I am Bird. This all seems to be about the dungeon. And Raskghar. I am not worried about it, though. Revalantor Klbkch says that everything is going according to plan.” 
 
    The Drake bit her tongue to avoid screaming at Bird. She took a few deep breaths. 
 
    “You should worry, Bird. Mrsha is missing. So is Ceria. The Raskghar took them.” 
 
    “They did?” 
 
    Bird looked alarmed. Selys nodded. Had he not been listening? She thought of Bird and imagined him rocking back and forth, singing about birds. He had not. The Antinium looked visibly shaken. 
 
    “But Mrsha is a resident of the inn. And I am supposed to guard the inn. If Mrsha is gone, then I have failed. Oh no. Oh no. Oh no. Oh no. Oh no. Oh no.” 
 
    He began to rock back and forth. Selys stared at him and took a step back. 
 
    “It’s not your fault, Bird. The Raskghar attacked when no one was expecting them. Stop that. Please.” 
 
    Bird stopped. He looked around wildly. 
 
    “Miss Ceria is gone too. I have failed twice over. She is a resident of the inn. And Ksmvr is gone. I have failed thrice over.” 
 
    “No, Ksmvr is here. He’s…” 
 
    Selys turned. She searched for Ksmvr, but the Antinium was nowhere to be found. Selys frowned. 
 
    “He was here.” 
 
    Bird moaned. 
 
    “I did not see him go up the stairs. Which means he is not upstairs or in this room. So he is outside the inn! He might have been taken by the Raskghar too!” 
 
    “No, he’s fine, Bird. I saw him just a few minutes ago. He’s fine.” 
 
    “How do you know?” 
 
    Selys had no reply to that. So she backed away. Bird kept rocking back and forth on his feet, muttering to himself about failing. He seriously creeped Selys out. The Drake looked around. She’d almost forgotten what she was doing. 
 
    “Drassi! Hey, Drassi!” 
 
    The [Barmaid] was cleaning tables. She looked worried and aimless. She jumped when Selys waved at her and then hurried over. Drassi was Selys’ friend. Normally it was impossible to shut Drassi up, but tonight, the Drake looked at a loss for words. Nearly. 
 
    “Ancestors, oh, Ancestors, Selys! This is so bad! Mrsha’s gone! And Ceria too! I thought we were safe with all the Gold-rank adventurers! What do we do? What can we do? If they can’t find Mrsha—if she’s hurt or—I don’t know what I’d do. I can’t think of it!” 
 
    “Drassi! Calm down!” 
 
    Selys grabbed Drassi and shook her sharply. She felt panicked herself. Drassi blinked as Selys lowered her voice. 
 
    “You need to calm down. I need your help!” 
 
    “My help? What can I do? I’m just a [Barmaid], Selys!” 
 
    And a [Gossip]. Selys still couldn’t believe that was a class. It didn’t matter. The [Receptionist] shook herself and tightened her grip on Drassi’s arm. 
 
    “That’s fine. Keep doing what you’re doing. But I can only rely on you. Ishkr can’t leave the city. The Council ruled that aside from adventurers, no Gnoll is allowed outside the walls. That includes The Wandering Inn. So I need you to be here. Make sure she doesn’t get into trouble.” 
 
    “Lyonette?” 
 
    Drassi looked worriedly at the [Barmaid]. Lyonette was still standing in the same place, white as a sheet. Selys glanced over at her. 
 
    “Right. Her too. I meant Erin. Don’t let her out of your sight. Sleep at the inn if you have to. But don’t let her do…anything. The last time Ceria went missing, Erin went into the crypt and brought her out. This time—keep her here. I’ll try to get other people to look after her too.” 
 
    “I’ll try, but—” 
 
    Drassi bit her lip. Both Drakes looked at Erin. She was talking to the two Hobgoblins. Selys groaned. 
 
    “I know you’re afraid of the Hobs, but try, Drassi?” 
 
    “Oh, I’m not afraid of them any longer.” 
 
    “You’re not?” 
 
    Selys looked at Drassi stupidly. The Drake [Barmaid] smiled. 
 
    “Not one bit! Erin had this amazing moment with them. They were dragging the Cave Goblin out of the inn—the other one, I mean. I think they were going to kill her when Erin made them play a chess game! Okay, let me tell you what happened. First—” 
 
    “Drassi! Now’s not the time!” 
 
    “Sorry.” 
 
    The other Drake closed her mouth apologetically. Selys breathed in and out heavily. 
 
    “This is a disaster. I need to get back to the Adventurer’s Guild and tell grandmother what’s happening. We need to tend to the wounded—help the adventurers get into the dungeon! I don’t know how many Silver-rank teams will even go back in. The Gold-rank teams are our only hope. They have to find Mrsha. I’m going to light a fire under their tails. You stay here. Get all of Erin’s magical food ready and make sure she doesn’t leave the inn! Got it?” 
 
    Drassi nodded anxiously. Selys turned. She felt like she was going to throw up. She had thrown up when she’d heard about Mrsha going missing. The thought of anything happening to Mrsha made Selys’ stomach lurch. She walked unsteadily towards the door and looked back at Drassi. 
 
    “The adventurers will save them. They have to. There’s no one else we can rely on.” 
 
    Drassi nodded. She looked like she was trying to believe Selys’ words. Selys was trying too. She wished she could. The Drake opened the door and walked into the rain, cursing it, cursing the Raskghar, and praying without knowing what praying was, that Mrsha and Ceria would be safe. 
 
    Only the adventurers could save Mrsha and Ceria. Only they could find the Raskghar camp. Selys had meant what she’d said. To her, the words had been true. But they were wrong. 
 
      
 
    —— 
 
      
 
    Bird was right. Ksmvr had left the inn. But the Worker was mistaken. Ksmvr hadn’t been abducted. He’d left of his own free will. He marched down the streets, rain glancing off his carapace. Yvlon and Pisces were still in the inn, he knew. But Ksmvr hadn’t told them where he was going. Yvlon was unconscious and Pisces had left. Besides which, Ksmvr didn’t belong in the team anymore. All of this was his fault. 
 
    No one had said it because it was obvious. Perhaps they were being kind to him. Ceria and Yvlon were very kind. So was Pisces, at times. But the fact was that everything was Ksmvr’s fault. Ceria’s abduction? Completely and utterly his failure. After all, he had been right there. In the prime position to stop the Raskghar. He had charged in—and been knocked aside as if he were a fly. 
 
    Everyone else had done more. Yvlon had struck a blow and actually blocked the Raskghar’s axe. Pisces had chased the Raskghar, even downed another with his rapier during the pursuit. But what had Ksmvr done? 
 
    Nothing. He was a failure. Klbkch had been right to expel him from the Hive. Ksmvr knew it in his heart. Ceria was missing. Possibly dead already. So was Mrsha. Ksmvr felt far more strongly about Ceria. She was his Captain. His leader. She had given him a place. And he had failed her. 
 
    The streets were empty the further he walked. The adventurers heading to their inns were silent, but they disappeared street by street. At last, Ksmvr was alone. No one walked where he was going. Not even the Watch patrolled this street. There was no point. 
 
    The entrance to the Antinium Hive was a dark, sloping tunnel fortified with dirt. It looked like any ant hole, really, but made a million times larger. Ksmvr hesitated at the entrance. He felt afraid as he gazed down into the Hive. He had not returned since he had been cast out. 
 
    He would have rather have jumped in the water than entered the Hive. He would do it too, if it meant returning Ceria. Without his Ring of Waterbreathing. But life wasn’t that convenient. Life, Ksmvr had realized, demanded thought. Skill. Sacrifice. 
 
    “If that is what will bring back Captain Ceria, death is nothing.” 
 
    Ksmvr reassured himself with those words. Then he walked into the Hive. He descended down the dirt ramp and paused. 
 
    Though Ksmvr had been a Prognugator for mere weeks, he had been trained to the position by the Queen herself. He knew the Hive and its defenses. Thus, Ksmvr was keenly aware of the Soldiers hidden in alcoves. They would step out and disembowel any intruder. Or rather, crush them to paste since disemboweling wasn’t enough for some monsters. It was the Hive’s first defense against unwelcome visitors. And right now, that included Ksmvr. 
 
    Death was nothing. But a meaningless death was worthless. So Ksmvr stepped forwards cautiously. He saw the darkness move and stopped. 
 
    Soldiers appeared in the tunnel. A dozen of them, their fists raised. They stared at Ksmvr, clearly warning him off. The former Prognugator hesitated, and then raised his voice. 
 
    “Move aside. I have business in the Hive with Revalantor Klbkch.” 
 
    The Soldiers didn’t move. Ksmvr hadn’t expected them to. But there was no going back. Ksmvr drew his shortsword and the enchanted dagger. His cloak swirled behind him. Soldiers were tough. If he had to fight his way through he’d have to kill them or incapacitate them fast. So many would tear him apart in moments. The Soldiers tensed—and then paused. 
 
    The former Prognugator heard a whisper in his mind. Someone—the Queen or Klbkch—had sent an order. He saw the Soldiers straighten and stand aside. Ksmvr walked past them warily, and then strode into the Hive. 
 
    Workers and Soldiers streamed through the main flow tunnels. They moved day and night. They moved like the most perfect of dancers, though their only purpose was to move as efficiently as possible from destination to destination. Ksmvr ran into the tunnel and the flow stopped as a discordant note entered it. The Workers and Soldiers stared at Ksmvr. The Antinium shouted as he brandished his shortsword. 
 
    “Step aside! I must speak to Revalantor Klbkch! Where is he?” 
 
    The Antinium looked as one, Ksmvr felt a pang of dread as he slowly turned. Workers and Soldiers parted in a wave. Klbkch stood in the entrance of a tunnel. He alone was unique. He had two arms instead of four. His body was slender, lacking the beetle-like shell of the Workers and Soldiers. A pair of silvery swords hung at his sides, as did a belt around his waist. 
 
    He stood out from the others, an Individual among the many. Ksmvr felt his stump of a fourth arm throb. He was wearing a cloak and carried the equipment of adventurers. In his way, he was as unique as Klbkch. 
 
    “Follow.” 
 
    Klbkch turned and walked back the way he’d come. Ksmvr followed as the Antinium stepped aside to make a path. He followed Klbkch, nearly running, as the Revalantor strode down the tunnels. When Klbkch stopped, it was in a place that Ksmvr recognized. 
 
    The front lines of the Hive. The place where the Hive met the dungeon. It had changed dramatically since Ksmvr had lived here. The network of tunnels was gone, replaced by a fortified kill zone manned by Workers with bows and a group of Soldiers. Dead monsters were being cleaned up even as Ksmvr watched. A pair of Antinium Workers—Belgrade and Anand—were supervising the defenses. They turned in surprise as Klbkch stopped in the center of the open space. 
 
    “So. You’ve returned. I trust you have an adequate reason for attempting to enter the Hive?” 
 
    Klbkch’s voice was clipped. Precise. He spoke without hesitation, like the perfect Prognugator that Ksmvr had aspired to be. He terrified Ksmvr. But the Antinium refused to show weakness. He opened his mandibles. 
 
    “Yes.” 
 
    “Speak, then. Why have you returned? The Queen does not desire your presence. Nor do I consider you to be an asset to the Hive.” 
 
    “I know. I am aware of my failings. But my team—the Horns of Hammerad—need aid. The Raskghar captured Captain Ceria. And Mrsha. They are being led by the former Captain of my team. Calruz.” 
 
    “Is that so.” 
 
    Klbkch’s voice was flat. Disinterested. Ksmvr nodded desperately. He clicked his mandibles together. 
 
    “She must be rescued. She is an asset to Liscor! To Miss Erin’s inn! To the Hive!” 
 
    “I do not see the relevance.” 
 
    “Captain Ceria is—she is a leader! A kind and wonderful leader and mage and—and she will be saved! It is unacceptable that she die. Unacceptable! She must be rescued! I request—I demand that the Hive send Soldiers to locate and retrieve her unharmed!” 
 
    Behind Klbkch, both Anand and Belgrade stirred. They looked uneasily at Klbkch. The Revalantor looked up slowly. 
 
    “You may demand nothing, Ksmvr. You were expelled from this Hive for incompetence and failure. You are not of the Free Antinium.” 
 
    The words pierced Ksmvr’s chest like one of Halrac’s arrows. He actually staggered and felt cold despair—emptiness clawing at his very soul. If he wasn’t part of the Hive, what was he? iF HE wASn’T anTINiUm, wHAT wAs— 
 
    A vision of Yvlon flashed in front of Ksmvr. She was showing him how to hold his shortsword. He saw Ceria offering him one of her raw eggs, saw Pisces brushing his hair back and smiling before a lecture. 
 
    The world stabilized around Ksmvr. He stood taller, gripped the hilt of his shortsword. He was a Horn of Hammerad. Even if he had no Hive, he had a team. That gave him the strength. Ksmvr drew his shortsword and the enchanted dagger. He heard Belgrade gasp, and saw the Soldiers and Workers turn as one. 
 
    “Hold.” 
 
    Klbkch’s voice was flat. He studied Ksmvr carefully. 
 
    “What are you doing, Ksmvr?” 
 
    “Revalantor Klbkch. I challenge you for the position of Revalantor.” 
 
    Ksmvr was amazed at how steady his voice sounded. Klbkch paused. Ksmvr had never seen him surprised, but for a brief moment he thought the other Antinium was. Then Klbkch shook his head. 
 
    “The Antinium do not decide such matters by challenge.” 
 
    “I know. Nevertheless, I challenge you.” 
 
    “And if I refuse?” 
 
    Ksmvr shifted his grip on the shortsword’s hilt. 
 
    “I will attempt to kill you and take the position anyways.” 
 
    “I see. In that case, I accept your challenge. It is meaningless either way.” 
 
    Klbkch drew his silvery swords. The sound rang through the large chamber. The Antinium watched in silence. Ksmvr and Klbkch held perfectly still. They did not walk around each other. They did not speak. The instant Klbkch had drawn his swords, Ksmvr had tensed. He had one chance. And it was beyond slim. 
 
    There was no doubt that Klbkchhezeim the Slayer was far stronger than Ksmvr. He had led the Hive before Ksmvr had been created, long before. He was a master with the twin blades he carried. Nevertheless, he had a weakness. He had gone through the Rite of Anastases. He had lost his levels. Plus, his swords weren’t enchanted. Ksmvr’s were. 
 
    He had an enchanted shortsword and the Flamecoat Dagger. That was his real weapon, the one Ksmvr was counting on. One cut from it and he’d set Klbkch ablaze. And his cloak could probably take a blow from Klbkch’s swords. Ksmvr could use his Ring of Jumping—no, Klbkch would cut him apart as he landed. Keep it simple. 
 
    Ksmvr moved first. He lunged at Klbkch, jabbing with his shortsword. At the same time he swung his dagger, aiming for Klbkch’s leg. He was hoping that Klbkch would slice his arm off, give him a moment to touch the Antinium. One touch was all he needed. Klbkch moved the instant Ksmvr did. His swords rose and fell. 
 
    Fast. 
 
    The Antinium blurred. He blocked Ksmvr’s shortsword with his left blade, forcing the shortsword off-target. With his other, he batted aside the Flamecoat Dagger. The instant that the silver sword met the dagger, it burst into flame. Klbkch regarded the flaming blade in surprise. Even the handle was ablaze. 
 
    That was the gap Ksmvr needed. The Antinium cut at Klbkch’s chest, shouting desperately. 
 
    “[Quick Slash]!” 
 
    He had gained that Skill after the Face-Eater Moth attack. Ksmvr’s blade shot towards Klbkch’s chest. The Revalantor dropped his flaming blade, gripped his sword in both hands, and leaned back. Ksmvr missed. The Antinium saw Klbkch step backwards and his blade flashed. The silvery light was beautiful as art. It cut as deep as despair. 
 
    Klbkch cut twice. His blade sheared into Ksmvr’s carapace both times. Klbkch yanked his blade away. It was green with blood. Ksmvr collapsed. The Revalantor studied him and kicked Ksmvr onto his back. He reached for his belt and produced a bottle. He uncorked it, poured the contents onto Ksmvr, and turned away. 
 
    “Take this failure out of the Hive and leave him on the streets.” 
 
    On the ground, Ksmvr could only stare up in shock. The cold pain to his insides had come and gone so suddenly he was still processing it. But he knew what had happened. He had failed. But still, as the Workers scurried forwards to reach him, he tried again. 
 
    “Please—” 
 
    He reached for Klbkch, not caring about pride. The Revalantor stepped away from him, not even deigning to look down. Ksmvr collapsed. He wept and shook without tears. He was a failure. A complete, utter— 
 
    “Anand, how many Soldiers have been assembled yet?” 
 
    The [Tactician] straightened. 
 
    “A full wave, Revalantor Klbkch. Ready to attack on your orders.” 
 
    Ksmvr froze. Klbkch nodded, satisfied. He turned back to Ksmvr and spoke casually. 
 
    “We are launching an attack on the dungeon. This has nothing to do with your request.” 
 
    “You’re attacking the dungeon?” 
 
    Klbkch seemed to contemplate whether Ksmvr deserved an answer. He nodded abruptly. 
 
    “Of course. Now is the opportune time. For the Hive’s ends. The monster influx has drastically reduced and the presence of both the Raskghar and adventurers have thinned the monster population.” 
 
    “Then allow me to help. I will fight. Please—” 
 
    “No. The Hive does not need you. Go back to your team and serve them instead.” 
 
    Klbkch turned away. The Workers hauled Ksmvr backwards. He stared at Klbkch’s back until it was out of sight. Ksmvr did not dare to hope. If Klbkch was pursuing the Hive’s objectives, he wouldn’t try to rescue Ceria or Mrsha. But Ksmvr hoped anyways. He had nothing left. 
 
      
 
    —— 
 
      
 
    When he was sure that Ksmvr was out of earshot, Klbkch turned back to Belgrade and Anand. He nodded as if nothing had happened. 
 
    “As I was saying. Belgrade. Your defenses are useful against the monsters. They will crumble against any kind of formation with a magic user in it. I want you to study Antinium pit traps and learn how to dig them efficiently.” 
 
    “Pit traps? Revalantor Klbkch? I mean, yes! What kind of pit traps?” 
 
    Belgrade started nervously. He was the more timid of the two. Anand, who was outspoken and far more assertive, stared at Klbkch and the trail of Ksmvr’s blood, clearly nonplussed. Klbkch ignored him. 
 
    “Antinium pit traps, Belgrade. It is unique to the Hive. A spiked pit trap or one that relies on gravity takes too long. Antinium pit traps were employed by the Hives during both Antinium Wars. A Soldier digs himself into the earth and waits for a target to pass above. With the correct timing and position, he will be able to slay most magic-users and lower-level officers.” 
 
    “I see. But wouldn’t that mean the Soldier—” 
 
    Belgrade paused. His mandibles pressed together, the Antinium version of a gulp. Klbkch nodded dispassionately. 
 
    “Naturally that Soldier would be sacrificed. Anand, I want you to attempt to create a better variety of bow for our Workers to use. Bird’s abilities would be invaluable to have. Our primitive bow designs have not been updated. Take a budget out of the Hive’s treasury and experiment with materials to create a cost-efficient bow and arrows.” 
 
    “Yes, Revalantor Klbkch.” 
 
    Anand replied promptly, but Klbkch wasn’t satisfied. He studied the Worker’s response. Body language, the way they shifted and looked at each other. It wasn’t something he’d ever imagined having to do before this, but Belgrade and Anand, these new Individuals were…different. Klbkch had never met Antinium like them before. They had personality like true Antinium, and yet they were not. They had…moods. They could disobey. They would disobey. So he watched and waited. After a second, Anand voiced what was clearly on his mind. 
 
    “Revalantor Klbkch, may I make a suggestion?” 
 
    “Speak.” 
 
    “Why are the Workers to be armed with bows made in the Hive? Would it not be more cost-efficient to arm them with bows produced by high-level craftspeople? And on that note, would not a crossbow be a simpler weapon to distribute to Workers?” 
 
    Klbkch considered the question. It was a good one. It spoke to Anand’s thoughtfulness. Klbkch had been working with both [Tacticians] of late to improve their effectiveness. And to impress on them what was important to the Hive. He shook his head as he cleaned Ksmvr’s blood off his blade. Klbkch stooped to pick up the other silvery blade, which was slightly blackened with soot. The enchanted dagger had surprised him. It showed that Ksmvr was learning. Good. 
 
    “I do not intend to buy the Hive’s arms. And the Drake cities monitor and prohibit mass shipments of weapons to the Antinium. If you are able to design and manufacture crossbows in the Hive, I will consider implementing their usage.” 
 
    “I understand.” 
 
    “Very well. Send the first wave to the eastern dungeon entrance. They will await me there. Have you any more questions?” 
 
    The two Workers paused. Anand delicately scratched his antennae. 
 
    “So, Calruz is the leader of the Raskghar? That is fascinating. Revalantor Klbkch, are we to make the Minotaur a target? It appears that his raids have significantly hindered Liscor and the adventurers’ progress in the dungeon.” 
 
    “That is so. However, I do not deem it necessary to target the Minotaur. Or the Raskghar for that matter. I will insist on stationing a guard of Painted Soldiers in Erin’s inn at all times, though. The assault on her inn could have resulted in her injury or death, which would have been unacceptable.” 
 
    Anand nodded. He hesitated. 
 
    “Erin does care for Mrsha and Ceria, though. Revalantor Klbkch, if I might add a secondary objective to your raid?” 
 
    “That will not be necessary, Anand. If I locate Mrsha or Ceria, I will do everything feasible to retrieve them.” 
 
    The two Workers looked at each other. Anand raised a finger. 
 
    “But you told Ksmvr—” 
 
    Klbkch sheathed his swords briskly. 
 
    “Do not mistake my words to Ksmvr, Anand. He is an asset to the Hive, although he does not know it yet. It suits the Hive that he learn from adventurers. Retrieving Ceria and Mrsha is a priority, if not the main one.” 
 
    Anand cocked his head sideways thoughtfully. 
 
    “Ah. So you lied to him. Why are you telling us?” 
 
    “It is important that you understand the goals of this Hive. As [Tacticians], you are responsible for more than just the security of the Hive. The Queen and I both desire you to take on larger duties. When you are ready, I will inform you of longer-term objectives. For now, it is enough that you consider Ksmvr an asset in development. And it is crucial that he not learn of this fact.” 
 
    “We understand.” 
 
    Belgrade spoke for the two of them. Anand turned. 
 
    “The Soldiers have arrived.” 
 
    A rank of gleaming carapaces followed his comment. Klbkch turned and saw a stream of Soldiers marching into the chamber. Their bodies were dark black-brown, gleaming, unscratched and freshly formed. New Soldiers, freshly made to serve the Hive. They formed into perfect ranks and marched down a tunnel past the Antinium. Klbkch nodded. 
 
    “I will commence the assault on the dungeon shortly. I expect to take at least 60% casualties.” 
 
    “Out of a thousand Soldiers. Devastating.” 
 
    Belgrade murmured uncertainly. Klbkch nodded. 
 
    “A necessary sacrifice. If I am slain, you will report to the Queen. Another detail. You will not tell Pawn of this operation, especially in regards to the number of casualties.” 
 
    Anand paused. 
 
    “A curious order.” 
 
    Klbkch’s voice was icy. 
 
    “I expect it to be followed.” 
 
    “Are you not afraid that we will disobey?” 
 
    For a second Klbkch felt his hand twitch towards his swords. What a question! If he had not known Anand, he would have assumed the Worker was an Aberration. He checked himself and then responded. 
 
    “No. As [Tacticians], you understand that Pawn’s actions are erratic. His abilities benefit the Hive greatly, but he is unable to sacrifice the lives of Workers and Soldiers to achieve an objective.” 
 
    “I see. Thank you for clarifying that, Revalantor Klbkch. I agree with your thinking.” 
 
    The Worker nodded. Belgrade looked at Anand uncertainly. Klbkch weighed the odds of Belgrade informing Pawn. If it happened he would deal with it. He moved on to the next point in his mind without dwelling on the consequences unduly. 
 
    “Stand by to send reinforcements. You will not be risked on this assault, but your abilities will be needed to analyze traps and the dungeon’s layout. An Antinium will be carrying a scrying mirror which you will use.” 
 
    Again, Belgrade and Anand were visibly surprised. Anand clicked his mandibles together sharply. 
 
    “A scrying mirror? I was not aware the Hive had such artifacts.” 
 
    “The Hive has stockpiled a number of magical items. The scrying mirrors in particular are useful to the Queens during battle. Take care not to damage either artifact. They are the only two in the Hive’s possession.” 
 
    “What of the one possessed by the strange Antinium in the Queen’s chamber?” 
 
    This time Klbkch definitely twitched. He forced his hand away from the blade at his side. This was normal. For Individuals. He looked at Anand and injected as much frost into his voice as he could. 
 
    “Your inquisitiveness is an asset, Anand. Do not employ it in matters regarding the Queen.” 
 
    “Yes, Revalantor Klbkch.” 
 
    “Monitor the progress of the Soldiers. Analyze the monsters and traps and update the existing map of the dungeon with relevant details. I will commence the assault now.” 
 
    Klbkch strode down the tunnel before the other two could reply. He did not want to entertain any more questions. It was a relief to stride past the Soldiers who moved silently out of the way. Klbkch reached the entrance to the dungeon—a caved in wall that opened into a dark corridor. The same one the Horns of Hammerad and the Silver Swords had ‘accidentally’ stumbled into. That had been inconvenient in the extreme. 
 
    Individuals. Strange new Antinium who were not True Antinium, but were more than the half-made Soldiers and Workers that were what the world knew of as Antinium. Klbkch didn’t know how to deal with them. He had had problems understanding Pawn. By contrast, Belgrade and Anand were easier, but they asked questions that Klbkch was not accustomed to answering. 
 
    Drones, the mindless Soldiers and Workers, were easier. Klbkch paused at the entrance to the dungeon. The Soldiers stared ahead, patient as rocks. Klbkch unsheathed his swords and pointed. 
 
    “The first rank will follow me! Avoid designated spots and engage any monsters at will!” 
 
    The Soldiers snapped to attention. Klbkch led the charge into the dungeon at a run, the Soldiers following on his heels. He pointed with his sword to a spot on the right side of the corridor. Instantly, the Soldiers shifted left, hugging the wall, avoiding the trap. 
 
    Yes, this was easier. The drones the Queens had made weren’t True Antinium either, but they were close in many ways. They did not ask questions. All he had to do was order and they obeyed. They were part of the Hive. Not perfectly part of it, but close enough. 
 
    Behind Klbkch, a Soldier stumbled. He stepped onto the trap and vanished. Teleported somewhere, or perhaps just disintegrated. He was lost either way. Klbkch saw the Soldiers correct their footing, give the trap a wider berth. Klbkch didn’t waste time grimacing over the lost Soldier. Many more would die before the night ended. 
 
    The first group of monsters they came across was a patrol of enchanted armor. The metallic suits immediately charged the Antinium, not heeding exactly how many there were. Klbkch ran straight past them, hearing the crash and thumps as the Soldiers tore the suits apart. 
 
    Drones were useful. The problem was, these Antinium weren’t even perfect as thoughtless warriors. Even Soldiers and Workers who weren’t Individual developed…personality after living for a year or two in Liscor. They could be erratic, so Klbkch had requested freshly made Soldiers for this assault. They would not break or hesitate. 
 
    “How inconvenient.” 
 
    Klbkch sighed as he avoided another trap, leaping over the trapped floor tiles and then sprinting into combat with a group of humongous caterpillars which exploded as Soldiers tackled them. He maneuvered past the traps and led the Soldiers on automatically. His new body felt light and agile and he had memorized the Antinium’s map of the dungeon. Countless raids into the dungeon had allowed the Antinium to perfectly pinpoint all of the traps—by letting Soldiers and Workers run onto the traps in previous assaults. They had been costly. But this time Klbkch’s progress was smooth. The Soldiers trampled all the monsters he came across and soon Klbkch was at his first destination. 
 
    A treasure chest sat in the center of a small room, complete with running water and flowers. A bit of sunlight shone down, a final touch of irony by whomever had created the trap. It was so obviously a trap, but the allure of the chest was enough to overcome the sense of danger to most adventurers. However, the trap was deadly enough. Klbkch paused at the corridor and pointed. 
 
    “Soldiers will proceed into the room and attempt to open the chest. Move one at a time after the trap has activated. Stand clear until the preceding Soldier has perished.” 
 
    The Antinium backed up. Not just down the corridor—this particular trap didn’t just affect the room it was in, but both adjacent corridors. Klbkch pointed. 
 
    “Go.” 
 
    The first Soldier went. Klbkch heard it charge forwards, and then saw the trap activate. The corridor in front of him twisted. Klbkch heard a snapping sound and knew without looking that the Soldier had been wrenched violently in every direction, like Erin wringing out a rag. 
 
    “Next.” 
 
    The next Soldier ran forwards without hesitation. Klbkch waited patiently, hearing a group of monsters run into the Soldiers queued up behind him. He had time to think as the trap activated and the next Soldier ran forwards. By the fifteenth Soldier, they had to drag the bodies of their companions out of the way before attempting to open the chest. 
 
    The irony was that the Individuals, the five Workers, Pawn, Belgrade, Anand, Garry, and Bird, were actually better than the true Antinium Workers of the past. They could level exponentially quickly by Antinium standards—they were, in a way, closer to the Prognugators, rare autonomous Antinium destined to be leaders. But as for the rest? Klbkch shook his head. 
 
    “Individuals triumph as singular entities or small groups. But the true Antinium linked could still tear these Painted Soldiers apart.” 
 
    He felt that was true, at least as it applied to the Painted Soldiers of Pawn’s unique unit as they were. If they had ten more levels each? Perhaps. But the true Antinium Soldiers—the ones who were truly of the Hive and not replicas made by Queens trying to rediscover lost forms and techniques were stronger to begin with. And they fought as one. 
 
    Any [Drillmaster] would have been offended by Klbkch’s statement. After all, the Antinium Soldiers fought like the most finely-trained unit in the world. But in the past, Antinium Soldiers in Rhir had fought like a single thought. And it was impossible to break their morale. Their will was magnified a thousand times together, as was their ability to react to any situation. Whereas here… 
 
    It was possible to break Antinium Soldiers. Not easy, but Klbkch had seen it done in both Antinium Wars. When Soldiers died by the thousands or tens of thousands they lost their will to fight. They became aimless, rather than a disciplined fighting force. Again, not something the true Antinium had ever faced. They had lived and died in service to the Hives. Much like Klbkch himself, death was a necessity, not an end. Which made Pawn’s ideals all the stranger to Klbkch. 
 
    Speaking of which…Klbkch looked up. The forty second Soldier had returned. He was undamaged—and he was holding something in his hands. A pair of crystalline daggers, which shone bright pink despite the lack of light. Klbkch eyed them. 
 
    “Was there anything else in the chest?” 
 
    The Soldier shook his head. Klbkch did the same. 
 
    “Deficient. A trap that can only function forty one times before failing is no trap at all. Bring the artifacts to the Hive. You. Smash the chest.” 
 
    Another Soldier ran forwards as the lucky Soldier retreated. Klbkch nodded and set off at another dead run. There were two more treasure sites the Antinium had located that they hadn’t managed to plunder. He repeated the ‘trick’ again, waiting patiently as Soldiers went in and didn’t come out. Some traps could activate indefinitely, but most had a finite amount of energy they could expend before having to recharge. The breaks gave him time to think some more. 
 
    These Drones. Yes, they were convenient. Yes, they achieved objectives. But they weren’t as good as true Antinium. They just weren’t. He had to order them now along with sending the mental projections only he and his Queen were able to use. In the past, all Klbkch would have had to do was think and it would have been done. 
 
    True Antinium were broadcasters as well as receivers. They were linked, not tenuously held together like these half-Antinium. Yet, Klbkch thought of Xrn’s words and felt a pang. She was right. It wasn’t their fault that they had never known what they should be. It was not their fault they were ill-formed. The Free Queen had done her best. And they were still capable of becoming Individual. It was something. 
 
    Someone stood in front of him. Klbkch looked up and realized the third trapped treasure room had been cleared. The Soldier was half-dead. A pair of ghostly blades sprouted from his chest. He was bleeding, but he didn’t move. He held a handful of gems carved into eyes in his hands. Were they cursed? Klbkch would find a way to appraise them later. He eyed the Soldier. 
 
    “Return to the Hive with a companion.” 
 
    The Soldier turned and began running with another Soldier. He left a trail of blood behind. Klbkch studied it, and then did a rough count of the Soldiers remaining. They stood in rows, many damaged from encounters with the monsters or traps. 
 
    Five hundred and…twenty one. A good number considering his projections to Anand and Belgrade. And enough that Klbkch thought that it was worth pressing ahead. The Antinium had mapped out the dungeon in every direction, but progress without dedicated trap finders was slow. If he ordered the Soldiers into unknown territory they would die by the hundreds. Not to the monsters so much as the traps. That was why the adventurers were necessary. 
 
    But Ceria and Mrsha were missing and Erin cared for both of them. Klbkch made a decision. 
 
    “Soldiers! You will charge the next corridor. Move in waves, staggered ten feet apart. Avoid any traps encountered. Slay any monsters. If you come across non-hostiles, hold back and wait for my arrival.” 
 
    These Soldiers wouldn’t know what a Gnoll or half-Elf looked like after all. Klbkch checked the Soldiers, looking to see if they would break. They made no reaction to his statement. Good Drones. 
 
    And each one of these could be a Painted Soldier. Could be an Individual, like Pawn or Belgrade. 
 
    Klbkch paused. Where had that thought come from? He looked at the Soldiers and mentally shook himself. If he started valuing the lives of Drones over objectives, the Hive would surely perish. Pawn had his place, but the Antinium lived by sacrificing. These Soldiers’ lives didn’t matter. 
 
    And yet, Klbkch’s mind denied that logical conclusion. It reminded him of the True Antinium. Klbkch paused as the Soldiers braced themselves for the charge, for the unknown and death. Slowly, Klbkch walked in front of them. The Soldiers looked at him, expectant. The Revalantor of the Free Antinium looked towards the dark dungeon ceiling. When he spoke, it was not in the voice of command, but in a carrying, loud tone. 
 
    “What I am about to tell you probably will not matter. I do not believe many of you will survive. Perhaps none of you will. You are worthless as individuals. And I have no expectations of you.” 
 
    The Soldiers stared at him. For the first time in their short lives, they were confused. Klbkch went on. 
 
    “You will be sacrificed for the goals of the Hive. This is fitting. However…if you die here, you are dust. You will be forgotten. As if you never existed.” 
 
    The Soldiers were silent. Klbkch felt the most inaudible of ripples go through them. This was how you created Aberrations, even among Soldiers. He remembered the old tests he’d done with his Queen, trying to provoke Individuality among the Antinium. Failing. How had Erin done it? He went on. 
 
    “If you die, you are gone. You will not be remembered. Perhaps the Soldier next to you will remember, or the one behind. But they will die soon as well. You will be forgotten. You will be nothing to the Hive or to me. But. Fifty years ago, centuries ago…if you died, you would be remembered. By all the Antinium who lived. The instant you were created, you would know why you existed, why you fought. You would never be alone. Those were the true Antinium. And you are only copies. Fragments of what they were.” 
 
    The Soldiers were silent. Klbkch lowered his head. He remembered them all. He remembered them all. Every nameless Soldier and Worker and all the Queens and every Antinium who had lived and died. They were part of him. One of the last True Antinium. When he straightened, it was with the weight of his species on his shoulders. 
 
    “Those days are gone. They may never return. But for what might have been, what was, and what we seek to reclaim, fight. Fight, and show me what kind of Antinium you truly are. Fight and be remembered. Now. Charge.” 
 
    The Soldiers moved in a soundless wave. They made no sound save for the hammering of their footsteps on the ground. They rushed past Klbkch, into the darkness. Into death. Klbkch watched them go and then shook his head. 
 
    “A pointless speech. What flaws am I developing?” 
 
    No one answered him. Klbkch concentrated. He spoke out loud, projecting his thoughts to the only other True Antinium close enough to hear him. In ages past, Klbkch could have reached out and communicated to another True Antinium a hundred miles away with ease. 
 
    “My Queen, we have obtained our three objectives. Permission to send a second wave into the dungeon?” 
 
    It will be done. They will rally at the eastern entrance. 
 
    “My thanks, my Queen.” 
 
    Klbkch ran back the way he had come. He stopped only to skirmish with a pair of Face-Eater Moths. When he reached the dungeon entrance his blades were still wet with their blood. Over a thousand Soldiers and Workers stood ready. The Queen must have determined that they had Workers to spare. Klbkch raised his voice. 
 
    “Time to launch the counter offensive. Soldiers, charge the western tunnel! Avoid traps! Engage monsters! Avoid non-combatants! Workers, follow me!” 
 
    A thousand Soldiers raced into the dungeon. Klbkch strode forwards. There would be death tonight. Death. But the Antinium knew death. And this dungeon was a foe worthy of every Hive. Too long the Antinium had been on the defensive. Now, for the first time they were fighting back. Klbkch wished he could feel happier about it. But he thought of the Soldiers who would be forgotten. For the first time in aeons, he wondered if he were growing too old. Then he shook off his doubts and charged into the dungeon. And the monsters fled and died as the black tide flowed forth. 
 
      
 
    —— 
 
      
 
    Workers and Soldiers rushed into the dungeon, fighting, dying, sending fear into the hearts of even the most primitive of monsters. Shield Spiders fled. Flesh Worms fell, screaming. The Raskghar howled in alarm and retreated rather than fight. The stream of Antinium could not last forever, after all. 
 
    And sure enough, the last of the thousand-some Antinium passed down the corridor, their footsteps echoing like distant thunder. Only then did the Worker with the bow dare to emerge. Bird peeked his head around the corner and watched as the last Worker raced past him. He’d pretended to follow Klbkch, but he hadn’t been ordered to join the fighting, so he didn’t. He didn’t like crowds, anyways. Bird stepped forwards, then looked around. He took a corridor none of the Antinium had run down and began walking down it. 
 
    “I am Bird. And I have done bad things. I must do a good thing. So I will find Mrsha.” 
 
    Bird had understood more than Halrac and Selys had assumed. He knew there was a dungeon. And he knew the Raskghar were in it. And since they had taken Mrsha, it made sense that Bird would find her or the Raskghar if he walked around long enough. That was his plan. It was a good plan, without flaws in Bird’s opinion. He walked along, humming. After a while he began to shout. 
 
    “Mrsha? Are you there? Hello? Mrsha? And Ceria? Where are you?” 
 
    The dungeon echoed with his voice. Undeterred, Bird kept shouting as loud as he could. It was night. He had to be back by morning or Erin would be angry. She would not serve him his unborn birds for breakfast, or his fried bird flesh that he loved so much. Bird walked forwards, happily carrying his bow. It was his special bow. His Queen had let him buy it. 
 
    Around him the dungeon stirred. Things woke up and began to move towards the shouting Antinium. Bird took no notice. At first. 
 
      
 
    —— 
 
      
 
    Someone else watched Bird walk down the tunnel. A skeleton. He’d been following the Antinium as well, and had noticed Bird’s aberrant behavior. Toren paused as he bent over a dead Raskghar which had been beaten to death by a horde of Workers and Soldiers. First the angry beast-men got stronger and smarter, and then the adventurers came—now the Antinium? The dungeon was getting crowded recently! 
 
    Still it meant more dead bodies. Toren shrugged. He’d take that. The skeleton bent down and began dragging the dead Raskghar back towards his inn. If he had lips and lungs he would have whistled. More bodies for him. He was starting a collection. And she was happy with all the new adventurers too. All in all, both Torens felt pretty good about death at the moment. 
 
    He wondered what all the fuss was about. 
 
      
 
    —— 
 
      
 
    “You know they’ll come down after you. You have to know that.” 
 
    Even if you are insane. Ceria looked up at Calruz. The Minotaur was sitting in his squalid ‘personal chambers’. He had a dirty mattress made up of the cleanest and softest pieces of cloth the Raskghar had, and they had drawn a clumsy curtain around his ‘room’ for privacy. The Minotaur sat, polishing a huge axe with one edge that shone with magic. He grunted. 
 
    “I know.” 
 
    He raised his head and listened. Ceria heard a Raskghar’s howl, barely audible at the distance they were at, reverberate down the tunnels. Calruz grimaced. 
 
    “Antinium. My Raskghar have fought them in years past, apparently. They are launching an assault. There are thousands of them in the tunnels.” 
 
    “And that doesn’t worry you?” 
 
    “They’ll be dead soon enough. The Antinium do not hold the dungeon. Wise of them. The adventurers will encounter the same problem. There are enough monsters to bury two Antinium Hives down here. Only someone who knows the dungeon will be able to navigate without fighting constantly.” 
 
    “Like your Raskghar.” 
 
    Calruz looked up, pleased. He was sane, or pretending to be. But he spoke about the death of other adventurers and Antinium as if it were the most natural thing. 
 
    “Exactly. The adventurers will not find the Raskghar camp. They are too well hidden, too deep in the dungeon and I move the camp nightly between set locations. My expedition will not be set back.” 
 
    “Sounds like you’ve prepared for everything.” 
 
    Ceria’s sarcastic tone made Calruz raise his eyebrows. 
 
    “You disagree?” 
 
    “You’re underestimating the adventurers. There are Gold-rank teams. I know some of them. They won’t give up. And the dungeon won’t kill them.” 
 
    “That remains to be seen.” 
 
    Calruz snorted and turned back to his axe, clearly unimpressed. Ceria closed her eyes. Her hands were squeezed behind her back. She was still numb with horror, but she knew what she had to do. Silently, unnoticed by Calruz or anyone else, Ceria flicked her fingers. The tiny butterfly appeared. It was made of fire and light. Illusion magic. The only one she knew. It flickered between her fingers and then vanished. 
 
    If anyone had seen it, it would have looked like a failed spell. But it wasn’t. The butterfly flew—not to any spot around Ceria or in the dungeon—but to the one person to whom the spell was meant to find. 
 
    Sitting in his room in The Wandering Inn, Pisces ignored Yvlon’s screams of fury and the argument she was having with Ylawes. He ignored the rain falling overhead, ignored his hunger as he worked. The pile of bones sitting in front of him was enormous. 
 
    Bones flew up and rearranged themselves, forming shapes, bending, cracking, reshaping themselves as the [Necromancer] willed it. He stared at the creation in front of him, barely blinking. Sweat ran into his right eye. Pisces didn’t move. Only when he saw the flash of light and the tiny butterfly did he look up. 
 
    Pisces remembered. He remembered sitting in Wistram, talking with Ceria when they had still been the closest of friends. His mouth formed the words he’d spoken so long ago. 
 
    “Naturally, a [Message] spell is the height of folly in the Academy. Any competent student should understand that. The potential for interception by an older mage is beyond—” 
 
    “So what’s the solution, Pisces? Stop showing off your vocabulary. If we want to trade secrets, how do we do it without everyone knowing?” 
 
    “We create a spell, obviously.” 
 
    “Uh huh. A new spell. All by ourselves. Hey, why don’t I carve a magic wand out of my sideboard while I’m at it?” 
 
    “Don’t be so hasty to disparage, Ceria. A simple illusion spell would do the trick. All we would have to do is, ah, customize it. Encode messages so that only we would understand what each spell says. Perhaps a cipher?” 
 
    “…Go on. And explain what a cipher is, first.” 
 
    Pisces smiled as the little butterfly landed on his finger, flashing a dizzying array of colors only he and Ceria would know to look for, much less interpret. It had taken them months, but in the end not even Calvaron could crack their code, and he had seen them using the spell countless times. It was a spell only they shared, a spell only they could read. Ceria didn’t actually know [Message]. She’d never bothered to learn. But this? 
 
    He could read the words she sent him, though the butterfly had to spell them out. The message repeated itself. Ceria had to form it before sending and then it played itself until it vanished. Pisces read the words. 
 
    Alive. I’m alive. Gnolls alive. Mrsha alive. Dungeon. Raskghar. 
 
    That was the first butterfly he’d seen. The second’s message was simpler. 
 
    Calruz. Enemy. Calruz. Chieftain. 
 
    “I know. I know.” 
 
    Pisces closed his eyes. He rubbed them, feeling exhaustion creeping in. Then he looked at the bones. They rose and shaped themselves into a skull, a creature that had never walked the earth, with three tusks and serrated teeth. Pisces changed the shape of the skull, added more teeth. He abandoned the design and tried to construct a foot. 
 
    “I know.” 
 
    Unconsciously, he made a fist. His fingernails cut into his flesh. Blood dripped down onto the floorboards. Pisces didn’t notice. The bones kept dancing, long into the night. 
 
      
 
    —— 
 
      
 
    Erin stood with Rabbiteater and Numbtongue, staring at the small Cave Goblin. He was bruised. Battered. The questioning had been horrible to watch. She hadn’t stopped it. Nor would she have again. That was what made Erin feel like a terrible person. But she thought of Mrsha. 
 
    “She’s down there. She’s alive. So is Ceria. Calruz wouldn’t kill Ceria, and Ceria wouldn’t let Mrsha die. So she’s alive. But only the adventurers are going in and only the Gold-rank teams. They’ll never make it in time.” 
 
    Both Hobs looked at Erin. She took a deep breath. 
 
    “I know we had Plan G. Well—I’m abandoning it. This is more important. ” 
 
    She looked at them, pleadingly. 
 
    “You’re an adventuring team. I know you’ve never taken a request—but please. Please. Find them. Find Mrsha and Ceria. I’ll give you everything I’ve got. Find them and I’ll do anything. Please.” 
 
    She felt hollow inside. Hollow and useless. And weak. For a moment Erin wished she were as big as Moore, as strong as Dawil, capable of casting magic like Pisces. Someone who could walk into the dungeon and find Mrsha. Someone who could kill— 
 
    Erin’s hands shook. She remembered a burning Goblin dying in her kitchen. No. She didn’t want that. But she never wanted to see the dead little Gnoll in her mind become reality either. She looked at the two Hobs, tears in her eyes. 
 
    “Please.” 
 
    Rabbiteater looked at Numbtongue. The surly Hob hesitated. He reached out and grabbed Erin’s hand. She looked up at him through blurred eyes. Numbtongue’s voice was soft. 
 
    “We will.” 
 
    The two Hobs turned and strode for the boats. Erin watched them flip the boat over and then begin paddling across the water. She wiped her eyes and prayed for their success. Then she went into the inn. Drassi watched her anxiously from the windows, but Erin had no intention of leaving. She had a lot of cooking to do. It was all she could do and it would matter. 
 
      
 
    —— 
 
      
 
    Adventurers. Goblins. Antinium. Pisces. All of them had their own reasons. Their own goals and methods. But as night fell on Liscor, the varied races and peoples of the city, above and beneath, found a common purpose. They prepared. They made plans. They were angry. 
 
    The next day they set the dungeon on fire. 

  

 
   
    5.40 
 
      
 
    Yvlon Byres woke up and realized two things. Firstly, that Falene had hit her with a sleep spell. And secondly, that she’d been tied to her bed. With a spell. The magical bindings looked like they were barely more than strips of glowing cloth, but no matter how hard Yvlon struggled and cursed, she couldn’t make the crisscrossing bands of light shift at all. They were webbing her to her bed. 
 
    In armor. With the blankets covering her up to her neck. Someone had even put a pillow under her head. Ylawes, probably. Damn him. It was sweltering with both armor and blankets on—it was that heat and the unpleasant sweat that had woken Yvlon up. She struggled, cursed, and then noticed something right in front of her. 
 
    Someone else had put a sandwich right on her chest, so that Yvlon could tilt her head forwards and bite it if she was hungry. That was probably Dawil. Yvlon stared at it, and then swore. 
 
    “YLAWES!” 
 
    Her scream of frustration went unanswered. Yvlon craned her head, trying to look around. The Silver Swords had put her in her room and judging by the three chairs, they’d been present for a good while. But they weren’t here now and Yvlon could see the sky was brighter. Rain was pattering against the window as always, but she would have bet anything it was morning. 
 
    “That damn half-Elf put me to sleep until morning? Falene! Take this spell off me! Ylawes! Where are you?” 
 
    Normally Yvlon would have expected her brother to be about. He always had thought of himself as her guardian, whether she liked it or not. But he didn’t arrive. And neither did anyone else. 
 
    Yvlon strained against the magical ropes holding her down. What was this spell? She hadn’t journeyed with many [Mages]—the Silver Spears hadn’t had any—and neither Ceria nor Pisces were on Falene’s level. Then again, maybe this was just a Tier 3 spell. The only problem was that the ropes bound Yvlon’s arms and legs so she couldn’t exert any real kind of force. 
 
    “Is anyone there? Let me out! Hello?” 
 
    Yvlon bellowed, but she couldn’t hear anyone. Where was Erin? Lyonette? …Bird? Had the Silver Swords convinced them not to let Yvlon go? 
 
    “I have to find Ceria! Let me go! She’s my teammate! If you can hear me—I really need to visit the outhouse!” 
 
    That last admission made Yvlon flush, but it was a real and growing concern. Yvlon screamed as loud as she could and, at last, the door opened. 
 
    “Hello Comrade Yvlon.” 
 
    Ksmvr walked into the room. He looked down at his feet and he was hunched over, appearing smaller than normal. Yvlon stared at him in surprise, then relief. 
 
    “Ksmvr! Help me break this enchantment!” 
 
    “Miss Falene told me not to. So did Mister Ylawes. They told me you would get yourself injured or killed if I did.” 
 
    “What? That arrogant pointy-eared—ignore them. Ceria’s down below, Ksmvr! We need to save her!” 
 
    “But the Gold-rank teams are already in the dungeon.” 
 
    Yvlon swore. It was later than she’d thought. She twisted as hard as she could and succeeded in knocking the sandwich off her chest. 
 
    “Ksmvr, we need to enter the dungeon too.” 
 
    “We will not make a difference. We will only get hurt.” 
 
    “That’s a risk I’m willing to take. Ksmvr, come on.” 
 
    Yvlon frowned at Ksmvr. Agitated as she was, she could still tell that something was wrong with him. Normally the Antinium would be jumping to follow her slightest suggestions. She’d expected him to be trying to enter the dungeon on his own. But Ksmvr looked deflated. 
 
    “I cannot be a good part of the team, Yvlon. I will not be able to protect you or function as an adequate member of the Horns of Hammerad. I have failed our group twice now. I have no place here. I have been writing my letter of resignation.” 
 
    He looked down at his feet. Yvlon stared at him. 
 
    “Ksmvr, what are you talking about? You’re not a failure.” 
 
    The Antinium shook his head. 
 
    “I am. I am worthless. I went to Revalantor Klbkch for help, but I was unable to scratch him or persuade him to help me find Ceria. And it was my failure to stop the Raskghar that led to Captain Ceria’s abduction.” 
 
    “Don’t be ridiculous!” 
 
    Yvlon shouted. Ksmvr started. Yvlon’s face turned red as she heaved. She heard the bed crack, but the magical bindings did not. 
 
    “You—did—nothing—wrong! We were all there and we—failed—too! Damn! You went to see Klbkch? I got knocked out from a single spell by Falene! If you’re a failure, what does that make me? We both made mistakes, Ksmvr. But are you going to let Ceria die if no one else can find her? Are you her friend? Are you my teammate or not?” 
 
    Ksmvr stared at Yvlon. He looked down at his three hands, and then his shoulders straightened. 
 
    “Of course!” 
 
    He shook his entire body as Yvlon smiled in relief. Ksmvr strode over to the bed and paused. 
 
    “What should I do, Yvlon?” 
 
    “Uh…pull this magic rope stuff off me!” 
 
    Ksmvr obediently reached for one of the shining streamers of magic. He pulled at it, but it was so tightly wrapped around Yvlon that he could barely get a grip on it. And when he did pull, he only dragged the bed and Yvlon a few feet across the room with a dull screeching sound. Yvlon grimaced. 
 
    “This isn’t working. Break the bed.” 
 
    “But the bed is Miss Erin’s property.” 
 
    “I’ll pay for it! Just break the bed, Ksmvr! Hit me! Jump on top of the bed! Give it a good kick, I don’t care! I’ve got armor on!” 
 
    Ksmvr hesitated, but he eventually clambered on top of the bed and began leaping on it. Yvlon heard the wooden frame creak and groan and then snap. She yelped and Ksmvr waved his arms and fell backwards as the bed collapsed in a heap. Yvlon heard the wood snap and tried to sit up—only to find that the magical bands had constricted even tighter around her. 
 
    “Silver and steel! You have got to be kidding me!” 
 
    She wriggled and tried to move, only to find that now she was stuck to part of the broken bed and the mattress. And the infernal covers! Ksmvr crawled into Yvlon’s line of sight, shaking his head. 
 
    “I have hit my head. It appears that the spell still remains in effect, Comrade Yvlon.” 
 
    She glared at him. Ksmvr reached out and grabbed her with three arms. 
 
    “I will attempt to pull you up.” 
 
    The Antinium heaved and Yvlon felt her body rise. She was impressed—Ksmvr was lifting her, her armor, and the bed. He grunted and she stumbled. She was on her feet! Wrapped up like a caterpillar, true, but she was upright! She tried to walk and found her feet were tied together. She could only hop. 
 
    “Dead gods, I am going to murder Falene and my brother.” 
 
    Yvlon gritted her teeth. Ksmvr tilted his head. 
 
    “I believe you are in no shape to take offensive action whatsoever, Yvlon. How will we dispel this magic?” 
 
    The Human woman took a deep breath. 
 
    “There’s only one way we can do it. Where’s Pisces?” 
 
    “In his room. He has not left. Nor has he responded to anyone’s attempts to open the door. It is locked.” 
 
    “Help me get there.” 
 
    It was hard for Yvlon to say whether she was angry at Pisces or not. Last night she’d been in a panic, and he’d been—what? After he’d threatened the Goblin, he’d gone up to his room. And his face! Yvlon remembered the blank expression. What was that about? She didn’t know. 
 
    Yvlon was still angry. She was still filled with panic and dread and confusion with everything she’d learned. Calruz was leading the Raskghar? And he had Ceria? If she stopped to think about it all she’d go mad. So she clung to her fury as the only thing keeping her going. But even she felt quite, quite stupid as she hopped out of her room and down the hall with Ksmvr guiding her. The broken bed and mattress kept falling apart with each hop, and Yvlon left a trail of broken wood and feathers in her wake. 
 
    “Pisces! Open up!” 
 
    The [Wounded Warrior] shouted as she reached Pisces’ door. Ksmvr knocked politely. There was no response. Yvlon growled and raised her voice even louder. 
 
    “Pisces! I know you’re in there! What are you doing? Ceria is down there! Calruz is down there! Open the damn door!” 
 
    No response. Ksmvr knocked politely again. 
 
    “I am here too, Comrade Pisces. Please open the door.” 
 
    “He’s not answering. ” 
 
    Yvlon tried to kick the door, but she couldn’t. Instead, she tilted forwards and head-butted the door with all of her weight behind it. The thump left her seeing stars. Yvlon fell onto the floor and stared up at the ceiling, still bound, as Ksmvr tried to get her up. 
 
    “Damn it, Pisces! I trusted you! Why the hell are you hiding away? We’re teammates! If we can’t rely on you, then what—” 
 
    The door opened. Pisces stepped forwards, his white robes swirling around him. He stared at Yvlon and Ksmvr. His eyes were bloodshot and he was unsteady on his feet. Dust swirled around him, white, as if he’d been baking with flour. He paused. 
 
    “What are you doing?” 
 
    Yvlon glared at Pisces. She heaved again, but she was still trussed up. The mattress spat out some feathers as Ksmvr tried to pull her up and failed. 
 
    “Falene bound me with a magic spell. I can’t get it off.” 
 
    “Ah. That would explain things.” 
 
    Pisces rubbed at one eye. He blinked down at Yvlon. He looked like he hadn’t slept one bit since last night. She stared up at him. 
 
    “Well? Where the hell have you been?” 
 
    “Preparing.” 
 
    “For what?” 
 
    Pisces looked at Yvlon as if she were an idiot. 
 
    “To rescue Ceria, of course. What have you been doing? Sleeping? Ksmvr, stop attempting to lift Yvlon. Let’s dispel her enchantment and enter the dungeon. Ceria is alive. She’s contacted me twice. Calruz has her. He’s leading the Raskghar, just as the Cave Goblin said.” 
 
    Yvlon and Ksmvr gaped at Pisces. He didn’t pay them any attention as he squatted to inspect the bindings on Yvlon. She spluttered and tried to form a coherent question. 
 
    “Wait, how do you know that, Pisces? You spoke to Ceria?” 
 
    “Not in words. She sent me a coded message via a spell we know. She only described her location as a large, domed room and told me that she was a captive. And that Calruz killed a Gnoll. Mrsha is alive. Beyond that, we must find her.” 
 
    He reached out and touched the magic bindings with one hand, frowning. Yvlon tried to digest all of that and then gave up. 
 
    “Okay. Get this off me and let’s go! Dispel the enchantment!” 
 
    “I don’t know [Dispel Magic].” 
 
    “Are you serious?” 
 
    Yvlon began to thrash about, screaming furiously. Pisces raised his voice. 
 
    “Stop shouting, Yvlon! The bindings should be easy to break. Just have Ksmvr use your sword.” 
 
    Ksmvr and Yvlon stared at Pisces. Yvlon protested indignantly. 
 
    “That won’t work!” 
 
    “Why not?” 
 
    The woman faltered. 
 
    “Because…they’re magic bindings?” 
 
    Pisces raised one eyebrow at Yvlon. 
 
    “Your sword is enchanted. The bonds shouldn’t be able to hold up to that much force. It’s only a Tier 4 spell, I believe.” 
 
    “But my sword has a weight enchantment on it. Not one that cuts magic!” 
 
    “And this magic is very physical. You’re wearing armor beneath all this, aren’t you? Then let Ksmvr cut at the bindings. Every enchantment has a limit to how much force it can take before breaking. I cannot imagine that Falene put that much energy into this spell.” 
 
    Pisces rose, dusting a feather off his robes. He stared disapprovingly at Ksmvr and Yvlon. 
 
    “Why didn’t you try that to begin with?” 
 
    Yvlon turned red. Ksmvr opened his mandibles and then decided not to speak. Silently, he went into Yvlon’s room and grabbed her sword. Pisces yawned as he listened to the dialogue between the two. 
 
    “Okay, cut right there.” 
 
    “Right here?” 
 
    “I can’t see. Cut right by my side. Can you hit me there? Do it gently, gently—gah!” 
 
    He heard a thump, and then the sound of a compressed mattress unspringing all at once. Clattering wood as it hit the ground—and then two solid footsteps. Pisces turned. Yvlon lifted her sword. She looked angry. 
 
    “I really need to visit the outhouse. Give me five minutes and then we go. I hope you spent last night well?” 
 
    “I was not tied to a bed and magically asleep if that’s what you are asking.” 
 
    Yvlon stared at Pisces and then walked past him. Ksmvr followed. Pisces brought up the rear. The three said only a few words as they trooped down the stairs, but they were the right words. 
 
    “The Gold-ranks won’t be happy to see us in the dungeon.” 
 
    “I couldn’t care less about their opinion. Actually, let me rephrase that statement. I do not care about their opinion whatsoever.” 
 
    “Captain Ceria is alive?” 
 
    “For now.” 
 
    “There’s lots of monsters in the dungeon. Traps.” 
 
    “I have a plan. And you?” 
 
    “I am ready to die to rescue Captain Ceria.” 
 
    “I think she’d rather you live instead. I’ll risk anything. We’re a team. And we’re not losing anyone else to the dungeon. Pisces?” 
 
    “I concur. Ksmvr?” 
 
    “This team is the reason for my life. Let’s go.” 
 
    They walked down the stairs. Pisces in front, Yvlon behind and Ksmvr bringing up the rear. Pisces stepped into the common room and looked around. 
 
    Several dozen heads turned. Adventurers were sitting around at their tables, many nursing drinks. Few looked like they were willing to talk—many were progressively getting drunk. They looked defeated. 
 
    Lyonette was serving tables. She looked lost. A Drake [Barmaid] was helping her—not Drassi—but she was more keeping an eye on Lyonette. The [Barmaid] looked like a ghost, as if she were dreaming. 
 
    A Drake stood as Pisces strode across the room. He had black scales and was short. Insill of Vuliel Drae gulped when Pisces stared at him. Other adventurers got to their feet. Anith, Dasha, Insill, Larr, Pekona—the five members of Vuliel Drae blocked Pisces’ way. Earlia of Gemhammer and Nailren of the Pride of Kelia and a few other Silver-rank Captains stood to one side, not with Vuliel Drae, but watching. 
 
    “Move aside.” 
 
    Pisces didn’t stop walking. He raised a hand to push Insill out of the way, but he stopped when Larr’s arm shot out. The Gnoll stared down at Pisces. 
 
    “You’re not leaving.” 
 
    “You’re going to stop us?” 
 
    Anith nodded. 
 
    “It’s nothing personal, Horns. But the Silver Swords charged us with keeping you here.” 
 
    His eyes flicked to Pisces and Ksmvr, making it obvious that they’d assumed it would only be Yvlon they’d have to stop. Yvlon grimaced and put a hand on her sword hilt. 
 
    “Our Captain is kidnapped. We’re going in after her. Move or we’ll make you move.” 
 
    Dasha crossed her arms. 
 
    “Oh yeah? We’re Silver-ranks just like you, tall legs. And every Silver-rank team here got the same order.” 
 
    The Horns looked around. Earlia looked away and Nailren shook his head. The other Silver-rank adventurers looked at the Horns and then away. Yvlon counted heads. 
 
    “How many people are going to follow orders, then?” 
 
    Vuliel Drae glanced around for support. None came. Earlia leaned on a table. 
 
    “I remember being told what to do by a bunch of Gold-ranks. Funny, I didn’t become an adventurer to take orders. What about you Pallass teams?” 
 
    “We follow orders. That’s how things work in the south, Human.” 
 
    A Drake growled at Earlia. He was drinking from a mug. He had a fresh scar on his arm, a deep gouge of recently-healed flesh and scales. He made no move to rise. The Drake took another drink. 
 
    “Problem is, sometimes we have hearing problems. A team wants to die in the dungeon? Go ahead. That’s their Captain.” 
 
    Earlia nodded. Vuliel Drae wavered. None of the other adventurers were standing up. Yvlon’s hand tightened on her sword. 
 
    “Don’t.” 
 
    Pekona had a hand on her katana. She and Yvlon stared at each other, tensed. Ksmvr’s dagger and shortsword were both in his hands and Insill looked like he wanted to run. Anith raised his staff. 
 
    “This is for your own good. Please don’t make this difficult.” 
 
    Pisces had been blinking repeatedly. He rubbed at his eyes and muttered. 
 
    “Don’t bother with the sword, Yvlon. We don’t have time for this.” 
 
    He reached for his side. Vuliel Drae tensed. Pisces grabbed his bag of holding and they relaxed slightly. Too soon. He upended the bag and bones fell out. 
 
    Every adventurer turned and stared as a shower of yellow bones fell from Pisces’ bag of holding. The bones landed with a clatter on the floor. Lyonette, mechanically wiping a table over and over in the same spot, looked up. Insill stared at a bear’s skull. 
 
    “What—” 
 
    “Stop him!” 
 
    Pekona unsheathed her sword in a flash. She was quick! But she hesitated. There wasn’t anything she could do short of cutting Pisces down. Yvlon drew her sword and cut. She didn’t hesitate. Pekona leapt back and Pisces pointed down at the bones. 
 
    “Rise.” 
 
    Vuliel Drae scrambled back as the bones floated upwards. They stared as the bones rearranged themselves, flying into position, rotating, joining together. They looked down at the thing emerging and their heads tilted back. Anith gulped. 
 
    A beast of bone rose from the ground, eight feet tall, arms and body a mass of bone. It looked like some ancient predecessor of a bear, one that had been made of bone and given a spiky body armor. It had an oversized bite and almost nonexistent head. It had one solid, gaping hole for an ‘eye’ and a bright yellow flame burned in the socket. Its claws, when it raised them, were a solid weapon of bone. 
 
    Insill backed up fast. The [Rogue] was deathly pale. Vuliel Drae retreated as the other Silver-rank adventurers got to their feet or leaned back. Pisces walked forwards and the monstrosity lumbered after him. 
 
    “Move out of the way.” 
 
    “You can’t leave the inn. The Gold-ranks—” 
 
    Pisces turned his head. Dasha choked on her words. 
 
    “Stop me. I’d like you to try.” 
 
    The [Necromancer] strode out of the inn. Lyonette starred at the Bone Horror following him. Yvlon stared at the huge armored monstrosity and the cold fear that had gripped her for a moment faded. That was Pisces’ creation. He had made it! She forced her legs to move. 
 
    “Pisces, hold up!” 
 
    The [Necromancer] paused at the door. The Bone Horror was too large to exit, but it was reconfiguring itself to squeeze out bone by bone. It was…impressive to watch. Yvlon nodded to it. 
 
    “That’s your secret weapon?” 
 
    “One of them.” 
 
    “One of—holy steel, what is that?” 
 
    Yvlon shouted the instant as she stepped outside. The adventurers swarmed to the windows and then recoiled. Another Bone Horror had come out of Pisces’ window. It was a giant spider made of bone, at least in basic shape. Each part of its legs and the thin abdomen was covered in barbed bone, sharpened to an edge. It crawled down as Pisces walked towards the boats. 
 
    “Two Bone Horrors?” 
 
    Ksmvr looked from undead to undead. Pisces shook his head. He was sweating and his eyes looked feverish. 
 
    “Many.” 
 
    Something crawled out of the water. Several somethings. They had come out of Liscor’s sewers. Drenched in slime, muck and worse, they had climbed the walls and leapt from them, surprising Liscor’s [Guardsmen]. The rat-hunting Bone Horrors resembled rats themselves, but they had been redesigned to be stronger, bigger. And infinitely more deadly. The dead rat flesh and other scraps that hung from their scything jaw-tusks were a testament to their design. 
 
    The undead lined up in the rain. Pisces pointed and they turned. They walked or crawled or bounded into the water, sinking beneath the surface. They were headed towards the dungeon rift. 
 
    “How long can you control them?” 
 
    “Long enough. I have mana potions.” 
 
    Pisces walked towards the boats, stumbling a bit in the rain. Yvlon went to follow him and turned. 
 
    “Going to try and stop us?” 
 
    Vuliel Drae and the other Silver-rank adventurers were staring at her from the inn’s entrance, wide-eyed. At her question they looked at each other and backed up. Someone else pushed past them. Lyonette was still white, but she focused on the Horns. 
 
    “You’re going into the dungeon.” 
 
    It wasn’t a question. Yvlon nodded. 
 
    “We’re going in after Ceria. We’ll look for Mrsha, Lyonette. If we find her, we’ll bring her out.” 
 
    The [Princess] nodded. Her hands were red from scrubbing and she didn’t seem to notice that she’d cut her finger. She clasped her fingers together. 
 
    “Please find her. Please—I’d go with you if I could.” 
 
    “No, Lyonette—” 
 
    The Drake [Barmaid] gripped Lyonette’s shoulder tightly. Some of the other adventurers drew closer. Lyonette stared pleadingly at Yvlon. 
 
    “Find her? Bring her back?” 
 
    “We will.” 
 
    Yvlon nodded. Lyonette relaxed ever so slightly. The woman checked her sword hilt and eyed the outhouse. 
 
    “I’ll pee in the water. Let’s go, Ksmvr!” 
 
    The Antinium strode towards the boats. He actually stepped into the water and shuddered, but then he grabbed the edge of the boat and pulled himself in. Yvlon leapt into the boat and felt it rock. 
 
    “Let’s go.” 
 
    Ksmvr pushed them off and Yvlon grabbed the oars. Pisces was sitting at the front of the boat. Well, lying, really. He was propped up on the stern and his eyes were blinking rapidly. 
 
    “You look exhausted.” 
 
    Pisces’ head jerked up a bit. 
 
    “I had to design the new combat forms. It took…a while. These ones are better. Should fight better. The armor form is virtually indestructible and the spider…thing is quick. The rat-hunting horrors are deadly despite their size.” 
 
    “Good work.” 
 
    Yvlon didn’t know what else to say. She looked at Ksmvr. The Antinium was also drooping, nodding off and then sitting up. He rowed erratically with his oar. 
 
    “You were in the Antinium Hive, Ksmvr?” 
 
    “Trying to persuade Revalantor Klbkch, yes. Then I was dumped outside. I recovered from blood loss and returned to the inn two hours ago.” 
 
    Both Pisces and Yvlon looked at Ksmvr. The Antinium yawned, opening his mandibles wide. Pisces turned to Yvlon. His expression was bleak, but he managed to raise an eyebrow. 
 
    “Were you sleeping all night?” 
 
    Yvlon looked from Ksmvr to Pisces. She opened her mouth and hesitated. 
 
    “I’ll row. You two get some sleep.” 
 
    The boat cut across the water as the rain fell. Yvlon rowed hard, letting her reinforced arms take the strain. It felt—good. Nothing broke and nothing bent. Her arms were heavier, but she could compensate for the weight. She turned her head to the right. 
 
    “Are you going to stop us?” 
 
    Earlia grinned as her team pulled alongside the boat Yvlon was rowing. Gemhammer was rowing hard and part of Nailren’s team was sharing their boat. Yvlon turned her head left and saw Nailren and other teams from Pallass following them. Earlia nodded towards Pisces. 
 
    “I didn’t much like hanging back, but I was pretty sure that half-Elf would hex our entire team if we argued. The other Gold-ranks were ready to knock anyone else out. Plus, they had a point. Our teams don’t have their firepower. But if you’re bringing that—” 
 
    One of the Bone Horrors—the spider—crawled onto a distant hill. There was a shout from Liscor’s walls. The Bone Horror leapt a good twelve feet into the water and Earlia shuddered. 
 
    “That looks like it could kill something. And if you’re going in, well, I think you could use some backup. We might not be Gold-ranks, but we can work together. Mind if we tag along?” 
 
    Yvlon looked around. Six teams had taken to the boats and were following her. She nodded. 
 
    “You know that we’re going to keep going until we find Ceria?” 
 
    “I had a feeling. Don’t slow for our sakes. We’ll see how far we get.” 
 
    The woman nodded and Yvlon grunted. She put her back into the oars. The Horns rowed to the dungeon entrance and dropped into the dungeon. They entered the Raskghar’s home, where monsters and traps promised an early death. However, they were not the first adventurers to enter the dungeon that day. The Gold-rank teams had been there since dawn. And they’d been fighting the entire time. 
 
      
 
    —— 
 
      
 
    “At them!” 
 
    Bevussa, Captain of the Wings of Pallass, dropped from the air. There was little room to maneuver in the dungeon corridor, but her team was fighting in a spot with ten feet of clearance on the ceiling. There had been a trap up there—a device that dropped whirling blades to cut anyone below apart. It was neutralized, the mechanism gummed up by a thick orange paste. That hadn’t stopped the monsters from attacking, though. 
 
    A pair of large, stone ‘eyes’ were battering one of Bevussa’s teammates. These creatures were covered by a thick shell of stone and only their fronts—which resembled black eyes with white pupils—were exposed. They had long, wiry arms made out of the same stone shell that could easily break bone. 
 
    The monsters were Stone Starers, and they looked deceptively simple. They could shoot beams from the white holes in their fronts. Those beams could pierce through weak enchanted metal and steel with ease. Going at them from the front was dangerous. 
 
    So Bevussa dropped. She flew downwards, angling her wings and calling for her teammate, Issa, to get back. The Drake flew backwards with a flap of her wings and Bevussa stopped her descent. The Stone Starer looked up, eye glowing, and Bevussa kicked. 
 
    The feet of the Garuda were talons. Bevussa’s were sharp and she’d trained her legs. Her claws went into the Stone Starer’s fleshy eye and drew blood. It screamed a muffled wailing sound, and fired a white beam at Bevussa. She twisted and dodged right, out of the way. Bevussa’s right hand came up and her shortsword stabbed, plunging hilt-deep into the Stone Starer’s eye. 
 
    “Captain!” 
 
    The second Stone Starer was aiming at Bevussa. She immediately let go of her blade and backflipped. As she did she flapped, flying all the way up to the ceiling. The second beam missed her and Bevussa extended her hand. 
 
    “Return!” 
 
    Her sword ripped loose of the Stone Starer. It collapsed as brown blood spurted from its front. Bevussa saw Issa and Zassil land on the second Stone Starer. Before it could target them, they stabbed at it with spear and sword. It collapsed, pooling blood. 
 
    “Everyone alright?” 
 
    Bevussa landed, panting, flicking blood from the tip of her sword. Her other three teammates landed around her. They were sweaty, and their wings were sore. Bevussa checked all of them. 
 
    “Issa, you got tagged by one of the beams.” 
 
    The Drake grimaced. She flexed a wing and showed Bevussa a hole in her side. 
 
    “It’s nothing. The thing shot through my armor is all.” 
 
    “That’s enchanted leather. It should’ve blocked that!” 
 
    Zassil muttered unhappily. Bevussa inspected the injury as Issa pulled out a healing potion. 
 
    “Looks like it blocked some of it, otherwise Issa would have a hole going right through her. Watch the armor, Issa. I don’t know if the enchantment’s broken. Let’s pull back.” 
 
    “I can still fight!” 
 
    Issa protested, but Bevussa shook her head. 
 
    “We’re tired. How many monster groups is this?” 
 
    “Six in the last two hours.” 
 
    Bevussa nodded. 
 
    “We’re tired and I’ve had to use one of my Skills. We need a break. Come on.” 
 
    She led the way back down the corridor. The Wings of Pallass followed, stepping around the corpse of a third Stone Starer and more monsters. Bevussa’s arm wings ached. She’d been fighting since dawn, and even with the high-quality stamina potion she’d downed, she felt worn. 
 
    “Who goes there?” 
 
    A sharp voice shouted as the Wings of Pallass walked back the way they’d come. Bevussa instantly halted and raised a hand. 
 
    “Wings of Pallass! That you, Essa?” 
 
    “Come forwards slowly!” 
 
    The Wings walked forwards and saw a barricade had been erected in the tunnel. A team of Drakes and two Gnolls were standing behind a pair of wooden barriers fronted with metal. They checked over the Wings of Pallass, one of the Drakes, Essa, staring at them through a pair of enchanted spectacles. 
 
    “You’re clean. Come on back.” 
 
    “How’s the fighting?” 
 
    “We’ve seen action. You nearly had a pair of Flesh Worms hit you from behind. We scared them off, but we’re running low on enchanted arrows.” 
 
    Bevussa nodded. The Garuda leaned against one wall. 
 
    “Don’t think we’ll be here too much longer. My team’s tired. Yours?” 
 
    “We’ve just been sitting here shooting at anything that moves. We can keep going. Head on back. There’s a rally point right where the rift begins.” 
 
    “Thanks.” 
 
    Bevussa motioned and her team followed them. Essa’s team, the Scaleguards, stayed put. They were watching one of the choke points to the dungeon. The Gold-rank adventurers had taken no chances this time. They’d committed over half their numbers to holding tunnels, making sure that they were secure while their attack groups went forwards. 
 
    Bevussa’s group had been clearing tunnels for hours and they’d done…six…since they started. The problem wasn’t the monsters—well, it had been nonstop fighting—but it was also fighting and making sure they weren’t walking into traps. 
 
    “This is the worst dungeon I’ve seen. Ever.” 
 
    Issa murmured as she walked backwards. Bevussa shook her head. 
 
    “This is the only dungeon you’ve seen, Issa. The one south of Pallass doesn’t count. It’s been cleared for decades. This is a real dungeon. Unexplored. But you’re right. It’s a bad one. A vengeance dungeon. If it weren’t for it being right under Liscor and the missing Gnolls, I’d refuse to enter this place.” 
 
    “Think we’re making progress? We cleared six hallways.” 
 
    “It’s impossible to say. This dungeon could be vast for all we know. And these monster attacks are relentless. Each time we turn a corner we run into another group, always a different species of monster. It almost feels like—” 
 
    “Hold!” 
 
    All of the adventurers froze. Bevussa’s team turned as one as they heard a dull roar. They immediately spread out, ready to fly backwards. 
 
    “What was that?” 
 
    “Fighting? Up ahead—” 
 
    “Let’s go. Watch for trap signs!” 
 
    Bevussa took wing. She and the Wings flew through the cramped corridor, flying around a marked trap. They landed and stopped as they saw what had caused the commotion. 
 
    “Enchanted armor! A platoon of them!” 
 
    A wave of animated suits of armor had smashed through a barricade set up by Gold-rank teams. Over forty of the metal giants strode forwards, carrying steel battleaxes, greatswords, maces—the Gold-rank team assigned to the spot was falling back, throwing Tripvine bags and shooting spells. But there were so many suits of armor that they had no choice but to run. 
 
    “Ancestors! Just what we need.” 
 
    Bevussa cursed. She drew her enchanted shortsword, wondering if they should retreat to the Scaleguards or fight. Her team was bad at fighting armored foes. The Wings of Pallass were lightly armored, meant for quick offensives and rapid retreats. She was on the verge of ordering her team into the fighting when she heard a call. 
 
    “Clear the tunnel! Flamewardens, breathe on my mark!” 
 
    “Back, back!” 
 
    Bevussa shouted. She saw another team running forwards, and the heavy plate mail and Keldrass’ rasping voice identified them along with their name. She and the Wings of Pallass flew back. She saw the Flamewardens, all four of them, line up. The platoon of enchanted armor charged them, a wave of dull steel. The Flamewardens inhaled as one and Keldrass shouted. 
 
    “Ma—” 
 
    Bevussa didn’t hear the rest. A roar and then a dull ringing filled her earholes as she recoiled. She saw a flash of bright flame burst from Keldrass’ mouth, and fiery red and orange flames leap from the other three. The flames shot down the tunnel, combining. The sound and wave of heat blasted the Wings where they stood. Bevussa turned away as the Flamewardens exhaled for fifteen straight seconds. When she looked back, the corridor was scorched beyond recognition. And the enchanted suits of armor? 
 
    They’d kept charging straight into the flame. The front row had just melted away. Black slag was all that remained of them. Bevussa could see rapidly cooling pools of metal, the scorched remains of a breastplate in the back—nothing else. 
 
    “Ancestors.” 
 
    Zassil stared at the Flamewardens. His wings trembled before he folded them on his back. 
 
    “That’s a Gold-rank team? They have to be Named Adventurers! At least!” 
 
    He stared at the four Oldblood Drakes, as if forgetting he was Oldblood himself. Bevussa glanced at Zassil in amusement. He was the youngest of her team and sometimes showed his inexperience. Well, that wasn’t saying much, really. Bevussa was more experienced than the other three by a good bit. 
 
    “No, they’re Gold-rank. The Flamewardens have firepower, but they don’t have stamina. The curse of the Oldblood. See?” 
 
    She pointed as the Wings hesitantly approached. The Flamewardens were all doubled over. Keldrass was leaning against a wall, gasping for air. His breathing was shallow and it seemed as if he couldn’t take in enough air. He straightened as Bevussa approached, but she waved him back. 
 
    “Breathe. That was a hell of a display.” 
 
    “Thanks.” 
 
    For once, Keldrass’ words didn’t elicit a tongue of blue flame or smoke from his mouth. He’d used up his fires. He took a few deep breaths and reached out to touch the shoulder of one of his team members. 
 
    “Breathe, Nautia. In. Out. Slowly.” 
 
    The Drake nodded. She gulped in air and the color in her scales slowly returned. Bevussa eyed Keldrass’ team worriedly. It didn’t look like the first time they’d pulled off this trick today. 
 
    “Good job on the fire breath. We might have been overrun if the suits of armor had broken through. Your team should pull back, though.” 
 
    She nodded at the Gold-rank team who was returning, a bit shamefaced, to guard the tunnel. Keldrass shook his head. 
 
    “We…can keep going. We’ll rest for half an hour, burn another tunnel. Scorched ground. We can destroy traps and wipe out monsters this way.” 
 
    That was true. The Flamewardens were one of the best teams in the narrow dungeon corridors. But Bevussa was worried. 
 
    “Don’t push too far, Keldrass. Your team is tired. If you get ambushed after using your fire breath—” 
 
    The reason the Flamewardens weren’t a Named Team was because of their weakness. After they used their trump card, they were literally unable to breathe for a while. But Keldrass shook his head stubbornly. 
 
    “Can’t let those…northern teams show us up. They’re still fighting.” 
 
    “Still?” 
 
    Bevussa turned. She stared down another tunnel, where she could hear more fighting. 
 
      
 
    —— 
 
      
 
    “Charge!” 
 
    The roar came from Jelaqua’s lips as her team encountered the Raskghar. The Selphid shot towards the Raskghar team, who were visibly surprised to see them. Understandably—the Halfseekers had cut through fourteen corridors to get here. The Raskghar snarled and the Selphid recognized one of them. The Raskghar in armor. The one who had taken Ceria. 
 
    “You!” 
 
    Jelaqua ran towards the Raskghar, her flail spinning. She crashed into him as the group of eight other Raskghar turned and raised their hide shields, attempting to block the whirling Selphid. The Raskghar howled as the flail struck like lightning from every angle. Jelaqua’s body was a flaming cyclone of motion—the Heartflame Breastplate burned as she struck. 
 
    But her movements were slower. Dulled. Jelaqua’s spiked flail heads were deformed and a spike had broken off on one. She’d been fighting for hours and now, at the crucial moment, she was faltering. The Raskghar in armor raised his enchanted battleaxe and ignored the flail heads striking sparks off his armor. He swung and caught Jelaqua in the chest. The head of the axe skated off the armor, but the impact sent Jelaqua stumbling backwards. She swore and shouted. 
 
    “Moore! Seborn!” 
 
    The other Raskghar turned. A shadow jumped off the walls and Seborn lunged into a Raskghar. He stabbed with both of his long daggers, plunging them hilt-deep into the Raskghar’s chest. The wounded beast-woman roared and threw Seborn backwards. Another jabbed at the [Rogue] and he rolled to safety. Jelaqua struck the Raskghar, but saw her flail bounce off its shield. The other Raskghar spread around her, jabbing at her armor, growling as their stone weapons failed to penetrate the magical flames on her armor. Jelaqua lashed out with her flail, and again a Raskghar blocked. 
 
    They were so strong! And smart! These weren’t anything like the unthinking brutes that Jelaqua had fought before. And then the Raskghar in armor struck Jelaqua again. The impact sent her stumbling back. She saw the Raskghar raise its battleaxe, aiming at her head. A huge hand covered in vines and thorns grabbed his chest and lifted him. The Raskghar howled in surprise. He twisted and Moore roared in his face. 
 
    “Where. Is. Mrsha!?” 
 
    The half-Giant was covered in light wounds. His face was dirty and streaked with sweat. His body was covered in thorns and vines, his [Thorn Armor] spell. The Raskghar snarled at him and the half-Giant roared, his mouth opening wider than the Raskghar’s entire head. The Raskghar froze. Moore lifted him and slammed the armored Raskghar into the wall. 
 
    “Where is Mrsha? Answer me!” 
 
    The Raskghar around him jabbed spears into Moore’s side, howling. The half-Giant ignored them, bashing the armored Raskghar into the wall as it struggled. He only let go when one of the Raskghar struck deep into his side. The spear broke and Moore let go. 
 
    “Moore!” 
 
    Jelaqua smashed a Raskghar with her flail’s head and then turned. She abandoned her flail, grabbed a Raskghar charging at her, and threw it into a wall. She heard a snap. The Selphid felt her body’s muscles scream in agony, but she didn’t care. She pushed them past the limits and charged to Moore’s side, tackling a Raskghar to the ground. The half-Giant turned. His fist caught a Raskghar and the monster tumbled, bones broken. Moore grasped at the spear in his side, grimacing. 
 
    The other Raskghar howled as Seborn cut among them. The one in armor got up shakily. His magical gear had protected him from the impacts, but he looked dazed. He turned and ran on all fours, abandoning his battleaxe. 
 
    “Don’t let it escape!” 
 
    Moore and Jelaqua charged after it, ignoring their wounds and Jelaqua’s missing flail. The Raskghar ran as one, four instead of nine. They were quick! It was all Jelaqua could do to keep them in sight with the armor weighing her down. She pushed her muscles, ignoring the screaming that warned they might snap. Moore charged after her, roaring. 
 
    “Moore, Jelaqua! Stop!” 
 
    Seborn flickered into view and tackled Moore’s leg. The half-Giant slowed, but Jelaqua didn’t. She ran after the Raskghar and saw one of them leap over a suspiciously clean patch of the dungeon’s floor too late. 
 
    The explosion that engulfed Jelaqua threw Moore and Seborn back. It might have been some kind of fiery detonation—or maybe the air itself had exploded. Seborn rolled with the impact as Moore groaned and fell backwards. The Drowned Man got up, ears ringing and shouted. 
 
    “Jelaqua!” 
 
    He ran forwards, stopping where the trap had been. Something moved in the smoke. Jelaqua stumbled forwards, her body looking—torn. Flesh had been ripped up and she was missing scales along her tail, arms, face—every exposed part of her body. But she was intact. The magical flames engulfing her body had gone out, though. 
 
    “I’m okay. I’m—” 
 
    The Selphid wobbled. Seborn grabbed her with his Human hand and let go with an oath. Her armor was still searing hot. Jelaqua caught herself. 
 
    “I’m fine, Seborn. The armor…took the hit. Powerful stuff. Glad I wore it. Come on…they’re getting away.” 
 
    She tried to turn. Seborn held her with his claw arm. 
 
    “You are not fine. Moore’s injured. We have to fall back.” 
 
    “No—that was the one! You saw it, Seborn! We have to follow—” 
 
    “If we chase it, we’ll die.” 
 
    The Drowned Man pulled at Jelaqua. She stumbled. 
 
    “But—” 
 
    She looked back at Moore. The half-Giant was sitting down. A red stain was spreading from his side. The stone spear had gone through his vine armor. Either the strike had been lucky or the Raskghar had found a gap. Jelaqua swore. 
 
    “Moore! Healing potion!” 
 
    “I’m trying. I’ll do it. You get the Raskghar.” 
 
    Moore mumbled as he gripped the spear. His hands were white. Jelaqua and Seborn rushed over to him. 
 
    “Get it out. We have to heal that wound.” 
 
    “Trying. I think the head’s spiked. Barbed.” 
 
    “Seborn, use one of your daggers. Cut it out. I’ll use the potion—” 
 
    Moore groaned as Seborn cut into his side, slicing the head of the barbed spear out. The half-Giant nearly screamed, but then he bit his arm rather than make a sound. Jelaqua poured an entire healing potion into the chunk of missing flesh and saw it begin to close. Seborn sat back, throwing aside the bloody spear. He looked at her. Jelaqua felt her body screaming, and knew he was right. 
 
    “We fall back. But we find another team and tell them what we saw, alright?” 
 
    “Agreed. Come on, Moore. We have to get to a safe spot.” 
 
    Neither Seborn nor Jelaqua could pull the half-Giant up, but they supported him as best they could. The Halfseekers stumbled back the way they’d come, until they heard a shout. 
 
    “Who goes?” 
 
    “Us!” 
 
    As passphrases went, it was simple, but Jelaqua’s voice was enough to assure the other team that they weren’t monsters masquerading as adventurers. She saw a group approaching them and a bobbing [Light] spell, then recognized the group of three. 
 
    “Moore!” 
 
    Falene exclaimed as the Silver Swords hurried down the tunnel. The three Gold-rank adventurers looked battered. Ylawes’ perfect armor was dirtied by blood and Falene’s face looked drawn. Dawil had a scratch on his cheek and the armor around his shoulder looked crumpled from an impact. They still looked a lot better than the Halfseekers. 
 
    “What happened?” 
 
    Ylawes pointed at Moore’s armor. Jelaqua rasped. 
 
    “Barbed spear. We pulled it out. Ran into a Raskghar group. Same ones that got Ceria.” 
 
    “Where?” 
 
    “Down the tunnel. Past a trap.” 
 
    The Silver Swords stared the way Jelaqua was pointing. Ylawes raised his shield and then checked himself. He turned towards Falene. 
 
    “Falene, how many spells can you cast?” 
 
    “I’m…I’m nearly out of mana, Ylawes. I’ve used as many potions as I dare.” 
 
    Falene wobbled on her feet. She was using her staff for support. Dawil grabbed his beard. 
 
    “And I’ve only one Skill left to use. We could be walking into an ambush.” 
 
    “That’s the team. I’m sure of it. We can go back as soon as we get Moore to a safe spot. He can’t fight.” 
 
    Jelaqua insisted stubbornly. Moore mumbled. 
 
    “Just leave me and follow.” 
 
    “No.” 
 
    All the adventurers said it at once. Moore was in no condition to do anything. If he passed out in the dungeon he’d be dead. Ylawes ran a finger through his hair. It was dirty with blood. 
 
    “I don’t know if we can follow right now. We’ve run into two Raskghar teams. Both groups were big. Thirty or more. We…barely fought off the first. The second we routed more easily, but they’re strong.” 
 
    “Then we go back for another group. There has to be one around here!” 
 
    Ylawes nodded. He strode past Jelaqua. 
 
    “I’ll support him.” 
 
    Seborn nodded. Ylawes grunted as he helped grab Moore. His head only came up to the half-Giant’s armpit. With Jelaqua, he helped Moore walk down the corridor. They passed by monster corpses, blasted to pieces, squashed, or battered to death. The Gold-rank teams had pushed into the dungeon with a vengeance. But they were losing steam. Jelaqua didn’t know how far they’d walked—it felt like hours to her exhausted mind—before they heard a shout. 
 
    “Halt! Who goes there?” 
 
    “Us!” 
 
    The counter phrase didn’t work as well on the Drake teams. There was a pause and then something appeared down the corridor. The Silver Swords and Halfseekers instinctively reached for their weapons, but it was Bevussa. The Garuda landed and shouted back the way they’d come. 
 
    “It’s the Halfseekers and Silver Swords! Get over here, I think the half-Giant’s wounded!” 
 
    “’M fine. Go after the Raskghar.” 
 
    Moore muttered. His face was pale. Despite the healing potion he was barely conscious from the blood loss and shock. Jelaqua saw more adventurers run forwards. 
 
    “We found Raskghar. We saw the ones that got Ceria! That way!” 
 
    She pointed back towards them. Bevussa’s eyes widened, but she shook her head after a second. 
 
    “We’ll see if we can pursue. But almost all of our teams are running low on supplies. And we’re trying to pull back another team.” 
 
    “Which one?” 
 
    “Griffon Hunt! They’ve pushed in even further than you have! Come on, let’s get the half-Giant to our rest spot. What’s his name?” 
 
    “Moore.” 
 
    “Hello.” 
 
    “Charmed. Come on big fellow. Hey, we need more claws over here!” 
 
    It took nearly a dozen adventurers to half-drag, half-carry Moore past the barricades. The Gold-rank teams had set up in the area below the dungeon’s rift. They hadn’t put much there—just a few crates of healing potions, a spot for adventurers to rest before attempting the journey to the surface—and a table where a Gold-rank Gnoll with levels in [Cartographer] was trying to make sense of the adventurer’s reports. 
 
    Jelaqua saw Moore to the rest site and made sure he was being looked over. Then she forced her stiff body over to where Bevussa was conferring with Keldrass. The Drake was sitting—he looked like he’d run out of energy to stand. 
 
    “They’re down the tunnel. My team caught up—but we can’t get them to come back.” 
 
    “Damn. We need to get them to return! Jelaqua, is it?” 
 
    Bevussa turned to Jelaqua. The Selphid nodded. The Garuda stretched out her arm wings. 
 
    “Your friends, Griffon Hunt, are going in way too far. There’s no one guarding their backs and we’re too tired to fight. You need to recall them.” 
 
    “We can try. But the Raskghar—” 
 
    Keldrass coughed a bit of smoke out. 
 
    “Another team’s on that. A group of teams. The Horns, Gemhammer, Kelia’s Pride—” 
 
    “The Horns?” 
 
    Ylawes strode over. He looked shocked. 
 
    “You let the Horns enter the dungeon? Are you insane? We have to go after them!” 
 
    “They were already down here when I returned! We didn’t stop them because they were ready to fight to get past us! There’s six Silver-rank teams plus the Horns heading towards the spot the Halfseekers mentioned. Plus, that [Necromancer] had…things with him. Bone Horrors. They’re not who I’m worried about.” 
 
    Keldrass snapped at Ylawes. The [Knight] opened his mouth and Bevussa cut him off. 
 
    “Both Griffon Hunt and the Horns are in the same spot. I’m taking one of my team and a few other Gold-ranks who can still move. We need to grab both teams.” 
 
    “But the Raskghar…” 
 
    Jelaqua feebly protested. Bevussa turned and looked at her seriously. Her eyes were bright green. Bird’s eyes. 
 
    “Miss Jelaqua, they’re too far. We can barely hold the tunnels around here. We’ll pursue the Raskghar—tomorrow. But right now we’re looking at the very real possibility those teams will be ambushed. We have to pull back.” 
 
    Jelaqua knew she was right. The Selphid looked around for her flail and remembered that she’d left it buried in a Raskghar’s skull. She reached for her bag of holding. 
 
    “Let me grab a spare flail. I’m going with you.” 
 
    In the end, eight Gold-rank adventurers headed out to retrieve the Griffon Hunt. Jelaqua, Issa, Seborn, Bevussa, Ylawes, Dawil, Keldrass, and Essa moved down the corridor, following the direction Griffon Hunt had taken. They didn’t know their exact location, but it wasn’t hard to catch up. All they had to do was follow the bodies. 
 
      
 
    —— 
 
      
 
    “Undead ahead!” 
 
    Halrac spotted the undead a moment before the others. The ranks of glowing Stitch-Warriors raised their weapons and Typhenous breathed heavily. He raised his staff and fired a glowing red-and-black orb into the crowd of ghouls and zombies and the Crypt Lord leading them. The orb burned a hole through a Ghoul’s chest and then detonated. 
 
    “[Black Burst]!” 
 
    Typhenous turned his staff and shot another ball of magic at the undead. Halrac raised his bow and calmly shot a charging Ghoul through the head. He saw Revi’s summoned warriors and her Corusdeer fighting the zombies who lurched forwards and drew another arrow. 
 
    “Left!” 
 
    Revi called out in alarm, pointing. Halrac turned. The wall had opened up, revealing another tunnel hidden by an illusion spell or hidden mechanism. Another wave of undead poured through. Halrac’s eyes narrowed. He loosed an arrow as Revi’s summoned warriors shot spells and arrows in the same direction. 
 
    A Crypt Lord staggered as the first arrow struck it. Halrac grabbed for an arrow. This one was enchanted. The undead exploded as the fiery arrow penetrated its chest and then blew apart in a fireball. 
 
    “Fall back!” 
 
    Halrac’s team retreated as the undead flowed towards them from two directions. They let the undead bunch up and then Typhenous blew them apart and Halrac loosed another flaming arrow. Revi bent over and panted when the battle ended. 
 
    “Another group. Another…hold on, you two. I’m running out of mana. I can’t keep up this many summons.” 
 
    She shakily pulled a mana potion from her belt and gulped at it. Typhenous did the same. The old man’s face was drawn. Halrac glanced at both of them, not reaching for the stamina potion at his belt. His callused fingers burned, and his arm was fatigued, but he was unharmed. 
 
    “Can you still fight?” 
 
    “Another corridor.” 
 
    Typhenous leaned on his staff. Revi wiped the mana potion’s bright orange liquid from her mouth and nodded. 
 
    “I can…I can do that.” 
 
    “Move on, then. Through the illusory tunnel.” 
 
    Halrac led the way. He had another arrow ready and as he walked, he reached for something at his side. Very carefully, he opened a small wooden container and dipped the head of his arrow into the mixture, coating it with a dark substance. Halrac raised his hand and his group slowed. 
 
    “Raskghar?” 
 
    “Yes.” 
 
    Halrac had heard the distant barking sound. He raised his bow and Typhenous lifted his staff. The Raskghar team was heading their way. Griffon Hunt moved stealthily ahead, Revi keeping her summoned creatures back lest their glow give the team away. Halrac’s eyes pierced the darkness ahead. The instant he saw movement he held up his hand. Typhenous raised his staff. 
 
    The Raskghar approached, sniffing the air warily. They were a group of archers, probably on reconnaissance. They didn’t smell Griffon Hunt in time. Halrac waited until he could see one of the Raskghar perfectly and then spoke. 
 
    “Now.” 
 
    He loosed the arrow at the same time Typhenous cast his spell. The arrow flew and caught a Raskghar in the shoulder. Typhenous’ staff spat black liquid which spattered across the corridor and hit two Raskghar. Not perfect, but it would do. The Raskghar howled in surprise and the one struck grabbed the arrow in his shoulder and tore it out. 
 
    “Revi!” 
 
    Halrac snapped. Revi charged forwards and her summoned warriors and Corusdeer filled the hallway. The Raskghar spotted the Gold-rank team and hesitated. There were ten of them, but Revi’s summons evened the odds. They yipped loudly and howled before fleeing. Halrac drew another arrow and aimed high. The Raskghar fled as his arrow flew past them. Halrac didn’t bother drawing another arrow. 
 
    “Got them.” 
 
    He turned to the others. Revi nodded. She was looking paler than before. The Stitch-Woman’s dark skin looked far too light, and Halrac recognized it as the first symptom of mana exhaustion. Typhenous looked worse. The [Mage] seemed to lurch, and then he spat out a stream of liquid. It took Halrac a moment to realize that Typhenous had thrown up. 
 
    “Are you alright?” 
 
    “I’m—” 
 
    Typhenous wavered before saying ‘fine’. Halrac stared at him and then at Revi. He knew they should fall back. But his mind refused to say it. 
 
    “One more corridor. If we can ambush another group…” 
 
    Revi and Typhenous didn’t protest. Griffon Hunt made their way back down the corridor rather than pursue this group of Raskghar. Revi kept stumbling as she walked, though she refused help from anyone, even her summoned warriors. Halrac found his gaze unfocusing and he had to remind himself to watch ahead. 
 
    They were exhausted. Griffon Hunt had pushed further and farther than any team. Enough so that they’d began running into the Raskghar. But now they were in a dangerous situation. Halrac wanted to keep going. He knew that finding the Raskghar again would be difficult. But his team— 
 
    “Who goes there?” 
 
    Someone shouted the words up ahead. Halrac’s head snapped up. He grabbed for the arrow, realized he hadn’t poisoned it, and cursed. He shouted. 
 
    “Griffon Hunt!” 
 
    “At last! Don’t fire!” 
 
    Halrac saw a group appear in the darkness. He should have spotted them—the dim glow of their lanterns and [Light] spells gave them away. Eight adventurers appeared. He recognized Jelaqua, Ylawes in his stupid reflective armor, Dawil, Bevussa…the adventurers looked relieved to see him. 
 
    “Dead gods, Halrac! We thought we’d never catch up! You must have cleared twenty corridors!” 
 
    “What are you doing here?” 
 
    Halrac snapped at them. He felt uneasy. If they’d been Raskghar, they would have ambushed his team. He shifted as Jelaqua strode towards him. 
 
    “We spotted the bastard that got Ceria.” 
 
    Griffon Hunt immediately jerked to attention. Halrac focused on Jelaqua. 
 
    “Where?” 
 
    “A few corridors back. But no one’s going after them. We need to leave the dungeon. And get that damn group of Silver-ranks!” 
 
    Bevussa interrupted Jelaqua. The Garuda eyed Typhenous and Revi and turned to Halrac. 
 
    “You need to come with us.” 
 
    “No. We’ll go after the Raskghar.” 
 
    “You’ll do no such thing. Your [Mages] are nearly dead and you’re tired. If you go after the Raskghar they’ll ambush you. There’s too many of them. We had to fight through a group of twenty. And if they’re sending out scouting teams that big, there must be hundreds or thousands of them, just like that Cave Goblin claimed.” 
 
    Bevussa folded her feathery arms. Halrac knew she was right. He bit his lip hard enough to draw blood and looked at Revi. She swayed. 
 
    “I can go.” 
 
    “No.” 
 
    Halrac said it and felt the energy leave his arms. He looked at Bevussa and the other adventurers. 
 
    “We’ll go back. What’s this about Silver-rank teams?” 
 
    “The Horns entered the dungeon. This idiot—” 
 
    Ylawes turned towards Keldrass. The Drake gave him an affronted look. 
 
    “—didn’t stop them. They went after the Raskghar that Jelaqua saw. We need to go after Yv—after them!” 
 
    Jelaqua nodded wearily. 
 
    “They can’t have gone far. There’s monsters everywhere. We’ll run after them, pull them out.” 
 
    Keldrass growled, eying Ylawes. 
 
    “They might have gone farther than you think. I told you, that [Necromancer] had Bone Horrors. At least six of them!” 
 
    Halrac’s face twisted. Bevussa nodded. 
 
    “All the more reason to grab them. They’ll be a huge target.” 
 
    “We need to get them fast.” 
 
    Revi bent as the others looked at her. She straightened, still looking pale. 
 
    “Bone Horrors probably suck mana way more than lesser undead. I can barely summon that many spirits and I’m an expert. Pisces won’t be able to maintain that many undead for long. He’s probably pushed himself too far. Idiot.” 
 
    No one paused to dwell on the hypocrisy of her statement. The Gold-rank adventurers turned. Bevussa looked at Halrac. 
 
    “Can your old [Mage] move or do we have to split our team?” 
 
    Typhenous frowned at her slightly cross-eyed. 
 
    “I…am quite able to keep up, you feathery young lady. Lead on!” 
 
    Halrac nodded. Bevussa hesitated, and then turned. 
 
    “Okay. We’re searching for the Horns! Follow me!” 
 
    They set off at a jog through the dungeon. 
 
      
 
    —— 
 
      
 
    “Dead gods.” 
 
    Issa muttered as she passed by another group of dead monsters. This one was a cluster of worms—ordinary earthworms, really—except that they were twice as long as she was and had barbs along their body. It was another group of monsters that Griffon Hunt had slain. She thought of the six corridors her team had killed and felt a bit embarrassed. The Oldblood Drake chanced a glance back at Halrac, Typhenous, and Revi. They were lagging behind the brisk pace the others had set, but they were still keeping up. 
 
    “They killed that many monsters? Are you sure they’re only a Gold-rank team, Bevussa?” 
 
    She leaned towards her Captain, Bevussa. The Garuda was someone Issa looked up to and admired greatly. Ironically, it was Issa who was tasked with pretending to be the captain of the Wings of Pallass in public. It just wouldn’t do for a Garuda to lead a team of Oldblood Drakes, no matter how much more qualified she was. Bevussa turned her head and regarded Halrac. 
 
    “They’re good. I’ll give them that. If there’s any team ideally suited for this dungeon, it’s probably theirs. That [Scout] especially. I’ve heard of his name. They call him Halrac the Grim.” 
 
    “He’s even got a title? He must be a Named Adventurer, or nearabouts!” 
 
    Bevussa nodded as she glanced ahead down the corridor. 
 
    “And apparently they lost a team member. One of the better Gold-rank teams. But it doesn’t surprise me they’re not Named Adventurers yet, or that Halrac isn’t.” 
 
    “Why’s that?” 
 
    “Look at the monsters they killed. That group.” 
 
    Bevussa pointed. Issa stared at several crumpled forms they passed. 
 
    “Face-Eater Moths. Not too big.” 
 
    Not compared to the ones attacking Liscor. These ones were ‘only’ the size of ponies. Bevussa nodded and eyed them. 
 
    “Right. But that’s not the important bit. Look at how they died. No spells, only an arrow to their abdomens—they were poisoned.” 
 
    “Poison?” 
 
    Issa looked back at Halrac. Bevussa nodded. 
 
    “They said they were using a tactic they employed against Griffins. I asked about it at the Adventurer’s Guild. One of the [Receptionists] looked up what that might be.” 
 
    “And?” 
 
    Bevussa shrugged her feathery shoulders. 
 
    “Around three years ago, there was a massive Griffin colony plaguing the Nameless Heights—that’s a group of hills and valleys in the north eastern part of the Human lands. Hundreds of Griffins. Apparently a group migrated across from Terandria and they had a massive mating season the year before. Well, they began destroying farms and villages and even attacking cities. Griffon Hunt was one of the teams called in to kill them. They managed to wipe out over two hundred Griffins by themselves, but they were fined and nearly lost their Gold-rank status.” 
 
    Issa gaped at her Captain. 
 
    “How?” 
 
    “Plague and poison.” 
 
    Both Drake and Garuda jumped. Typhenous had caught up with them. The [Mage] looked weary, but true to his word he’d caught up with the group. He raised one grey eyebrow at the two adventurers. 
 
    “If you wish to know about the event in question, why not ask us?” 
 
    Issa’s scales turned bright red and her wings quivered in embarrassment. Bevussa ducked her head. 
 
    “My apologies, Mister…Typhenous, is it? We were curious.” 
 
    The [Mage] bared his teeth in a very Drakeish smile. Issa had to remind herself that Humans didn’t smile like that to be friendly. 
 
    “Many are. The truth is simple. Our team was called upon to deal with this crisis. As experts in Griffin hunting, Halrac and Ulrien contracted my services and Revi’s. We dealt with the Griffins as we felt we had to when it became clear that the adventurers and local armies couldn’t handle the Griffins.” 
 
    “So you poisoned them. And spread diseases. I take it that there were consequences?” 
 
    Typhenous nodded. 
 
    “We poisoned their nests and killed hundreds of Griffins. But the plague got out of control. My spells…I used the wrong ones. The resulting sickness killed off almost every livestock animal and three cities and numerous settlements fell ill. We were lucky to keep our Gold-rank status.” 
 
    “But you killed the Griffins!” 
 
    Issa felt that wasn’t fair. But then she remembered the strict standards Gold-ranks were held to. Typhenous shook his head. 
 
    “We erred and people died for it, Miss…” 
 
    “Issa.” 
 
    “Miss Issa. Thank you. We made mistakes no Gold-ranks should have and were punished accordingly. The cost…drove away some of our former members. Halrac and Ulrien stayed with Revi and I, and we have worked hard to regain our status. I never thought we would employ the same tactics in the dungeon, but the Raskghar are not Griffins. And the cause is dire, despite the consequences.” 
 
    The entire short story made Issa want to protest on Typhenous’ behalf. In Drake cities, his team would probably have been commended, even if people had fallen sick. Two hundred Griffins versus a plague? But she bit her tongue on her reply. Typhenous walked next to her, looking weary, but determined. He had probably adventured three times longer than she had. Issa had risen to Gold-rank so quickly in part due to her Oldblood heritage and joining Bevussa’s group. 
 
    “Apologies. We didn’t mean to pry.” 
 
    “It’s important that you know. We’ve attacked three Raskghar groups and let them run each time. We hope they’ll bring the poison and sickness back to their camps.” 
 
    “What about the Gnoll prisoners?” 
 
    Typhenous hesitated and glanced at Bevussa. 
 
    “I didn’t use the same spells as…previously. This spell spreads by contact. The Raskghar will rot from within and convey the sickness to anything that touches their infected parts. Unless they’re close to the Gnolls, they should be fine. The disease takes days to kill. If we reach the prisoners, we can cure them. And if not…” 
 
    If not, the Gnolls would be dead either way. Issa shuddered, and then wondered what Tier that spell was. And how did Typhenous know it? She opened her mouth to ask and then paused. Ahead of them, Seborn had raised a hand. 
 
    “Hold up!” 
 
    The eleven adventurers paused. Halrac walked forwards and then he and Seborn motioned. The adventurers moved ahead warily and then they saw it. Issa gasped. 
 
    “Dead gods. What is that?” 
 
    “Bone Horror!” 
 
    Something was walking down the corridor towards them. Something tall—six or seven feet—but far wider. A—a spider made of bone was the best way Issa could describe it. Only, the spider’s legs were meant to stab and cut, and it had no head, no eyes. It had been designed to kill, not ever to live. It was an undead creation. A Bone Horror. 
 
    Bevussa stared at the undead in alarm and disgust. The headless spider turned towards them. Its razor-sharp, barbed legs were covered in gore. It scuttled towards them, fast. The adventurers tensed, and then they heard a shout. 
 
    “Pisces, stop!” 
 
    The undead spider paused. The adventurers saw someone appear from behind it. Yvlon Byres walked forwards. She held her enchanted sword in both hands. Her arms and blade were bloody. Behind her, a giant monstrosity of bone opened its jaws. An armored bear-thing twice as large as it should be lumbered forwards, its spikes covered in blood. Issa imagined what would happen if it charged and rammed into her team. She gulped. 
 
    “Yvlon?” 
 
    Ylawes’ voice was disbelieving. He stared at the Bone Horrors, absolutely appalled, and then called out to Yvlon. 
 
    “Yvlon! Are you unharmed?” 
 
    “We’re alright. We’ve been fighting down this way. Is the route behind you clear? Pisces! It’s the Gold-ranks! Everyone, get over here!” 
 
    Yvlon shouted back the way they’d come. The Gold-rank adventurers saw a wave of Silver-rank adventurers behind them. They all looked like they’d seen combat, but, amazingly, the teams were all in one piece. It looked like they’d been heading down this corridor, fighting everything they came across. And by the amount of gore on their weapons, they’d found a lot. 
 
    “Dead gods. We told you Silver-ranks to stay put!” 
 
    Bevussa exclaimed as she saw that several adventurers had recently healed wounds—bad ones. Earlia grinned as she lifted her warhammer. 
 
    “Well, you know us. We don’t listen to orders all the time. Glad we found your team, though. We’ve been fighting an hour and I think Pisces isn’t doing so well.” 
 
    She gestured behind her. Issa saw a pale young man walking forwards with white robes. There was nothing sinister about Pisces’ appearance—he looked like any other Human male, really. But she shuddered. A [Necromancer]. Even so, Pisces looked quite pale and unwell. Someone—an Antinium, another shudder-provoking sight—was supporting him by one shoulder. 
 
    “What’s wrong with him?” 
 
    “Mana exhaustion.” 
 
    Revi tried to push Ylawes out of the way and failed. She walked around him and strode up to Pisces. She stared at both Bone Horrors, appalled, and then at the smaller ones. 
 
    “You’ve got too many creations summoned! Look at the size of that thing! Get rid of them or you’ll burn yourself out!” 
 
    “I’m fine.” 
 
    Pisces’ eyelids flickered as he glared up at Revi. She glared back. 
 
    “You’re about to burn yourself out. You can’t sustain this! If you keep going you’ll injure yourself. Or die.” 
 
    The other adventurers turned to look at him, concerned. Yvlon wavered. 
 
    “Revi’s right, Pisces. We’ve been fighting over an hour and you haven’t slept. We can rest, try again in a bit.” 
 
    Pisces shook his head violently. 
 
    “I can keep going. I can—” 
 
    He faltered. Revi looked around, then made a fist. Before anyone could stop her, she punched Pisces in the side of the face. 
 
    It wasn’t a good punch. In fact, as punches went, it was more like being hit by a very soft rock. But it was enough. Pisces blinked, and then lost control. 
 
    One of the Bone Horrors took a step. The armored monster raised a foot and it broke apart. Bone scattered across the floor and the undead collapsed. Yvlon caught Pisces as he dropped. 
 
    “He’s out of mana. Someone give me another potion—” 
 
    “Don’t. He’s had too many already. He needs rest. Someone gather up those bones and let’s get him out of here. I’m nearly tapped myself.” 
 
    Revi wavered. Ksmvr lifted Pisces up. 
 
    “I can carry him, Miss Yvlon. Please take the buckler.” 
 
    He offered her a buckler which was surrounded by a shining force field. Yvlon shook her head. 
 
    “Deactivate it. You keep it, Ksmvr. I can’t fight with it as well. My arms are slower—I’ll use this.” 
 
    She lifted her sword in both hands. Ylawes frowned at her. 
 
    “You weren’t taught how to fight like that, Yv. A sword and shield is how the Byres family fights!” 
 
    “Shut up, Ylawes!” 
 
    Yvlon rounded on him. Ylawes opened his mouth to argue. Dawil clapped his hands together sharply. Everyone turned towards him. He frowned at Ylawes and Yvlon. 
 
    “Argue as much as you want, you two, but do it when we’re safe! While we’re all standing here braiding our beards, we’ve got monsters climbing up our arses! Back to the dungeon entrance!” 
 
    The adventurers looked at each other, but no one argued. They turned and followed the way the Silver-ranks had come. Only when they reached an intersection did Halrac turn. 
 
    “We have fresher adventurers. The Silver-rank can support me. I’ll head forwards with Jelaqua and pursue that armored Raskghar.” 
 
    “No, Halrac—” 
 
    Exasperated, Bevussa tried to argue with him. But the [Scout] was already heading down the corridor. Jelaqua and Seborn followed him. The other adventurers wavered for one second and then Keldrass, Yvlon, Dawil, Ylawes, Earlia, and a whole host of Silver-ranks followed. That left only a handful of adventurers behind and after they realized that, they followed too. 
 
    “We have injured here! And Pisces is unconscious!” 
 
    “Then head back. I want to find that armored Raskghar.” 
 
    “You’re going too far! We’ll all die if we go any further and get ambushed!” 
 
    Halrac ignored the truth of Bevussa’s statement. He checked his bow and poisoned arrow. 
 
    “We have to be close to the Raskghar. We must be.” 
 
    He strode down the corridor, past the spot where Jelaqua had stepped on the trap. Halrac rounded a corridor, barely pausing to check for traps. He reached another intersection and cursed. 
 
    “Which way?” 
 
    Halrac squinted at the ground, looking for fur, tracks, anything. He knelt, wobbled, and braced himself on the ground. Then he scanned the intersection. The adventurers came to a halt. Halrac bit his lip as he tried to make out clues. He was moving too fast and his mind was fuzzy. But they were close. They had to be. 
 
    As the other adventurers waited, they leaned against walls or even sat, too tired to maintain their guards. Yvlon tried to keep alert—they’d only fought for an hour, after all—but her arms were weary. She didn’t know how the Gold-ranks had lasted this long, stamina potions or not. The fighting had been relentless! She’d chopped through at least fifteen monsters with her blade alone. 
 
    As for Pisces’ Bone Horrors, they’d been scarily efficient. The one team of Raskghar that they’d run into had been slaughtered in minutes by the spider-thing, and the armored Bone Horror had been hit by a boulder and barely needed a few repairs from Pisces which he’d done on the spot. But the toll on Pisces had been immense. Yvlon leaned against the wall, breathing heavily. If they couldn’t find Ceria after all this—she paused as her ears picked something up, on the edge of hearing. 
 
    “What’s that sound?” 
 
    Everyone looked up. Yvlon frowned as she stared down the left corridor. Something was echoing down the corridor. Something…familiar. She straightened and looked at the others. 
 
    “What’s down there?” 
 
    Halrac got to his feet. He frowned ahead and motioned. 
 
    “Follow.” 
 
    The adventurers trooped down the corridor. They made it ten feet and Halrac inhaled. They froze, but he moved forwards. In a few seconds they saw what he had. 
 
    A dead Flesh Worm lay on the ground. It was very dead—blood had pooled and dried around it. It was not nearly as big as Skinner had been, and it had no layered armor of skin, but it was still terrifying, a red, serpentine worm monster with teeth and long feelers that could snatch away flesh. But it was dead. Someone had killed it. 
 
    The Flesh Worm’s hide was riddled with arrows. It had been shot over a hundred times, and as Yvlon walked forwards, she saw that its eyes—the two protruding bulbs that hung from the top of its head—had been shot off. The Flesh Worm lay on its side, curled up. And a few feet past it— 
 
    “Who did this?” 
 
    Bevussa stared at a pair of dead Stone Starers, their eyes shot through with an arrow each. Beyond them lay a group of maggots, riddled with arrows. And just past them— 
 
    At first, Yvlon nearly missed him. He was sitting against a wall, partially covered by the corpse of a Face-Eater Moth. He was so still that she mistook him for another corpse among the dead monsters surrounding him. Only when Bird began to sing did she spot him. 
 
    “No birds in the ground, no birds in the rain. No birds, no flying, only pain. Pain, pain, fly away. Come again another day. No birds underground, no flying here. Only Bird and pain and singing and—oh, hello Miss Yvlon.” 
 
    Bird was lying against the wall, covered by the Face-Eater Moth. His new bow sat beside him, propped up against a wall. A small hunting knife was in Bird’s hand and he had armed himself with three sharp rocks in his other three hands. He looked up at Yvlon as she stared at him. 
 
    “Bird?” 
 
    “That is me. Hello.” 
 
    Bird waved the knife-holding hand at Yvlon. He sounded cheerful, but there was a tension to his voice that Yvlon had never heard before. Bird shifted. 
 
    “I am trapped. I thought you were a monster coming to kill me. I cannot move. Can you help me move?” 
 
    Yvlon nodded. She turned and saw the adventurers were staring. Revi pointed dumbly at the Antinium. 
 
    “Is that Bird?” 
 
    “Hello.” 
 
    “How did he get here?” 
 
    “I walked in.” 
 
    “How—never mind that! Someone give me a hand!” 
 
    The adventurers crowded around Bird. Yvlon bent down and heaved with the others. The Face-Eater Moth was surprisingly difficult to lift. It was sodden with blood. When they got it off Bird, they found he really couldn’t move. His left leg was partially crushed. Dried green blood and pieces of his carapace lay around on the ground. 
 
    “Ow. Ow. I am much ouch.” 
 
    Bird spoke cheerfully, but the way he jerked when Yvlon reached for his leg made it clear how much pain he was in. The woman bent. 
 
    “I have a healing potion. Hold still, Bird.” 
 
    “Oh. That feels very nice. Thank you, Miss Yvlon.” 
 
    Bird relaxed as she poured the healing potion onto his leg. He tried to get up, but still couldn’t. Yvlon caught him. 
 
    “Steady. What are you doing down here, Bird?” 
 
    He cocked his head at her. 
 
    “I am looking for Mrsha, of course. She was taken by the Raskghar. So I went after her. I did not find her. I found many monsters, though. Hello Mister Halrac.” 
 
    He waved at Halrac. The [Scout] was staring around at the carnage. 
 
    “You did this, Bird?” 
 
    The Antinium nodded. 
 
    “I had my bow. It is a very good bow because it killed everything. But I ran out of arrows. So I used my knife.” 
 
    He waved the knife. Yvlon stared at the Face-Eater Moth corpse. It looked like Bird had hacked its head apart with the knife. She looked at Bird. 
 
    “But why? Bird, this is so dangerous!” 
 
    Bevussa made a sound. Yvlon turned her head and the Garuda stared pointedly at Yvlon. Bird stared at her. 
 
    “Ooh. Pretty.” 
 
    “Bird!” 
 
    “What? Oh. I did it because Mrsha is missing and it is a bad thing. And I did a bad thing, so I had to do a good thing to make up for it. And because everyone else went.” 
 
    His simple explanation confused Yvlon, but Halrac seemed to understand it. The [Scout] knelt and looked at Bird. 
 
    “You did this because you wanted to make amends?” 
 
    Bird looked up at Halrac. He nodded slowly. 
 
    “I am very sorry, Mister Halrac. I did not find Mrsha, but I tried. Did I do bad?” 
 
    He quivered. Halrac paused. 
 
    “No. Not at all. You did a—a good thing, Bird.” 
 
    “Oh. That is very good. I am happy.” 
 
    Bird relaxed. Halrac straightened. He looked at Bird and then turned to Bevussa. He looked around and blinked a few times. For the first time, a bit of sanity seemed to enter his vision. Halrac shook his head. 
 
    “We’re pulling out for the day. Let’s go. Revi—have your summons carry Bird.” 
 
    “At last.” 
 
    Bevussa sighed in relief. Yvlon looked at Halrac. She wanted to argue, but when she stared at Bird, she realized how insane this was. They were way too far in the dungeon. The other Gold-ranks were at the entrance. And if there really were hundreds or thousands of Raskghar ahead— 
 
    “We’ll get you up. Can you walk, Bird?” 
 
    “…Maybe?” 
 
    Bird stood up with the help of two adventurers. He hobbled a bit. 
 
    “I can walk. Yes, this is good. I will not die like everyone. That would make Erin very sad and I would not like to make her sad again. All the others died and she cried, you know.” 
 
    He looked brightly around at the adventurers. Yvlon frowned, but it was Ksmvr who opened his mandibles. 
 
    “What do you mean, ‘everyone’, Bird?” 
 
    The Antinium Worker tilted his head. 
 
    “Everyone, former Prognugator Ksmvr. They are over there. Everyone died. Or most of everyone. I did not see Revalantor Klbkch die, but many others did.” 
 
    He pointed down the corridor. The adventurers gazed into the darkness. They looked at each other. Yvlon walked forwards carefully, and then her breath caught. She stared at the first shape lying on the ground, another smashed against the wall like a—an insect, and the dead Crypt Lord. And then she saw more shapes, lying still, motionless. She whispered as the other adventurers came forwards and gasped. 
 
    “Antinium.” 
 
    They lay where they had fallen. Broken, some in pieces, others melted or scorched or…the Antinium had died hard. None of them had less than a dozen wounds on their bodies and the monsters that lay around them were a testament to the battle that had taken place. 
 
    No, not a battle. A war had gone on in the dungeon. And by the looks of it, the Antinium had lost. Or at least, they’d paid the price. 
 
    Hallway after hallway was filled with Antinium corpses. Usually it wasn’t more than a handful, but there were places in which a trap had wiped out dozens. And as the adventurers moved forwards, the numbers of the dead Soldiers and Workers kept increasing. 
 
    “There have to be at least a thousand dead Antinium here. At least!” 
 
    Bevussa had no skin or scales that could turn pale, but her feathers all fluffed out as she stared at the dead Antinium in shock and horror. Bird reached out and tried to touch her feathers, but the Garuda was too agitated. She whirled and turned to Keldrass and Ylawes. 
 
    “This is—the Antinium must have attacked the dungeon at the same time we did. Did they send their entire Hive down here?” 
 
    Halrac shook his head grimly. 
 
    “There are thousands of Antinium in a Hive. This was just a wave. But it was destroyed. And look—they met Raskghar as well.” 
 
    Over a hundred Raskghar were dead in one corridor, and three times as many Soldiers and Workers. It looked like they’d slaughtered each other in the narrow space. Halrac inspected one dead Raskghar and rose, shaking his head. 
 
    “We should report this when we return. And…make plans. If the dungeon can handle a thousand Soldiers, if the Raskghar can—we can’t find Ceria or the Gnolls today. We’re heading back.” 
 
    No one argued with him. Nevertheless, Yvlon couldn’t help but stare back at the dead Antinium. She gripped her sword’s hilt helplessly. Halrac was right. And yet— 
 
    “We’re so close. We must be.” 
 
    No one answered her. Yvlon walked back through the dungeon. She felt as though Ceria were just around the corridor. But there was nothing she could do. She walked back, head hung low. All they’d done, all they’d accomplished—it hadn’t been enough. Adventurers, Pisces, the Antinium…the dungeon had swallowed all their efforts. 
 
    They’d failed. 
 
      
 
    —— 
 
      
 
    “You see? Do you see?” 
 
    Calruz laughed as he stood over his war table. It was a slab of stone and the crude parchment and drawings he’d made were a mockery of the detailed plans Ceria remembered him poring over before. But there was something familiar about it. Something close to what she remembered the Minotaur being. She stood by his side, her ears drooping, quiet. Defeated. 
 
    The Minotaur turned towards her, his eyes alight with triumph. He had overseen the invasion of both the Antinium and adventurers, moving most of his Raskghar out of the way, sending kill teams to take out vulnerable groups like the Halfseekers. Their failure had sent him into a rage, but now he was triumphant. 
 
    “Thousands of Antinium! Gold-rank teams—even undead led by that [Necromancer]! All failed to come close to my outermost camps! And by tomorrow we’ll have repositioned. Send the order to the forward camps! I want them moving by nightfall! Baskel!” 
 
    He barked an order at the Raskghar who growled and loped off. Ceria watched it go. Calruz looked at her, grinning through his yellow teeth. 
 
    “You see? They’ll never make it this far into the dungeon. It assails them at every turn. It hunts them. It…thinks.” 
 
    “I see that. But why doesn’t it hunt you?” 
 
    Calruz paused. 
 
    “Because I—I know it. No. I’m alone. Yes, that’s what it is. You and I are a small group. We don’t attract attention. And the Raskghar are part of the dungeon. But adventurers? They disturb it. So do the Antinium. The dungeon resists them. But my warriors will be able to conquer it. I told you, Ceria.” 
 
    “You did.” 
 
    Calruz didn’t notice the half-Elf’s tone. He grinned elatedly. 
 
    “You and I have work to do. Tonight, we will assail a part of the dungeon. I’ve considered how to use your [Ice Walls] to the best advantage. We’ll begin our work and then—the adventurers will be months reaching us, if they even manage to clear out enough space to get here. And by that time we’ll have penetrated the heart of the dungeon. We’ll come out covered in treasure and glory!” 
 
    The Minotaur paced back and forth, talking excitedly. He didn’t seem to care how many Raskghar had died to the adventurers, or how many Goblins had perished as the monsters had fled the adventurer’s approach and clashed with his warriors. Ceria saw the Raskghar pacing in the background behind Calruz, eying the Gnolls, their Chieftain. Her. The Raskghar who’d performed the ritual was sitting among the largest Raskghar, clearly above the rest. She stared at Ceria. The half-Elf met her gaze and then looked at Calruz. 
 
    “I think…you might be making a mistake, Calruz. Everything might not go your way.” 
 
    “Nonsense.” 
 
    The Minotaur’s face twisted into a scowl. He stared at his map, his eyes too wide. 
 
    “They’ll never reach here. Never. My plans are flawless. No foreign presence can enter the dungeon. Only I…only I have the Skill. Everything else is hunted. Except for you. You will be part of my tribe. Yes, that’s how it is. That is how it will be. Nothing is wrong. You are incorrect, Ceria.” 
 
    “Whatever you say, Calruz.” 
 
    The Minotaur looked up sharply. Ceria looked away. He grunted and rolled up his maps. 
 
    “Come. We have work to do.” 
 
      
 
    —— 
 
      
 
    In some respects, Calruz was correct. The dungeon was aware, in some sense of the word. And he was right that it hunted. Or things in it hunted. All foreign presences were accounted for. They were…of notice. Not Calruz, but others. Including Ceria. 
 
    But what the Minotaur hadn’t accounted for, what he hadn’t thought of was that the dungeon was in some ways, stupid. It only looked at the base nature of things and didn’t account for exceptions. To the dungeon, a Human was a Human. A half-Elf was a half-Elf and a Selphid was a Selphid, dead body or not. 
 
    And a Goblin was a Goblin. After all, what was the difference? The adventurers retreated from the dungeon, battered, exhausted. Not beaten, but stalemated. The Antinium survivors returned to their Hive. Pisces left the dungeon unconscious, slipping into dreams where Ceria’s corpse stood in front of him, grinning and asking if this was what he had wanted all along. But one group remained. 
 
    On the same day, the Redfang Warriors descended into the dungeon. They had a far, far different experience than the adventurers. 
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    At dawn, the Gold-rank adventurers entered the dungeon in grim silence, dropping beneath the water into the shadowy halls where monsters flooded forwards, resisting them step by step. Later that day, Yvlon would awaken and together with Pisces, Ksmvr, and six other Silver-rank teams, enter the dungeon. The adventurers would go forwards bringing spell and sword to cut their way through the dungeon and search for both the missing Gnolls and Ceria. 
 
    They would all fail. However, at the same time, another expedition took place. It began in Celum, with a young woman banging on the door to the smithy of the best [Blacksmith] in the city. She was accompanied by a nervous Drake, who peered at the sky—still dark since it was just past dawn. 
 
    “Hey Erin, it’s really early. Don’t you think we should wait a bit? Maybe until it’s a bit lighter, I mean? I know I wouldn’t like to get up this early, and uh, we are trying to buy from this Human, right?” 
 
    Erin turned to Drassi. The [Innkeeper] wasn’t smiling. She looked worried. Tired. Stressed would be too calm a word for her current mood. 
 
    “This is the best [Blacksmith] in the city.” 
 
    Drassi hesitated. 
 
    “According to Octavia and Wesle, yes. Although you did wake both of them up, so they might have said that just to get you to go away.” 
 
    “Right. But they said that. And this is the right spot.” 
 
    “Right.” 
 
    “Okay then.” 
 
    Erin turned and began kicking on the door. 
 
    “Open up! I know you’re in there! I can see the candle you’re holding!” 
 
    She began shouting, and Drassi winced as she saw lights appearing and someone throwing open their windows. The Human began shouting obscenities which Erin ignored. Drassi was less comfortable. She was a Drake in a Human city and while they weren’t at war with the Humans right now, their species had a history. You heard things about Humans. Most of which weren’t true, granted, but… 
 
    “Alright, alright! Stop shouting!” 
 
    At last someone yanked open the door. The best [Blacksmith] in all of Celum turned out to be a man with arms like melons. In that his muscles were huge, not that his skin was jaundiced. He glared at Erin, one fist clenched, the other holding a candle lamp. 
 
    “You’ve got some nerve! My shop opens in the day. If you’re here about a broken pot or something, I’ll call the Watch—” 
 
    “I’m here to buy weapons. Hey, move back. I want into the shop.” 
 
    Erin put her hand out and to the big man’s surprise, pushed him backwards. He stumbled back and Erin marched into the shop. 
 
    “You’re the best [Blacksmith] in Celum, right?” 
 
    “I told you, we’re not—” 
 
    “Are you? Or do we have to go to your competitor? Jelaqua told me she needed quality steel for her flails. And I’m not buying from anyone but the best. I could have gone to Pallass, but my door can’t handle the magic.” 
 
    The burly Human blinked a few times. He opened his mouth, and Drassi could see him trying to process Erin’s sentence. But he got the important bits. Pallass, someone named Jelaqua, flails, and something about magic doors. 
 
    “You’re that [Innkeeper], aren’t you? The one everyone’s been talking about? I heard you were a loon who fired hardworking folk and ruined Miss Agnes’ business. And that your inn’s the only place where the Players of Celum perform. Is that true? I’ve been meaning to see Hamlet again, only I heard your inn was closed because of how poor the food and service was.” 
 
    “Who told you that?” 
 
    Drassi peered at the Human. She loved good gossip, and this sounded malicious. Scandalous, even! Erin was looking around the shop. The [Blacksmith] had a forge, but his best pieces were hanging on the walls. They looked like good steel, although Drassi wasn’t nearly as good at judging such things as Selys was. 
 
    She was friends with Selys. Well, friends was a simple word. If Drassi had to explain it to someone who’d never met her before—and she loved to explain things and talk about the latest rumors, that was practically what she lived for, you know—she would have told her audience all about how she and Selys shared a lot of the same friends and grew up in the same neighborhood. 
 
    Of course, they’d grown up and Selys had gotten a nice job in the Adventurer’s Guild thanks to her grandmother, and Drassi had bounced from job to job. She’d been fired each time—not for ineptitude! Certainly not. But she talked a lot, and that was a problem when she sometimes forgot to take orders or wait tables. So when Selys had told her about her Human friend who was looking for a [Barmaid], Drassi had been desperate enough to take the job. 
 
    And what a good thing it was that she’d taken the job! Erin was fun to work with and let Drassi talk all the time. And there was always gossip-worthy material at her inn. Which mattered a lot to Drassi because she had the [Gossip] class. Yes, really. Most people thought she was lying if she mentioned it, but Drassi never lied. Lies ruined juicy gossip, and Drassi was a connoisseur of chat. 
 
    And yes, she talked a bit too much, but she knew how to keep her mouth shut. Anyways, that was enough about her. The Drake peered at the Human expectantly. Where had this obviously false rumor about Erin’s inn come from? 
 
    The [Blacksmith] shrugged. 
 
    “One of the [Innkeepers] told a customer of mine that. Apparently uh, her inn had huge rats. Food so foul no one could keep it down. Any of that true?” 
 
    “Um…no. Erin’s got a big bee in her inn, but her food is amazing. Really, I eat it all the time. And she’s got a packed inn most nights because the Players of Celum are putting on wonderful performances! I mean just great. Sounds like someone’s been lying to you, friend.” 
 
    Drassi shook her head and tsked. The Human man frowned. 
 
    “You think so?” 
 
    He seemed to forget he was speaking to Drassi, a Drake, just past dawn in the middle of his shop as Erin was poking around his swords and pulling them off the racks. Drassi smiled like an old friend. 
 
    “I know so. In fact, I bet I know who started that rumor. An [Innkeeper], you said? Was your friend eating at the Drunken Swordsman or Blazehound last night?” 
 
    “Yes. Yes he was! He was in The Drunken Swordsman last night. How did you know?” 
 
    The Drake smiled triumphantly as the [Blacksmith] gaped at her. She was a [Gossip]. A high-level one, in fact. Being a Level 17 [Gossip] wasn’t bad, especially since most people had never heard of the class. And she had Skills. She wasn’t actively using them now, but [Time to Chat] and [Trusted Voice] meant she could almost always slip in a word edgewise when she wanted to. 
 
    “Timbor Parithad’s the [Innkeeper] who runs that inn, isn’t he? He had a run-in with my boss—Erin, right there. She kicked him out of her inn. They were having a dispute over two [Barmaids] she hired—from Miss Agnes’ inn. Do you see the picture I’m drawing? Anyways, those two Humans—uh, I mean, [Barmaids]—were just awful. Let me clear the facts for you. Hey, do you have a place to sit? ” 
 
    The [Blacksmith], whose name was Joiah Kellisman, didn’t quite know how it happened. First he’d been at his door, ready to knock senseless whomever was making that racket. The next thing he knew, he’d been nodding as Drassi told him about how awful Maran and Safry had been and agreeing that Erin’s inn—which he’d never visited—really was unique. Over a cup of tea, no less. He jumped when Erin dumped five swords onto his counter. 
 
    “I’m done. Hey, how much are these?” 
 
    Joiah looked around. He saw the young woman waving one of his best swords—which had been pride of place hanging above his counter—at him. She had four more of his best blades. 
 
    “Hey! Hold on, those aren’t for sale!” 
 
    “Why not?” 
 
    The [Blacksmith] looked around, realized he had a cup of tea in his hands, and put it on the table. Drassi sipped from hers as Joiah tried to regain some kind of mental balance. 
 
    “You can’t just come in here and buy my weapons! Why did I open—if you want to talk blades, I can forge you a few or sell you some of my other swords, but this is far too early! It’s not even light out!” 
 
    Erin crossed her arms. 
 
    “I’m in a hurry. These are your best blades, right?” 
 
    “Yes, but—” 
 
    “Good. They look like good steel. And Jelaqua needs at least two flails. You can make those, right? Two-handed flails? Steel heads? Sharp and pointy?” 
 
    Joiah paused. For the first time the name Erin mentioned rang a bell. 
 
    “Hold on. Jelaqua? As in Jelaqua Ivirith? The Gold-rank adventurer? She wants a flail?” 
 
    “Two. And I want swords. And Jelaqua happens to stay at my inn. There wouldn’t be a discount on these swords, would there? I’ve got the gold to pay for it all.” 
 
    Erin had a hefty bag of gold. She opened it as she put it on the counter. Joiah looked from her to Drassi. 
 
    “I don’t have flails in the shop, but I could make a pair—but these are my best blades!” 
 
    “And I’m sure Jelaqua wants your best flails. If she shops here. Which she will if I tell her how awesome the swords I just bought were.” 
 
    Erin pointedly nudged the tip of a sword on the counter and cut herself. She swore. Joiah stared at her. The young woman in front of him looked harried. He would have said distressed, but she looked ready to hit something rather than cry. And she clearly didn’t know swords, because she’d cut herself on one of his sharp blades. 
 
    “Jelaqua Ivirith of the Halfseekers stays at your inn. And she’ll buy from me on your say so.” 
 
    “That’s right. Well, I’d suggest it, but I bet she’ll buy here. In fact, I’m sure of it.” 
 
    Joiah opened his mouth to say how stupid that claim was. He nearly had the words out when Drassi leaned forwards, clasping her tea with both claws. 
 
    “It’s true! Jelaqua’s been staying at Erin’s inn since before I started working there. And she listens to Erin. I’m sure she’ll be by. In fact, I guarantee it. Erin wouldn’t lie. And I never do.” 
 
    Joiah looked at Drassi. The Drake gave him a toothy smile. He looked at Erin. He looked at the bag of gold. He pointed at Erin. 
 
    “Let me get some sheaths. And in the name of the Five Families, don’t hold that sword like that! You’ll split your head right open!” 
 
      
 
    —— 
 
      
 
    “One down. The bow’s next.” 
 
    Ten minutes later, Erin had a bundle of swords in her arms. She handed two to Drassi, who lifted them and found they were very light. She’d always expected swords to be heavy, but apparently a good sword would never weigh over five pounds at most. She’d learned that from Joiah during their talk. She liked meeting new people. 
 
    “That was a lot of money you gave him. But he’ll probably earn even more from having a Gold-rank adventurer commission those flails. Jelaqua is going to go to his shop, isn’t she, Erin? I don’t lie to people. I told you that, right?” 
 
    “You did. And Jelaqua will. Good job, Drassi.” 
 
    Erin began striding down the street. The sun was still rising, but Erin moved so fast that Drassi had to jog to keep up. 
 
    “Thanks. Wait, what did I do?” 
 
    “You convinced that guy that I was telling the truth. Selys told me you were good with words.” 
 
    Drassi smiled. 
 
    “Well, I am a [Gossip]. Did I tell you how I got my class?” 
 
    “No. And you’re not telling it now.” 
 
    “Aw. Hey—why are we running around Celum before dawn anyways? What are these swords for?” 
 
    Erin turned her head. 
 
    “I’m not telling you.” 
 
    “Why not?” 
 
    “Because you’ll run and tell Selys exactly what I told you.” 
 
    Drassi hesitated. 
 
    “…No I won’t. Okay, yes I will. Darn, I can’t lie. How did you know that?” 
 
    Erin stared at a street sign and turned left, marching rapidly across the cobblestones which weren’t soaked with rain. As they would be in Liscor where it was raining at this moment. 
 
    “I saw you and Selys talking. You’re here to keep an eye on me, aren’t you? That’s also why Imissi’s staying the night at the inn, isn’t it? To make sure Lyonette doesn’t do anything crazy.” 
 
    “Um. Yes.” 
 
    Drassi cursed a bit inside. Then again, her volunteering to stay the night at Erin’s inn had been fairly obvious. She glanced at Erin. 
 
    “You’re not going to do anything crazy, are you? Because I promised Selys I’d stop you.” 
 
    Erin turned her head back. Her eyes were very serious. They’d lost her normal humor ever since Mrsha had been missing. 
 
    “If I did, could you stop me?” 
 
    The Drake nearly choked on her tongue. Her tail curled up anxiously, but Erin had already turned away. 
 
    “Come on. We need a bow and arrows.” 
 
      
 
    —— 
 
      
 
    A flotilla of boats rowed quickly across the lake that surrounded the city of Liscor. Gold-rank adventurers dropped into the water, watched by Zevara and the [Guardsmen] on the walls. At the same time, another boat rowed east. It was not crewed by typical adventurers. Nor was it headed towards the rift. Rather, it was moving steadily across the basin of water. Heading towards the edge, in fact. 
 
    During the rainy season in Liscor, travel was practically impossible. An assault with most armies was almost certainly unfeasible. It was one of the things that made Liscor so hard to assail. Consequently, only Couriers or the truly desperate would contemplate finding a boat and rowing across the entirety of the waters to reach the other side. But the journey was possible. Just not pleasant. 
 
    Hollowstone Deceivers, or as they were known to Erin, Rock Crabs, hunted in the rainy season. They were four times as deadly when they could hide underneath the water and ambush unsuspecting fish or people from beneath their shells. Other fish had also entered the ecosystem—Lurkersnatch Fish, the octopus-like fish who sported thick, black skin and had tentacles strong enough to crush heads. The obnoxious Quillfish who could put an eye out and cause damage in large numbers. Walker Carp, Bloat Bursters, Erin’s nemesis, the toothy and aggressive Flatfish… 
 
    Of course, a lot of the fish weren’t dangerous at all. But the ones that were made things tricky. So even Liscor’s best [Fishers] liked to stay within view of the walls. But one group had already crossed the lake by boat, braved the treacherous waters to reach the land and the road that headed north to Esthelm. 
 
    Only, they hadn’t gone down that road. Yes, if they had kept going, they would have gone north, crossing into drier terrain and out of the rain. Esthelm would have been the first city they spotted until they fully entered Human lands, where cities such as Celum, Remendia, and Ocre were spread out. And if they’d gone further still, they would have passed countless other Human settlements, perhaps even passed by Invrisil, headed a bit north and to the west and encountered a small village named Riverfarm and seen thousands of Goblins running for their lives. 
 
    But they hadn’t done that. The group had stopped, barely a few miles away from Liscor, in fact. They’d travelled along the mountain pass, looking for the cleft in the rock they’d known was there. And they’d found it. 
 
    It was a gap in the rock. A natural fissure that had opened up at some point. Subsequent centuries and erosion had turned it into a cave. It was fairly large as caves went, and quite defensible. But a few factors made it unique. 
 
    The first was the population of Dropclaw Bats that had made the cave their home. These bats were large and fearsome. For bats. They were a danger to the casual explorer. The second thing was the hastily-built wall of stones and dirt on the far wall of the cave. If someone were to knock in the wall, they would find themselves in a room full of smashed statues. In a dungeon, in fact. In the dungeon. 
 
    The group of Goblins knew all this. They had never been in this cave. Not the five Redfang Warriors, or the dozens of Cave Goblins who meekly followed them. But Goblins were social creatures. In their way, they were more social than Humans or practically any other species. 
 
    The Redfangs had never been in this cave, the cave that Rags and her tribe had found ages ago when they’d seen Toren running out of the dungeon and made one exploration attempt into the dungeon before closing the hole up. The very same cave that Griffon Hunt and the Halfseekers had found when exploring the dungeon, right before they’d encountered the Shield Spider nest. 
 
    But as luck would have it, Rags’ tribe had encountered the Redfang tribe and once Garen had submitted to Rags, his Goblins and Rags’ had gossiped. As Goblins do. And if there was one thing Goblins talked about, it was about bolt-holes and places to hide from Humans. 
 
    Naturally the Redfangs knew about the cave. And when Erin had asked for a place for the Cave Goblins to go, they had immediately thought of it. So they had taken a few boats left outside the inn, herded the Cave Goblins into them, and made the journey across the waters to the cave. They’d marched in, made short work of the Dropclaw bats stupid enough to attack them, and begun setting up a camp. 
 
    This was Plan G. Erin had hit on it with their help after meeting Pebblesnatch. She’d realized the dangers of having so many Cave Goblins around—not to mention the likely response that would come from both Liscor and the adventurers. So she’d asked the Redfangs for help, since her basement wasn’t big enough. And here they were. 
 
    Headscratcher, Shorthilt, and Badarrow walked about the cave, checking the walls by tapping on them with their stone weapons (and Shorthilt’s prized iron sword) for faults. They’d already known about the sealed-off entrance to the dungeon, but they wanted to be sure this camp was secure. 
 
    Next, Badarrow began chasing the rest of the Dropclaw Bats out with precise shots that felled each bat. Shorthilt went to work on the entrance to the cave, designing a way to block it off in a hurry if there was danger—from the inside or out. And Headscratcher went looking for wood. He ended up giving up on finding branches and just knocked down a small tree. 
 
    As each of the Hobs walked around, they were followed by a group of Cave Goblins. The smaller, greyer Goblins stared in awe at the Hobs’ backs. They followed hesitantly, at first running each time one of the Redfangs looked around. But within an hour they were helping the Hobs with their tasks, piling up rocks with Shorthilt, gathering the dead Dropclaw bats that Badarrow shot, and picking up sticks as Headscratcher tried to figure out how to drag an entire tree back to the cave. 
 
    It had to be said that the Redfang Warriors knew what they were about. True, they were inept trackers, but securing a camp and setting up basic defenses was something every Redfang knew about. The High Passes had made them tough—compared to their home, Liscor was a land of milk and honey. Quite literally, when Erin handed both to them in a hot mug. 
 
    The cave wasn’t as nice as her inn. But it was defensible and there were resources around to fortify it and set up all the essentials. Badarrow looked up and threw a rock at Headscratcher when the Hob returned, dragging a young tree in with all the Cave Goblins. The [Archer] made Headscratcher take it outside and denude the tree of all the leaves and then chop it up with his stone axe. They had to dry the wood first. The cave had no ventilation, so smoke would rapidly become an issue. Badarrow made all this clear with a few rude and pointed gestures. 
 
    Shamefaced, Headscratcher got to work. His stone axe looted from the Raskghar was not meant for chopping, and he ended up splitting the tree, more from the force of his blows than the sharpness of his axe. By the time he was halfway done, his handle was slightly fractured. Headscratcher groaned, knowing it was probably no longer good as a weapon. He wandered back inside the cave and hopefully pointed at Shorthilt’s sword. It was very sharp and would chop up the tree. 
 
    Shorthilt grabbed his sword and kicked at Headscratcher. His body language and expression told Headscratcher that he could have Shorthilt’s sword…never. Shorthilt’s possessiveness of good blades and his care for his weapon was why he alone had a sword still—all the other Hobs had damaged their weapons and had to find replacements. 
 
    Glumly, Headscratcher walked back outside and saw the Cave Goblins breaking branches off the tree and ferrying them inside. That made him brighten up a bit. He kept forgetting he was a Hob now! 
 
    Hobs had privileges. Or maybe the right way to think about it was that Hobs were leaders while regular Goblins were followers. There were exceptions, like Redscar, Garen’s second-in-command, but in general, Hobs bossed around regular Goblins. Their job was to boss, which meant they had to work less. 
 
    All Headscratcher had to do was show the Cave Goblins how to break up the log by hammering a sharp rock into it and cracking the wood and they were on the job. He had to lend a hand with the heavier parts that required his strength, but he found himself enjoying standing around with his arms folded while the Cave Goblins industriously swarmed over the tree and disassembled it. 
 
    Soon, the Redfang Goblins had a supply of firewood ready to dry out around a fire, a rockslide trap that could seal the cave off, and dead Dropclaw bats. The three of them squatted around, grinning at each other. Now this felt like the good old days. No inn, no fancy beds or food. No Erin, just living on what they could scavenge. 
 
    After a few minutes, their smiles faded. Badarrow grunted and fished a sharp stone out that had impaled itself in his butt. Headscratcher looked at the dead Dropclaw bats, which weren’t cooked, were still leaking a bit of blood, and were most definitely not marinated. Shorthilt eyed the ground, which some Cave Goblins were laying grass and bits of brush on to make a bed. 
 
    This did feel like the good old days. And it turned out that the good old days weren’t that good. Headscratcher recalled his soft bed—his personal bed—and his feather pillow. Badarrow’s stomach reminded him of manicotti and a cold drink of ale. Shorthilt stared at the dried firewood and tried to remember how to make a fire. The Hobs looked at each other. It was a good thing that this wasn’t all of Plan G. 
 
      
 
    —— 
 
      
 
    The second boat that travelled across the waters, heading east towards the water’s edge moved a lot faster than the first group of boats had. Numbtongue and Rabbiteater rowed furiously. They knew where they were headed—they’d gone with the others to begin with, and had come back to report on the progress to Erin’s inn. Now they were rowing as fast as they could. 
 
    Bad things had happened. Very bad things. Rabbiteater didn’t have the vocabulary to express how bad it was. Numbtongue did, and he shouted expletives. Mrsha was gone! Ceria was kidnapped! The Raskghar were being led by a Minotaur who was also an adventurer! They’d attacked the inn! Erin was crying! 
 
    The two Hobs made the boat fly across the water, ignoring the attention they attracted. They had no time for it. They practically crashed the boat into the grass and leapt to shore. They saw Shorthilt, Badarrow, and Headscratcher were there to greet them with the rest of the Cave Goblins. 
 
    “Has food? Blankets?” 
 
    Headscratcher pointed hopefully at the boat. Rabbiteater and Numbtongue stared at him and then remembered. That was why they’d gone to Erin’s inn. Plan G had been to provision the Redfangs and Cave Goblins in their new home. The Cave Goblins swarmed over the boats, exclaiming in awe at the bags of flour and salt and potatoes and hauling them up and hurrying towards the cave with them. 
 
    “Good food. Eat much.” 
 
    Badarrow and Shorthilt crowded around the provisions. Shorthilt shook his head glumly. 
 
    “No Erin cook. Bad taste.” 
 
    Badarrow nodded reluctantly. He put a finger into one of the bags of flour and licked his finger and grimaced. Numbtongue and Rabbiteater exchanged glances. They waved their hands for everyone’s attention. The three other Hobs glanced at Numbtongue as the Hob drew in a huge breath. Then Numbtongue screamed. 
 
    “Aaaaaaaaaaaaaaaaaaaaaaaaaagh!” 
 
    All the Goblins stopped what they were doing and stared at him. Numbtongue took in another breath. He screamed again. It was the best summary he could think of. He drew in air for a third scream and Rabbiteater clapped a hand over his mouth. He waved his hands, wide-eyed, and the other three Hobs realized something was very wrong. They ran back towards the cave. Rabbiteater and Numbtongue led the way after pausing to grab something strange from the boat. A large, wide plank of wood. They didn’t waste time once they got to the cave. Numbtongue summed up the situation in a few terse sentences as Rabbiteater gestured and provided context. 
 
    “Raskghar attacked during the day! They’re smart during daytime too! They attacked the inn—took Mrsha. And attacked the adventurers in the dungeon! Ceria—the half-Elf with bone hand—is gone. And the Raskghar are being led by a Minotaur! A former adventurer. He is Chieftain. Erin cried.” 
 
    The other Hobs gaped at him. They asked questions, demanded to know more details. Numbtongue and Rabbiteater recounted all they had witnessed and finally dragged in the Cave Goblin who’d been passed out in their boat. The terrified Cave Goblin was still unconscious from his interrogation by the adventurers. 
 
    As dawn changed to morning, the convivial attitude shared by the Redfang Hobs was no more. A mood of great tension had descended over the cave. The Cave Goblins watched as Rabbiteater paced back and forth. Headscratcher was punching one of the walls, shaking with frustration and rage. Shorthilt was sharpening his blade. Badarrow was checking his arrows. Headscratcher whirled as Numbtongue grabbed him to stop him from breaking his hands on the rock wall. Numbtongue stared—Headscratcher had shattered the stone with his bare fists. 
 
    “We go!” 
 
    Headscratcher turned and roared the words. He drew his cracked stone axe. Shorthilt and Badarrow leapt to their feet. There was no hesitation. Erin had asked them. She had asked them to find Mrsha. As adventurers. As Goblins! There was no question they would go. Headscratcher strode towards the wall that separated the cave from the dungeon and began to kick it down. Numbtongue shouted. 
 
    “Wait!” 
 
    Headscratcher did not want to wait. Rabbiteater pulled him back. The Hob turned with a snarl, but Rabbiteater swirled his magic cloak and caught Headscratcher’s punch in the water. His water cloak made the other Cave Goblins gasp in awe, but Headscratcher just yanked his arm out and glared at Rabbiteater. 
 
    Rabbiteater raised one placating hand. He hurried over to the flat plank of wood and leaned it against the cave wall. He fished in his pockets and pulled something out. Headscratcher frowned. Did Rabbiteater have a…doorknob? 
 
    Yes he did. Rabbiteater stuck the doorknob into the piece of wood, hammering it in with one solid blow. The doorknob stuck into the wood, functionally useless, but completing the rough look. Rabbiteater turned and pointed at Numbtongue. The other Hob pulled something out of his pocket and threw it at Rabbiteater. The Goblin slapped it to the door. It was a stone. A mana stone, glowing bright red. Rabbiteater nodded. He threw open the door— 
 
    And stared at the blank wall of the cave. The other Redfang warriors stared at the door. Rabbiteater faltered, closed the door, opened it, and closed it again. He scratched his head. 
 
    “Not time yet.” 
 
    Numbtongue grunted. He sat down on the ground and began to pluck at something. His guitar, crudely mended. Headscratcher wavered. He pointed at the door. Numbtongue nodded. The guitar sang. Jolts of electricity flared to life on the strings. Headscratcher gaped. Numbtongue played a riff. Sparks of lightning shot from his guitar, grounding themselves on the cave floor. The Hobs stared. 
 
    “[Electric Chords]. We wait.” 
 
    The [Bard] began to play. His guitar sang like no other guitar could. It did not, in fact, sound like an electric guitar from Erin’s world. Numbtongue had heard Erin singing songs from her world, but none of them had been rock or featured an electric guitar. No, his guitar sounded like he was playing chords out of thunder. He strummed and the air crackled and snapped. 
 
    Lightning flashed between his strings. It didn’t seem to bother Numbtongue, but when an entranced Shorthilt reached out to touch the guitar he shouted in pain and drew his hand back. Numbtongue grinned as Shorthilt threw dirt at him. But the grin vanished. His fingers plucked restlessly over his strings. The music the guitar made was urgent, quick. The other Goblins listened, their hearts beating faster for the music. 
 
    Music. Shorthilt, Badarrow, and Rabbiteater looked at each other. They glanced at Headscratcher, who was massaging his scraped knuckles and staring blankly at the door and Numbtongue who was making music. Both had new classes. Both were…well, beyond the other three Redfangs. Beyond most of the Redfang tribe, in fact. 
 
    They had unique classes. [Berserker] and [Bard]. The Hobs had heard of [Berserkers], mainly from Garen and they could appreciate how dangerous and how impressive that class was. But a [Bard]? They couldn’t think of any Goblin, any Goblin that had ever had that class. It made the two special. 
 
    There were Hobs in the Redfang Tribe. But just based on his new class, Headscratcher would have been an elite among elites. As for Numbtongue—well, Shorthilt wasn’t sure about [Bard] as a combat class. But after staring at the electricity shooting from the guitar, the Hob concluded that Numbtongue was as close to a [Shaman] as the Redfang Tribe had ever had. That made him… 
 
    Incredible. Inspiring. The Hobs were ecstatic for their friends. And jealous. They’d all felt the pulling, the sense of standing on the edge of something. All three wished they’d gotten a class like that. But not yet. 
 
    Maybe not ever if they went into the dungeon. That went undiscussed, but it was there. The Hobs remembered the fallen. This seemed like another suicide mission. One they would take on willingly, but still. They looked at each other and nodded. Then they glanced at the Cave Goblins. 
 
    Over sixty sat in the cave, staring at the Hobs. They shifted uneasily as the Redfangs looked at them. But their eyes never left the five. The Cave Goblins had never seen Hobs before. They had forgotten there could even be Hobs. They had accepted the Raskghar as their masters—worse, as their tribe. They followed a Minotaur as their Chieftain. They were not-Goblin. But at the same time, they were still Goblins. So the Redfangs sat a bit taller. To show the Cave Goblins what a true Goblin looked like. 
 
    The door opened when the sun had cleared the mountain tops. The sky lightened and the pouring rain grew lighter. And an inn appeared in the open doorway. The crude door that Rabbiteater had built revealed a room filled with dim light from the fireplace. And a young woman. The Cave Goblins cried out in fear and flinched as Erin strode through the door. Behind her came Drassi, clutching a pair of swords. The Drake flinched when she saw all the Goblins lined up. 
 
    “Oh, Ancestors. What is this place? Erin, this is getting a bit crazy!” 
 
    The Hobs scrambled to their feet. Numbtongue looked up from his guitar and leapt to his feet. Erin looked around. She took in the pile of firewood, the cave, the wall to the dungeon, the Cave Goblins, the dead Dropclaw Bats, and the Redfang Warriors. She nodded. 
 
    “Numbtongue told me you were set up. Did he tell you the rest?” 
 
    “Yes.” 
 
    Numbtongue stood. All the Hobs stared at what Erin was carrying. She held three swords in addition to the two Drassi bore. And she had an unstrung bow hung over one shoulder. Erin shifted. 
 
    “Someone take this off me. Badarrow, this bow’s for you.” 
 
    The Hobs looked at each other. Badarrow pointed to himself, stunned. Erin nodded. 
 
    “It’s yours. The rest of you, check out the swords. Let me know if it’s good. I got it from the best [Blacksmith] in Celum. Go on.” 
 
    She shifted to let Badarrow cautiously take the recurve bow off her shoulder. The Hob stared at the bow, running his fingers down the oiled wood. He flexed the bow, his usually dour expression now one of complete surprise. 
 
    Headscratcher stared at the sheathed blades. The leather sheath was plain, but when he unsheathed the blade—he nearly dropped the sword as he saw steel glinting at him. The Hob drew the sword, mouth open wide. The other Redfangs did the same. 
 
    Five steel swords flashed in the cave. Shorthilt stared at his blade. Tears sprang into his eyes. He looked at the worn, lovingly cared for sword at his waist and slowly took it off. He looked at Erin. She stared at him, the tiniest glimmer of a smile on her face. Her eyes were very serious, but her voice lightened a bit. 
 
    “Do you like it?” 
 
    The Hob hesitated. Then he hugged her. Erin yelped—Shorthilt’s grip was strong—but then the other Redfangs crowded around her. They didn’t quite dare to hug her, but they patted her on the head and shoulders. Rabbiteater patted Erin on the chest by accident and got a light slap. 
 
    “Enough!” 
 
    Erin stopped the moment after a few seconds. She smiled wearily. Sadly. At once, the Hobs remembered what was wrong and straightened. Erin pointed to the swords. 
 
    “That’s my investment. That’s my fee. I’m asking you as adventurers, as Goblins…find Mrsha. Find Ceria. Go into the dungeon. The Raskghar have both. The Cave Goblins have to know where they are.” 
 
    “They said—” 
 
    Numbtongue began. Erin cut him off. 
 
    “I know, the camp moves. But they have to have an idea, right? At the very least, they know where traps are. Get them to help you. We were planning on rescuing the Cave Goblins—as many as we could anyways. Well, I’m amending Plan G. Find Mrsha and Ceria first. Bring them back. And if you find the camp and Calruz—he’s the Minotaur—” 
 
    Erin hesitated. She looked from face to face. 
 
    “—Try not to kill him. But do what you have to. Bring them back. Please.” 
 
    She bowed her head. The Redfangs reached out. They grabbed Erin by the shoulder, on her arms. She looked up. The Hobs smiled. Erin wiped her eyes. 
 
    “Thank you. I know what I’m asking. I won’t send you in unprepared. Drassi! Bring the crate in.” 
 
    The Drake jumped. She hurried into the inn, conscious of all eyes on her. It was very strange. The Silver-rank adventurers in the inn and Lyonette hadn’t noticed where the door was connected to. Why should they? People went through to Liscor and Celum and even Pallass all the time. But if they’d come over, they would have seen the ranks of Goblins. Drassi almost shouted at them. Almost. 
 
    There was a small crate of glowing potions on the nearest table. Drassi grabbed it and hurried back through the open door, conscious of all the Goblin eyes on her. She offered it to Headscratcher, who blinked at the potions. 
 
    “Stamina potions, a Tripvine bag…but mainly healing potions. Octavia’s best. That’s all I can afford. There’s two for each of you. Is it enough?” 
 
    Erin looked anxious. The Redfang Warriors lifted the bottles, sniffing at the cork stoppers. They glanced at each other and nodded. 
 
    “Enough. More than enough. We will do it. We will go.” 
 
    Numbtongue spoke for the others. Headscratcher sheathed his sword. Badarrow strung his new bow, casting his old one aside. Shorthilt placed his iron sword on the ground, stroking the handle once before buckling his new sword to his belt. Rabbiteater’s magical cloak swirled around him as he squared his shoulders. Erin looked at them. 
 
    “Be careful. Just go in and try to track down the Raskghar. Don’t fight if you don’t have to. Don’t die. Please.” 
 
    The Hobs nodded. They turned and Headscratcher barked an order. The Cave Goblins jumped. Three of them approached out of the mass. The rest looked unhappy. 
 
    “We keep rest here. They stay or run. We go with three. Smaller. Faster.” 
 
    Numbtongue told Erin. She hesitated. That wasn’t Plan G, and the Redfangs knew it. But they had no choice. They had to go in as one group. The Cave Goblins would probably flee, but it wasn’t as if this cave mattered. And Erin’s inn had adventurers in it. The Raskghar had already attacked it. 
 
    “Fine. I’ll try to keep them here. You go.” 
 
    The Hobs paused. They looked at Erin. She gestured at the Cave Goblins. Numbtongue opened his mouth to protest, but looked at Erin and closed his mouth. He strapped the guitar to his back and nodded. 
 
    “We go!” 
 
    He turned. The Redfangs marched to the wall connecting to the dungeon. They paused, running their hands down the packed dirt and stones. Months ago, Rags’ tribe had created this very wall. Now, five Hobs stood in the same spot. Headscratcher closed his eyes, and then he drew back his fist. He punched the wall, cracking the dirt. The other Redfangs broke down the wall, kicking aside rocks, pulling the weak masonry apart. Then they stepped into the room with the crushed remains of the statues and the corpses of countless Shield Spiders. They stared around as the Cave Goblins inspected the room and jabbered to each other. Then one of the Cave Goblins pointed and the Hobs followed. They disappeared. 
 
    Erin stood behind as the Cave Goblins shifted uneasily. Drassi looked around, her heart thundering as the little Cave Goblins stared at both her and Erin. But the [Innkeeper] only had eyes for the Hobs. She stood there until the last of their footfalls had vanished. She whispered a prayer. 
 
    “Good luck.” 
 
      
 
    —— 
 
      
 
    At first they were eight. Five Hobs, three Cave Goblins. The Redfang warriors strode ahead, following the three Cave Goblins who glanced around nervously, their postures wary. But the Hobs were calm. Unnaturally so. They were afraid, but they felt the same icy cool sweep over them that sometimes occurred in the moments right before a life or death battle. 
 
    This reminded them of the old days. And by that, they meant four months ago, when they’d been part of the Redfang Tribe back in the High Passes. Back when everything had been simple and there was only death or life and Garen knew what to do. 
 
    Of course, simple didn’t mean easy. Back then, the Redfang Tribe had fought against groups of monsters as dangerous as the Raskghar. To maintain their position at the base of the mountain range, they’d often clashed with Eater Goats, Gargoyles, feral Carn Wolves—and those were just the monsters who roamed the lower altitudes. 
 
    Normally they’d want at least a hundred more Redfangs at their back and at least a dozen more Hobs. Carn Wolves would be nice, too, even in the confines of the dungeon. None of the five Goblins present had been [Riders], but they deeply respected the massive rust-red wolves and their ability to fight. Plus, Carn Wolves made for lovely pillows at night. 
 
    However, all they had were the five of them. The Hobs knew they couldn’t assault the dungeon head-on. They were a strike team, with a clear mission. Track down the Raskghar, get Mrsha and Ceria, and escape. They had few distinct advantages. A few healing potions, steel swords. Numbtongue’s guitar. Headscratcher and Numbtongue’s new class. Rabbiteater’s cloak. And the bell. 
 
    The Hobs hadn’t taken the cursed necklace for fear of what it might do. But they did have the bell of pain, for what it was worth. Yes, ringing it caused unbelievable agony to everyone in earshot. But…well, that could be a good thing. And in the dungeon, the Redfangs needed every edge they could get. Badarrow had possession of the bell and he had a plan for it. 
 
    Five Hobs versus a dungeon’s worth of monsters and traps. It wasn’t good, but it did feel a bit normal. Headscratcher pointed at the Cave Goblins. 
 
    “Where Raskghar?” 
 
    “Move tribe! Move tribe not know where! Go find?” 
 
    The Cave Goblin squeaked nervously. Headscratcher nodded. The Goblin scurried forwards and conferred with his two fellows, glancing at the Hobs nervously. At least the Redfangs had guides. The Cave Goblins were in awe of the Hobs. And even if they had forgotten much of Goblin culture, a bit of their heritage was asserting itself. The Cave Goblins were naturally predisposed to obey the Hobs over the Raskghar. So long as the Hobs remained within eyesight, at least. 
 
    “You know where we are?” 
 
    Numbtongue looked around the dungeon sharply. They were standing in a room full of crushed statues. The Hobs had heard Griffon Hunt and the Halfseekers talking and they knew this room had been where all the statues had come to life. And beyond that— 
 
    The Hobs stopped when they saw the wall. It had been made a lot stronger than the wall that connected cave to dungeon. Griffon Hunt and the Halfseekers had bricked up the wall and covered the rest with a quick drying cement mixture they’d purchased from an [Alchemist]. They’d meant it to seal off the Shield Spider nest and the undamaged wall told the Hobs they’d succeeded. Unfortunately, it appeared as though the Cave Goblins hadn’t expected the wall. They stared at it and one of the Cave Goblins kicked the wall and then pointed. 
 
    “New wall. Must go through. Big Goblins break?” 
 
    She stared hopefully at the Redfangs. The Hobs exchanged a glance. For the first time they wondered if the Cave Goblins might try to get them killed. That seemed incredible—Goblins surely wouldn’t do that to other Goblins! At least, not unless their [Chieftains] ordered them to do battle. But maybe these Goblins were still obeying this Calruz? The Redfangs huddled up. The Cave Goblins tried to join the huddle but were waved back. 
 
    “Is trap?” 
 
    Headscratcher looked at Numbtongue. The Hob grimaced. 
 
    “Maybe. I’ll ask cunning questions.” 
 
    The Redfangs nodded. Numbtongue turned. He put on his most friendly smile and pointed to the wall. 
 
    “What’s behind that wall?” 
 
    The Cave Goblins scratched their heads and conferred. One answered for the others. 
 
    “Big long fall death room. And hidden death monster room. And secret down-down room. Is good passage if not die. We show?” 
 
    “Hidden death room?” 
 
    Numbtongue looked wary. The Goblins nodded. 
 
    “Invisible bad-bad things inside. Invisible monsters.” 
 
    Again, the Hobs looked at each other. This time they were worried. Invisible Shield Spiders? That sounded even worse. Numbtongue frowned and the Cave Goblins cringed. 
 
    “Bad route! Find us another one?” 
 
    The Cave Goblins looked panicked. 
 
    “Cannot! Behind is many-room traps. Unescape death! Trick death! Cannot go. This way only way!” 
 
    “Lies!” 
 
    Numbtongue raised a fist, hoping it were true. The Cave Goblins cowered, shielding their heads. Numbtongue hesitated, and Rabbiteater grabbed his arm. He signaled that he wanted to take over. Numbtongue nodded and Rabbiteater crouched. Of all the Hobs, he was best at making people smile. He gave the Cave Goblins a very friendly smile and they stopped shielding themselves. 
 
    “Only way? Through death-invisible room?” 
 
    They nodded. Rabbiteater pointed. 
 
    “What in there? Invisible monsters? Big crawly spiders?” 
 
    They paused, then shook their heads. The Cave Goblins frowned. 
 
    “Only invisible. No spiders. Big empty room. Long drop. And invisible monsters. And secret passage.” 
 
    Rabbiteater frowned. He looked back at the others. That didn’t seem like the room the adventurers had described. He frowned, but in the end he nodded. 
 
    “We go.” 
 
    It wasn’t like they had any choice. The Redfang Warriors glanced at each other, and then looked at the wall. They had to break a gap. Headscratcher lifted his shiny new sword and Shorthilt smacked him. He made it very plain that damaging the wonderful swords that Erin had given them would not be tolerated. Instead, he grabbed a broken piece of statue and began bashing it on the wall. The other Redfangs did likewise and the three Cave Goblins joined in. 
 
    The wall was sturdy, but it had been made rapidly and as a stopgap. It would fool a Shield Spider into thinking there was nothing but wall there, but a determined Goblin could scrape away the mortar and pull the bricks out. Which is what the Hobs did. They opened a hole in the wall large enough to squeeze through and found a blank, empty room on the other side. 
 
    A very large, suspiciously clean room, perfectly circular and without any doors on the other side. The Hobs stared at it as the Cave Goblins squeezed through the gap. One beckoned. 
 
    “IS good! Follow! No step further than here!” 
 
    He pointed to the ground. The Redfangs exchanged a wary glance and pushed through the gap one at a time. They swore as the bricks scraped their shoulders and Badarrow kicked the wall in a bit more so he could get his bow through without banging it. When the Hobs were on the other side they stood at the very edge of the room. The Cave Goblins motioned for extreme caution as they showed the Redfangs what to do. 
 
    “Walk here. Grab edge—put feet into here. See?” 
 
    One of the Cave Goblins showed Headscratcher a set of tiny grooves worked into the wall, practically invisible. Headscratcher saw the Cave Goblins latch onto the wall with practiced ease. He understood. You could use the grooves as handholds to get across the room. But—Headscratcher’s brow wrinkled—why couldn’t you just walk to the other side? 
 
    “No walk! Bad fall death! Bad, bad! Do like this!” 
 
    The three Cave Goblins exhorted the Redfangs to follow their lead. They were very serious, and the Redfangs listened to the tone in their voices. They obediently clung to the walls and began to slowly edge around the room. It was no real challenge. The grooves were easy handholds if you knew they were there, and Headscratcher had grown up climbing the High Passes. He wondered what all this was about. Was this really the spider room the adventurers had found? If so— 
 
    The Hobs and Cave Goblins were halfway around the edge of the room when the floor vanished. The Hobs gasped as one and held on tighter to the grooves as the floor disappeared and revealed the drop of a lifetime. A mile-deep chamber lay below them. And filling the room, clinging to thick webs and tending to the thousands, millions of eggs, were— 
 
    Shield Spiders. Headscratcher’s heart caught in his chest as he clung to the handholds and looked down at a Shield Spider as large as Erin’s inn. His arms froze and his fingers desperately held onto the handholds as he imagined letting go and falling, falling, until he landed in one of the webs and the spiders swarmed all over him. 
 
    “Is normal! Come, come!” 
 
    One of the Cave Goblins smiled at him. Headscratcher turned his head and gaped at it. The Cave Goblin pointed down as it clung to its handhold. 
 
    “See? Empty room! Very long fall. Invisible monsters below.” 
 
    It looked up and gave Headscratcher a big smile, practically radiating its eagerness to please. Headscratcher gaped at the Cave Goblin and then pointed, realized what he was doing, swore, and grabbed the handhold for dear life. 
 
    “Lying! Shield Spiders below!” 
 
    The Cave Goblin’s eyes went wide with horror. It looked around wildly. 
 
    “Where? Cannot see!” 
 
    Headscratcher and the other Hobs gaped at the Cave Goblin. The three Cave Goblins looked around wildly, not seeming to see the tens of thousands of Shield Spiders nested below. Headscratcher pointed at the largest one, a giant brood queen who still bore marks of Typhenous’ comet spell. 
 
    “That one! Big one! Right there?” 
 
    “Nothing there!” 
 
    The Cave Goblins stared at Headscratcher and shook their heads. He opened his mouth, and saw the Shield Spider look up. Instantly, all the Hobs fell still. The Cave Goblins hissed. 
 
    “Too much talk! Hurry! Invisible monsters attack if make sound or have smell-food!” 
 
    They began climbing rapidly around the edge of the room. The Hobs saw several of the Shield Spiders stirring. A few crawled upwards idly, as if looking for what had made the sound. But incredibly, they seemed as oblivious to the Goblins as the Goblins were of them. Headscratcher saw a Shield Spider look right at him. His body tensed, but the Shield Spider didn’t react. 
 
    He was invisible. And as the Hobs shakily followed the cheerful Cave Goblins, they realized that had to be what was happening. Neither group could see the other. They could hear—but not see. Smell too, probably. One of the Cave Goblins reached the far end of the room, exactly opposite the hole in the wall. He tapped at a stone and then pulled it out. 
 
    The wall next to him swung out and the Hobs saw to their immense relief that a stone stairway lead down. The Cave Goblin climbed into the stairwell and helped his friends join him. Headscratcher’s fingers hurt, but he dared not loosen his death-grip for one second until he could swing himself onto the stairwell. Then he hugged the stairs until Numbtongue hissed at him to move. 
 
    All five Hobs found themselves on the stairwell in the end. They were covered in sweat and breathing hard, compared to the Cave Goblins who looked as relaxed as they had been in the cave. More relaxed in fact. This was their home. The Cave Goblins grinned at the Hobs. 
 
    “Long drop not scary! Only bad if fall—or have hand pain!” 
 
    The Hobs glared at the Cave Goblins. Numbtongue pointed. 
 
    “That is a Shield Spider nest! Invisible to you—not to us! We see monsters!” 
 
    The Cave Goblins went round-eyed. They stared at the Hobs. The Cave Goblins looked at each other and murmured in awe. 
 
    “Special Hob power?” 
 
    “No!” 
 
    The Hobs chorused as one. Then they paused. Probably not? A bit of uncertainty ran through their group. Did Hobs have the power to see things normal Goblins couldn’t? That might explain why they were always grumpy. 
 
    No. Badarrow shook his head and reminded the others that the adventurers had seen the same thing. It was only the Cave Goblins who were blind. The Hobs nodded. This was a puzzle, but at least it meant that they had an advantage of sorts. Not that it had bothered the Cave Goblins—they knew there was danger there, just not what kind. 
 
    “We go down?” 
 
    Rabbiteater pointed at the Cave Goblins. They nodded. 
 
    “All down! Into many-tunnels. Long way down. But good secret entrance! Not even Raskghar use! Is good?” 
 
    He looked to Rabbiteater for approval and reached out to touch Rabbiteater’s water cloak. The Hob smiled and let the Goblin do it. 
 
    “Is good. You lead.” 
 
    The Cave Goblin smiled. 
 
    “Good! One last thing! Fun thing to do! Watch!” 
 
    Excitedly, he went to the other Goblins. One of them looked around and handed the Cave Goblin a stone that had broken off from the wall. The Cave Goblin showed it to Rabbiteater. The Hob frowned. The Cave Goblin pointed to the nest of Shield Spiders. The Hobs stared at the rock, the Cave Goblin’s excited expression. All of them lunged for the Cave Goblin, but too late. He hurled the stone into the nest of Shield Spiders. 
 
    The stone fell for several long seconds. The Hobs waited, heard a distant impact, and then an unholy chittering from a million mandibles. The Cave Goblins danced about, laughing, and then ran down the stairwell. The Hobs stared back down into the cave. A hundred thousand Shield Spiders raced upwards, searching for whatever had disturbed their nest. The Hobs stared down in transfixed horror, and then fled after the Cave Goblins. 
 
      
 
    —— 
 
      
 
    There were no more trials as bad as the Shield Spider nest. After the Hobs had descended the mile of stairs, they stumbled out into the dungeon proper. A long tunnel lay out before them, this one filled with brightly colored tiles. The Cave Goblins, who’d been thoroughly chastened by the angry Hobs, looked around warily, and then pointed. 
 
    “Follow steps! No step wrong one or boom!” 
 
    They waved their hands then danced out onto the tiles, choosing their next step seemingly at random. There was no pattern to their steps, but the Hobs followed the Cave Goblins precisely. That was the first corridor down. After that, the Hobs found themselves standing in an intersection between four tunnels. A fountain of water sprayed upwards, the sides bearing faded engravings in the marble. The Hobs stayed far away from the fountain, but the Cave Goblins rushed forwards. They laughed at the Hobs. 
 
    “No trap! Just water! Drink!” 
 
    They offered some to the Hobs. However, the Hobgoblins refused to drink. They were in battle mode and water would slow them down. Plus, if there was one thing Liscor didn’t lack at the moment, it was drinking water. 
 
    “Where are the Raskghar? Do you know?” 
 
    Numbtongue asked the Cave Goblin the same question the adventurers had. The Cave Goblins shook their heads. 
 
    “Chieftain move camp! Always move. But know where camp was yesterday! And maybe where camp might be. Check many spots. If Goblin lost, must check. Probably die.” 
 
    The Hobs nodded grimly. That was what they’d expected. Headscratcher checked his sword. It was sharp. And it gleamed. He ran his finger down the blade and cut himself. Headscratcher admired his reflection in the blade and then found some dirt. He began to scrub it into the mirror polish and the other Hobs did the same. Dirty swords looked less wonderful, but they wouldn’t reflect light nearly so well. He nodded to the Cave Goblins. 
 
    “You take us to Raskghar. Keep silent if see. We want to see Chieftain. And Gnolls. And uh, pointy-eared Human with bone hand.” 
 
    The Cave Goblins nodded eagerly. They set off, taking the tunnel across from them. The Hobs followed, spreading out into a formation. Headscratcher and Shorthilt in front, Badarrow in the middle, and Numbtongue and Rabbiteater in the rear. They looked in every direction for monsters, trusting the Cave Goblins to look for traps. 
 
    They found the first monster band twenty paces in. The Hobs froze. The Cave Goblins kept moving. The giant maggot oozed forwards. Headscratcher hissed. 
 
    “Stop! Monster!” 
 
    The Cave Goblins froze in terror. The maggot raised its front. It was three times as big as Headscratcher and the trail it left looked caustic, some kind of rust-orange ooze. Headscratcher urgently motioned the Cave Goblins back. 
 
    “Monster? Where?” 
 
    “There!” 
 
    Headscratcher pointed. The Cave Goblins stared blankly at the maggot. They couldn’t see it. They could see the trail it left. 
 
    “More invisible monsters? Hobs see? Lucky! Walk through dungeon is sudden-death sometimes!” 
 
    The Cave Goblins stared at the Hobs in awe. The Redfangs looked at each other. They stared at the maggot. It could clearly hear, but either it was blind or it couldn’t see the Goblins either. Any of them. The Goblins stared as it oozed past them and made way. The maggot navigated past them. Badarrow raised his bow, but Headscratcher shook his head. Slowly, the Goblins moved on. 
 
    They encountered a pair of Children next. The two little white monsters didn’t look like the children of Humans or Drakes when no one was around. They bared their teeth and sniffed the air as the Goblins sidled past them, but again, didn’t seem to see the Goblins. The group of eight Goblins marched around a corridor and ran into a Face-Eater Moth eating something dead. 
 
    This time, both groups saw each other. The Cave Goblins screamed and the Redfangs charged with a roar. The Face-Eater Moth reared up and Badarrow shot it through the mouth. Shorthilt whirled his blade and cut off two legs. Rabbiteater stabbed into the moth’s abdomen together with Numbtongue. Headscratcher roared and gave into the rage. When the rage’s veil of mist cleared from his eyes he was standing over the dead moth. Someone—him—had ripped its head clean off. 
 
    Headscratcher looked around. The other Goblins were standing far back, staring at him. The Cave Goblins’ mouths were open. Headscratcher stood up and realized he had blood all over him. The moth’s, not his. Numbtongue frowned. 
 
    “[Berserker]. Too much crazy. Don’t do that unless it’s important.” 
 
    Headscratcher nodded. He stared at the moth’s corpse. 
 
    “What did I…do?” 
 
    Numbtongue eyed him. 
 
    “You ripped its head off. After stabbing it many times. And then you hit the dead body for a minute.” 
 
    He pointed to Headscratcher’s hands. The Hob looked down and saw gore on his hands. He bent and wiped his hands on the dead moth. Then he straightened. 
 
    “We saw that. And little Goblins saw.” 
 
    The other Redfangs nodded. They looked at the Cave Goblins who nodded furiously. They’d all seen it. Headscratcher frowned and stayed true to his name by scratching his head. Curious. One of the little Cave Goblins glanced around. 
 
    “Noise is bad-bad! More things come. Invisible and others. We go?” 
 
    The Hobs nodded. They vacated the spot as fast as they could. True to the Cave Goblin’s words, they passed a group of monsters already scenting the violence. The maggot and two of its friends. They didn’t see the Cave Goblins. Nor did the next group of monsters. Or the next. 
 
    The Hobs quickly realized there was something to the invisible monsters theory. It wasn’t that all the monsters were invisible to each other. There were times when the Hobs and Cave Goblins clearly saw monsters. In those moments they would retreat or, if it came to it, fought. But at least sixty percent of the monsters were mutually invisible to each other. 
 
    That didn’t mean they weren’t aware of their presence. The Hobs saw an incredible battle between a group of Shield Spiders and a Face-Eater Moth that had run into each other. Both sides clawed the air and lunged at each other—clearly not able to see the others, but aware that something was attacking them. In the end, both groups retreated, warily lashing out at the air. And from the way the Cave Goblins moved—slowly, one of them waving a stick ahead of the others—they were also aware of the danger. 
 
    But why were they invisible? The Hobs had no answers. They understood why they were invisible with the Goblins, though. They were all Goblins. True, the Cave Goblins weren’t Hobs, but they were all the same species. Apparently that counted. And it meant the Hobs could do what the adventurers could not. 
 
    At the same time the Gold-ranks were pulling out of the dungeon, the Hobs were traversing tunnel after tunnel. Thanks to the Cave Goblins, they knew where most of the traps were, and the Goblins were very careful not to go down tunnels they didn’t know like the back of their claws. 
 
    The Hobs stared at a tunnel made of earth where strange flowers grew out of the ceiling and ground, a bright, almost antiseptic room full of white tiles that the Cave Goblins refused to go near, and through empty rooms and others which had clearly been designed for some purpose before they had been destroyed. 
 
    It was these rooms the Cave Goblins led the Hobs to, again and again. The dungeon was vast, but over the countless years since it had been built, some of the trap rooms had lost their lethality. Other rooms had never been trapped at all, and it was there that the Raskghar, Cave Goblins, and other monsters made their lairs. Unfortunately, none of the rooms the Cave Goblins checked were where the Raskghar had made their camps. 
 
    There were signs of their passage. In one large room which was slanted at a steep, almost thirty-degree slant, the Goblins saw the remains of campfires and bone fragments. And poo. They sniffed at the dried excrement and wrinkled their noses, but it was too old to offer any clues. The Cave Goblins led them on, pointing out dangerous places, places that the Raskghar had tried to rob of treasure and failed again and again, safe spots— 
 
    The Redfangs tried to memorize all the spots, but even their memories began to fail. Despite themselves, they were impressed. The Cave Goblins might not have many Goblin qualities, but they had adapted for life in the dungeon by memorizing all the dangers around them. And they were legion. It was easy to see that the Cave Goblins and Raskghar could live in the dungeon by preying on weaker monsters and avoiding the strong ones—with a bit of luck that they didn’t run into invisible monsters—but if there was one thing they weren’t prepared for, it was the adventurers. 
 
    The Goblins heard the sounds of battle as they approached the dungeon’s water entrance. The thump of impacts, shouts, ringing steel—and then a roar of crackling fire all broke the silence of the dungeon. The Hobs winced every time they heard a shout. Not for their sakes, but because they clearly saw what effect the noise had. 
 
    The monsters heard the sound. And like Face-Eater Moths drawn to an unbitten face, they swarmed towards the adventurer’s locations, searching for prey. The Hobs saw roving monster packs streaming down the corridors, sometimes running into each other and doing battle, but often running into adventurers first. 
 
    The dungeon was a huge ecosystem. And the adventurers, as a totally foreign presence had managed to unite all the monsters against them. The Hobs on the other hand were largely unnoticed. And eventually that paid off for them. They encountered the first Raskghar group two hours into their hunt. 
 
    “Stop!” 
 
    Badarrow hissed at the others. The Goblins flattened themselves against the walls and Shorthilt peeked around the corridor. He saw a group of four Raskghar following six Cave Goblins. This group was heading down a corridor, and by the looks of things, they were hunting for food. The Raskghar were making four of the Cave Goblins carry a dead rat-thing twice as large as a fox, and two more Goblins were scouting the way with sticks. It looked like the Raskghar were using the Goblins as guides. 
 
    “Avoid?” 
 
    Rabbiteater’s cloak swirled as he knelt with the others. Shorthilt scratched his jaw, thinking. There were only four Raskghar and the Cave Goblins might know where their camp was. He looked at Headscratcher. The Hob bared his teeth as he stared at the Raskghar. The bestial creatures were striding along, at ease. 
 
    They growled at each other, grinning, perhaps communicating in their language. They weren’t carrying the dead rat-thing, though the Cave Goblins were staggering under the weight. One of the scouts slowed as it inspected a tile and the Raskghar kicked it savagely. The Cave Goblin scuttled forwards, keening softly. Headscratcher’s heart beat harder in his chest. He bared his teeth and saw the other Redfangs were doing the same. 
 
    The ambush was textbook. Or it would be if the Goblins used textbooks. The Raskghar were moving behind the Cave Goblins, relaxed, sniffing the air but not worried. They weren’t near the distant fighting with the adventurers. They did pause as they rounded an intersection and one of them raised a hand. The Raskghar in front sniffed the air as it picked up a foreign scent, but then it relaxed. It smelled only Goblins. It sauntered forwards, bow in hand, and then saw something flash. 
 
    Badarrow’s arrow struck it in the head. The Raskghar dropped. The other three Raskghar jerked backwards. They saw a group of four Goblins charge them. Only, they weren’t normal Goblins. These ones were tall, muscled, and they had sw— 
 
    The Raskghar never had a chance. The Redfangs ran them through in moments, sending the bestial creatures tumbling to the ground. The superior intelligence, speed, and strength of the Raskghar didn’t matter to the Hobs with surprise on their side. The harder trick was keeping the Cave Goblins from fleeing in every direction. 
 
    The little Goblins panicked and screamed when they saw the unfamiliar Hobs kill their masters. They would have fled, but the three smaller Cave Goblins called out and reassured the terrified six other Goblins that the Hobs were, in fact, Goblins. And best of all, they didn’t hit or kill Cave Goblins for fun! 
 
    It took a few minutes for the Redfangs to explain what they wanted. The wary Cave Goblins shook their heads when they were asked for the main camp. To the Redfang’s dismay, they learned that this particular group had come from one of the smaller camps of Raskghar. They hadn’t been to the main camp. But they did know where their camp was. The Redfangs brightened and immediately told the Cave Goblins to lead them there. 
 
    Then they were fourteen. The Redfangs hurried down the tunnel, following the route the Raskghar had intended to take. The rat-thing lay abandoned with the Raskghar corpses. After a while it got up and began to eat the Raskghar, but by that time the Cave Goblins and Hobs were gone. They turned left, went straight, went through two rooms, and then saw the camp. 
 
    There were two dozen Raskghar here. Instantly, Badarrow drew back and signaled that there was no way the Redfangs would be able to take the camp. Headscratcher and the others nodded, but they stopped to stare at the Raskghar camp from the shadows. If they couldn’t fight, they could at least know their enemy. What they saw made their blood boil. 
 
    This camp of Raskghar was small. Barely more than an outpost. But despite having only two dozen Raskghar, there were at least fifty Goblins assigned to the camp. That made sense; the Redfangs had speculated that there had to be countless Goblins in the dungeon. But these Goblins— 
 
    Oh, it was cruel. The Raskghar were lounging about, secure in their camp which was being watched by Cave Goblin sentries. For fun, they’d tied up a small Cave Goblin and were taking turns throwing rocks at it. They aimed at its head and groin as it screamed and flinched. The Raskghar threw the stones with bone-breaking force. And worse—Shorthilt pointed to a limp body and the other Hobs drew in breath. 
 
    They were eating the Cave Goblins. A half-consumed corpse lay at the Raskghar’s feet. The beasts laughed and battered the dying Cave Goblin with stones. They beckoned and another Cave Goblin came forwards dully. The Redfangs waited for the Goblin to run or fight, but it let the Raskghar tie it to another stick. 
 
    Slaves. The Hobs had heard of the word, but they had thought it was a Human thing. They could never have imagined something like this. The Cave Goblins weren’t just defeated. They seemed to believe the Raskghar were their version of—of Hobs. They leapt to obey the Raskghar and cringed as the beast-people ordered them about. But what a travesty. A Hobgoblin would never do something like this. The Redfangs knew it. Never. If a Hob had done this in their tribe, Garen would have cut his head off. If Grunter had ever been like this— 
 
    Two dozen Raskghar. And the camp definitely contained no Gnolls. There was no point in assaulting it. It was far too dangerous. The Redfangs had a mission. A sacred one, entrusted to them by Erin herself. They couldn’t risk their lives. And yet—they stared as the second Cave Goblin flinched and the Raskghar began hurling stones at him. 
 
    Headscratcher felt a hand on his shoulder. Badarrow was gripping him, telling him with his eyes what had to be done. Headscratcher bit his lip so hard he felt his teeth meeting, but he nodded. He turned—and the Cave Goblins were staring at them. 
 
    Nine of them. They stood together, looking at the Hobs. Looking at the Redfang Warriors, and at the Raskghar. Looking between the two. There was no judgment in their eyes. They were Goblins. They understood how Goblins thought. But when they looked at the Hobs, there was hope in the depths of their gaze. They looked at the Hobs, giants, a new kind of Goblin. A Goblin who did not fear the Raskghar. Who spoke of Goblins leading Goblins. Who claimed a tribe, spoke a name. 
 
    Redfang. 
 
    Headscratcher looked at Numbtongue. Numbtongue closed his eyes and lifted his guitar. He checked it and glanced at Badarrow. The Hob reached for the bell. Shorthilt grimaced, but only for a second. He lifted his sword. The Hobs looked at each other, and then at Rabbiteater. 
 
    The Cave Goblins stared at Rabbiteater. Blood had fallen on his cloak from an earlier skirmish, and now it swirled, liquid crimson hanging from his shoulders. Rabbiteater straightened. He looked around, and then turned to the Raskghar. The cloak swirled around him as he looked at his fellows. They nodded. 
 
    Rabbiteater smiled. He turned to the watching Cave Goblins and gave them a thumbs-up. Then, as the other Hobs moved back, he strode forwards. 
 
      
 
    —— 
 
      
 
    The Raskghar were enjoying their target practice game. It was unclear whether they enjoyed hearing the Goblin scream or the challenge of placing their shots more. They didn’t pay attention to the smell of more Goblins in the air. Yes, they smelled different, but Goblins were Goblins. They were relaxed, indolent, confident that they were unchallengeable while the moon gave them power. 
 
    They heard the guitar scream and whirled. They didn’t see the origin of the music, but they saw the Hob. He stood in the light, a crimson cloak swirling around his shoulders. The Cave Goblins scurrying about the room turned and stared. 
 
    Rabbiteater drew his sword and struck a pose. He grinned as the guitar sang. Two dozen Raskghar stared at him. Rabbiteater beckoned with his sword. In his other hand he grabbed his cloak and whirled it. The Raskghar stared at him and then scrambled for their weapons. They grabbed them and rose, laughing, and saw the second Goblin appear over Rabbiteater’s shoulder. 
 
    Badarrow lifted the cursed bell and carefully took aim. He’d tied the bell to the tip of his arrow. The arrow sagged, but the Goblin was more concerned with keeping it from ringing. He drew the arrow back and gripped the bell’s clapper tightly before letting it fly. 
 
    The Raskghar dodged as the arrow flew towards them. The curve was bad and the bell weighed it down. It landed harmlessly and clanged off the ground. 
 
    The sound screamed through the air. The Cave Goblins screamed and fell to the ground, writhing, their ears bleeding. The effect on the Raskghar was even worse. They howled and half dropped their weapons. The other half screamed and tried to charge. Rabbiteater pointed his sword. He charged as Headscratcher and Shorthilt roared, sprinting out of the darkness. 
 
    “Redfang!” 
 
    The three howled as they charged, three versus twenty six. From his position behind them, Badarrow loosed arrows as fast as he could draw them. Raskghar fell, arrows sprouting from their eyes and throats. 
 
    The Cave Goblins scrambled up. Ears still bleeding, they fled backwards. They were supposed to defend their masters, but these strange attackers looked just like them! They saw Headscratcher charge the largest Raskghar. It was shaking its head, but it had recovered from the bell. It roared as Headscratcher lunged at it. The Hob’s blade pierced the monster’s shoulder, but the Raskghar knocked Headscratcher’s arm aside with a stone club. It brought the club down and Headscratcher caught the not-Gnoll’s arm. 
 
    The Hob’s arms trembled as the bestial warrior bore down on him. It was taller than Headscratcher by a head, and larger too. The Cave Goblins cringed, expecting the Hob to buckle. The Raskghar was biting at him as it tried to crush him. The Goblins saw Headscratcher’s legs buckle, then the Goblin’s eyes flamed a deeper red. He howled and the Raskghar’s club began to move back. Alarmed, the monster tried to pivot. Headscratcher turned, and, with one hand, threw the Raskghar across the room. 
 
    Over three hundred pounds of Raskghar went flying. It crashed into the cooking fire and screamed. Headscratcher turned and brought his sword down on another warrior, splitting its head open. Next to him, Shorthilt’s sword flashed. He chopped at a Raskghar who tried to block with a buckler, his sword went through the enemy’s shield and the bewildered Raskghar stared at the bloody stain in his chest. Shorthilt turned and slashed. His blade was sharp. The Cave Goblins watched as he dueled two Raskghar at once, seamlessly shifting between attacking and parrying attacks. 
 
    It was four. No, five. Every eye turned as the Goblin playing the guitar strode into the room. Numbtongue’s guitar crackled with lightning as he played. The music was fierce and the sound of it made the air crack. Numbtongue’s voice was loud as he sang. 
 
      
 
    “Goblins walk, here, beneath this sorry rock! 
 
    Redfang warriors all, to serve an [Innkeeper]’s call! 
 
    You monsters who hunt, we fear you not. 
 
    We are here, and we died long ago. 
 
    This dungeon is a fine death, this trap in which you are caught— 
 
    Will be your end. Now fight! You craven vermin. 
 
    Rot.” 
 
      
 
    The sound was more than just music. It seemed to inspire. Headscratcher, Shorthilt, and Rabbiteater moved faster, struck harder. The Raskghar hated the sound. Two charged Numbtongue. Shorthilt whirled and called a warning. Numbtongue hadn’t unsheathed his blade! The Hob turned to face the two of the not-Gnolls. He shifted his grip, grabbed the guitar in both hands and swung. 
 
    Lightning flashed. The Cave Goblins shielded their eyes and cried out. There was a musical twang and one of the Raskghar stumbled back, crying out. Its fur was singed and Numbtongue assailed the second with his guitar as the strings flashed with lightning. The Goblins watched, open-mouthed, as Numbtongue charged with a scream, guitar in one hand, sword in the other. 
 
    Five Hobs fought. Badarrow kept shooting as the dazed Raskghar struggled to surround the Hobs. Headscratcher and Shorthilt joined Numbtongue and fought with backs to each other. But it was Rabbiteater who attracted every eye. He leapt onto a makeshift table, blood cloak flying around him and hacked at the bestial warriors as they tried to drag him down. His magical cloak absorbed their furious blows, the blood splashing in the eyes of those who struck the liquid cloth. Rabbiteater shouted as he fought. 
 
    “Redfang!” 
 
    The cry was taken up by the other Goblins. They howled the word, and Numbtongue struck his guitar, thumping out a beat. 
 
    “Redfang!” 
 
    The Raskghar tried to swarm the Goblins. But they were deafened, and the Hobs fought together, using the terrain against the Raskghar. And there was the music. The beat of Numbtongue’s improvised drum echoed through the room. And while it gave the Redfangs heart, to the Raskghar it was a discordant sound, distracting, disconcerting. Numbtongue howled. 
 
    “Redfang! Fight! A Goblin’s pride! A warrior’s right! Redfang! Redfang!” 
 
    “Goblin!” 
 
    Headscratcher roared. He cleaved a Raskghar’s arm from the body and roared. A Raskghar seized him—he broke its grip and head-butted the Raskghar until its face was a bloody mess. 
 
    Shorthilt’s blade was never sharper. He swung the steel and cut through bone and wood as if it were cloth. He whirled and saw another of Badarrow’s arrows take down another Raskghar. None of them had come close to the [Archer]—he coolly drew another arrow and loosed it, downing a charging Raskghar with an arrow to the groin. 
 
    Rabbiteater swirled his cloak, his bloody sword spattering blood. He whirled for enemies on his left, looked for them on his right, and then turned all the way around. It was a moment before the thunder in his ears cleared and he realized all the Raskghar were down. 
 
    They’d won. The Cave Goblins stared at the five Goblins as they stood, bloodied, injured, but victorious. They stared at the fallen Raskghar, some still gasping for life. The Raskghar, at the height of their power during the full moons. But the Hobs were triumphant. One raised his sword, the red cloak hanging from his shoulders. The [Archer] walked forwards and the five looked around. 
 
    In that moment, they looked like giants to the Cave Goblins. Taller than anything. Stronger than anything. Beautiful and wonderful. Undefeatable. 
 
    Heroes. Goblin heroes. The Cave Goblins crept forwards, staring up at the Hobs. They flinched fearfully as the Goblin in the crimson cape turned, but his smile was warm. The Goblins flocked to him, stepping over the dying Raskghar. 
 
    And then there were dozens. 
 
      
 
    —— 
 
      
 
    Above, in the cave. Erin stared around. The sixty-odd Cave Goblins stared at her. She looked from face to face and recognized one. 
 
    “Pebblesnatch, right?” 
 
    The little Goblin jumped and tried to hide behind the others, who immediately abandoned her. She stared at Erin, clearly wary. Erin wondered why the Redfangs hadn’t taken her with them. Maybe because she was too young? Or she didn’t know the way as well as the others? 
 
    It was hard to tell how old any of the Goblins were. They were all small. Although, Erin noted that some were clearly more adult than Rags. She stared from face to face and felt—conflicted. 
 
    “The Redfang Warriors—the Hobs—are going into the dungeon. To fight the Raskghar. They’ll be back. You don’t go anywhere, understand?” 
 
    The Cave Goblin stared at Erin. She detected not a flicker of comprehension in their eyes. Not a bit of trust, either. Erin’s jaw clenched. She realized she was making fists at her side. She unclenched her hands—with effort. 
 
    It was hard. Very hard. Erin had preached understanding the Goblins, but the memory of finding Lyonette lying on the floor and shouting for Mrsha was fresh in her mind. And Ceria—she knew the Goblins weren’t the ones who’d ordered the kidnapping. That was Calruz. How could he? 
 
    But the Cave Goblins were part of it. And yet, they were slaves. Tools for the Raskghar. Erin knew that, but right now wasn’t the time her brain wanted to be reasonable. She was angry. She’d put all her hopes in the Redfang Warriors and the Gold-rank adventurers finding Mrsha and Ceria. But all these Goblins— 
 
    “Drassi.” 
 
    The Drake jumped. She was staring at the Goblins, wringing her claws together. Erin looked at her. 
 
    “Uh—yes Erin? What are we supposed to do? I mean, with them?” 
 
    Erin studied the Goblins. Having them run away would be a decidedly bad thing. She gritted her teeth and thought. 
 
    “I guess we’ve got to keep them here.” 
 
    The Goblins shifted uneasily at that. Drassi looked uneasy too. 
 
    “Keep them here? How?” 
 
    “I don’t know. Feed them? Make them sit around until the Hobs get back? I’ll think of something. I need you to go into Liscor. Or Celum. Grab more food. This is a lot of Goblins and I gave the Redfangs almost all of our ingredients. We’ll have adventurers in the inn tonight—I need to cook.” 
 
    The Drake hesitated. 
 
    “But Selys said—” 
 
    She wavered as Erin looked at her. The [Innkeeper] folded her arms. 
 
    “I’m not going into the dungeon. You saw what my crazy plan was. I’ll be right here. Keeping an eye on the Goblins. But I need you to get food. Lyonette’s in no condition. And I am paying you.” 
 
    “Yeah, but—” 
 
    Drassi’s mouth shut as Erin stared pointedly at her. She looked around, but there was nothing for it. 
 
    “Right. I can go shopping. Uh, I’ll take coin out of the money stash. Okay?” 
 
    “Yup.” 
 
    The Drake backed away towards the door. The Goblins were staring at her and Erin. Drassi knew that Erin was friendly to the Goblins, but seeing so many still made her…nervous. Even after hearing Erin’s chess analogy. 
 
    “You’re sure you don’t want me to get someone to um, come through? Like a Silver-rank? Or a team, maybe?” 
 
    “Then they will run. Go on. I’ll be here.” 
 
    Erin practically shoved Drassi out the door. She waited until the magical door had deactivated, leaving only the stone cave wall behind. Then Erin looked around. 
 
    The Cave Goblins stared at her. Erin folded her arms. She glanced around the cave, wrinkled her nose at the dead Dropclaw Bats, and then walked over to the entrance to the cave. She stood in front of it, and eyed the Goblins. 
 
    “Well? Your move.” 
 
    The Goblins looked at each other. They shifted. Some began edging for the entrance to the dungeon. Instantly, Erin strode towards them. They froze and then ran out of the way. 
 
    “Oh no you don’t. You’re staying here. Here! Understand?” 
 
    Erin raised a threatening fist. The Goblins flinched back, but a few began to glance surreptitiously at one another behind Erin’s back. They were all feeling the same thing. 
 
    Certainty was gone. The reassuring presence of the Hobs had vanished, leaving the Cave Goblins aware of how alone they were. And how furious the Raskghar would be if they found them. Suddenly, all that had happened, being taken prisoner, and then following the Hobs—felt like madness. What were they doing? They had to return to their tribe. Their Chieftain would kill them if they didn’t return. They looked at each other, hearts suddenly pounding, and stared at the Human. A Human female. An enemy. 
 
    Erin was breathing hard. She was trying not to be angry, but she couldn’t help it. It wasn’t the Goblins’ fault! But this lot had been part of the attack on her inn! They’d helped the Raskghar! How could they? How could— 
 
    Something made a gurgling sound. Erin looked around sharply. Which Goblin had made that sound? She couldn’t tell. She could sense the Goblins moving around her. Not in response to her, but in a coordinated fashion. Erin felt a tingle on the back of her neck and turned. A Goblin was staring at her. She heard an alarm sound in her head. 
 
    [Dangersense]. Suddenly, Erin didn’t feel so safe. She glanced towards the door and realized she’d made a mistake. Drassi had closed the door! Of course she had—she’d gone to Celum or Liscor and she had to change destinations. Erin was cut off until she got back. 
 
    Well, that was fine. Erin’s teeth gritted together. Her anger was like a red hot piece of metal in her chest. If the Goblins wanted to play rough, she could be a big angry Hob too. She kept turning, making the Goblins scatter. But they were moving deliberately now. And she couldn’t keep an eye on all of them— 
 
    Erin heard a sound. A louder gurgle. She looked around, dropped her guard for an instant. One of the Goblins jumped forwards, a small, rusted knife in hand. She turned around and clocked him so fast the Goblin was still shouting as he tumbled over into an unconscious heap. The other Goblins leapt back and Erin whirled, fists raised. 
 
    “Anyone else?” 
 
    The Goblins backed up, hands raised. But they stared at her. Erin glared from face to face. She wanted to hit them. Of course she did! Was it easy being nice to people all the time? No! Did she sometimes think that Goblins were dangerous? Of course! She waited for the next attack. Next time she’d use [Minotaur Punch], teach them a lesson. Next time— 
 
    One of the Goblins moved. Erin whirled. 
 
    “[Minotaur—]” 
 
    Pebblesnatch froze and cowered. She dropped her outstretched hand and dropped into a ball on the ground, covering her head. Erin stopped her fist. She stared at the Goblin. Pebblesnatch quaked on the ground, clearly ready to be hit. She’d dropped something. 
 
    A potato. She’d been offering it to Erin. The [Innkeeper] stared at her. Then at the potato. She heard the same sound and realized what it was. 
 
    Her stomach. It was growling as loud as Erin had ever heard. She looked down and realized she hadn’t eaten in…well, at least nine hours. She stared at Pebblesnatch and realized she was hungry. And tired. And stressed. And afraid. And— 
 
    And Pebblesnatch was shivering. Shaking. She looked up at Erin, fear in her eyes. Fear from Erin. But at the same time, there was something else. Trust. Maybe the Goblin understood that Erin had been the one who saved her. Maybe she’d just seen Erin talking with the Hobs and associated the two. But something had made her reach out and offer Erin a potato. 
 
    The young woman stared down at the Goblin. Pebblesnatch was very small. And very skinny. She couldn’t have been eating anything good in the dungeon. And the Hobs had been just as thin when she’d first met them. She’d fed them feasts and they were only now looking properly healthy. And here she was, beating the Goblins up. Just like a good adventurer. 
 
    Or Raskghar. 
 
    Suddenly, Erin felt like a fool. She looked down at Pebblesnatch. The little Goblin looked up fearfully at her. She cowered as Erin knelt. 
 
    “No, don’t be scared. I’m sorry. I shouldn’t have—look, I’m not going to hit you. I thought you were going to stab me. Thank you for the potato. I’d eat it, but it’s raw, see?” 
 
    Pebblesnatch looked up with wide eyes. She saw Erin kneel, and then a smile appeared on Erin’s face. The Cave Goblins stopped tensing and paused. They’d never seen a Human smile at them before. Most hadn’t seen Humans until now, except as skeletons, really. They saw Erin Solstice bend down and offer her hands to Pebblesnatch. The Goblin crept closer, and then squeaked as Erin lifted her up. She froze in terror, but Erin only smiled. 
 
    “You’re light. And you’re just a kid. I’m not going to hurt you. And I like potatoes. Do you?” 
 
    The Goblin stared at Erin. She didn’t answer, but her stomach did. Erin heard a rumble and laughed. Again, the Goblins froze. But this time in curiosity. 
 
    “You’re hungry too! I bet you didn’t have any food. I was sending breakfast with Numbtongue and Rabbiteater until—why don’t we fix that? If I eat something I’m sure I won’t feel like hitting everything.” 
 
    She turned and paused. 
 
    “Ah, damn. The door’s gone. Well…poop.” 
 
    Erin looked around, frowning. Then she stared at the firewood piled up. The Cave Goblins had neatly arranged her supplies next to the firewood that Headscratcher had obtained. It bothered her a bit that they’d piled up the Dropclaw Bats as rations as well—right next to the salt—but it struck her with an idea. She stared down at Pebblesnatch, who was experimentally feeling Erin’s arms. 
 
    “Hey, can you make a fire? I suck at making fires. But I’m a great cook. What say you and I make something?” 
 
    The Goblin stared at Erin. She didn’t respond, but this time she hopped out of Erin’s arms. She scampered over to the wood pile and selected a log. Then some dry bark, a few dried leaves—and then she ran over to another Goblin. She argued with the Goblin as Erin watched, and then came back with a rock. She showed it to Erin. 
 
    “Ooh. Is that flint? Mind starting a fire?” 
 
    Erin smiled as Pebblesnatch nodded eagerly. She watched the Goblin run over to the fire and begin smacking the rocks and creating sparks. Erin still felt—well, she felt shaky and irritable with hunger, but now she knew that was part of what she was feeling. And with that knowledge came a bit of clarity. Erin looked around, pricked again by her [Dangersense]. 
 
    The Goblins were still spaced out around the cave. And a group of them had been sneaking up on Erin’s back. Several had sharp rocks and rusty weapons in their claws. Erin looked at them and they guiltily hid them behind their backs. 
 
    “Try to stab me and I’ll hit you. Don’t stab me and I’ll feed you. Okay? Give me ten—five minutes.” 
 
    The Goblins hesitated. But Erin was suddenly confident, and her confidence made them rethink rushing her. The unconscious Goblin at Erin’s feet also added a bit of uncertainty to the mix. They drew back as Erin walked over to the fire. 
 
    “Close.” 
 
    Erin muttered to herself, feeling her skin prickle. She kept a smile on her face, but she watched her back. The Goblins still might try and get her. They were—well, they weren’t saints. They were people. And people attacked when they thought they were in danger. If she’d struck Pebblesnatch or began banging heads together, they might have swarmed her. 
 
    A crackle and light caught Erin’s eye. Pebblesnatch had started the fire! The Goblin pushed twigs and dried pieces of wood towards the blaze and soon she had a fire going. Erin nodded approvingly as Pebblesnatch looked up. 
 
    “My turn. Pass me that pan, would you? And the oil? And the salt. And a knife. Watch this. You’re going to be impressed.” 
 
    The Cave Goblins watched as Pebblesnatch ran about, doing what Erin said. She had a way about her. An aura that made them hesitate. Slowly, more and more put down their rocks. When they saw what Erin was doing, even more laid down their weapons. 
 
    She was making food. First, Erin peeled the potato. She let Pebblesnatch greedily eat the skin, and then flicked thin slices of potato into the pan. She poured oil onto the cast-iron surface, a generous amount, and then held the pan over the fire. Erin added salt, again, a good pinch, and soon had the oil bubbling and spattering. Pebblesnatch scrambled back, yelping as hot oil got on her cheek. 
 
    “Watch out! Hot stuff! Hey, I need a fork!” 
 
    Erin flipped a potato slice. The sizzle as it landed made all the Goblins look up and realize how hungry they were. Erin looked around. 
 
    “Forks and a plate. Well?” 
 
    There was a moment, just a moment in which they contemplated rushing Erin. The orders of their Chieftain, the authority of the Raskghar still had sway over them. Two tried it. Erin flicked hot oil into their eyes and the screaming Goblins writhed on the ground. 
 
    “Hope that didn’t blind you. But I am not playing games. Never mess with a chef and hot oil. Plates! Forks! My potatoes are already crispy!” 
 
    Goblins rushed to do her bidding. Erin slid the fried potatoes onto a plate. She bit one slice and nodded. 
 
    “Oily. Salty! I wouldn’t serve this at my inn, but it tastes great here. Here, have some.” 
 
    She offered one to Pebblesnatch. The Goblin took it, nearly dropped the hot slice, and bit into it. Her eyes went round. 
 
    It was possible the Cave Goblins had never learned to fry food. Cook, yes, but oil was probably rare in the dungeon where the only place they could extract it was from dead things. And Erin bet that Raskghar and Cave Goblins ate their food raw. The Goblins crowded around her plate, snatching at the fried potatoes. Soon it was gone. The others groaned and fought the ones who were eating. 
 
    “Stop that! I’ll make more!” 
 
    The Goblins stared at Erin in awe. She smiled. 
 
    “I brought a bag full of potatoes. There’s food for all. And if you’re nice, I’ll feed you all. No one will go hungry here, understand? If you’re good. I won’t hurt you if you don’t try to hurt me. And I have more food. We can make bread—and I’ve got veggies! I bet we can even make something out of those disgusting bats. I make a great fried bee, after all.” 
 
    The Cave Goblins looked at Erin in awe. She took a potato that Pebblesnatch eagerly brought her and expertly peeled it. 
 
    “Food. Is good. Food makes people feel better. I can’t save Mrsha or Ceria. I can’t fight Raskghar. But I bet I can feed you. And I just bet you’ll stay for that. What do you say?” 
 
    Erin smiled. She tossed the potatoes into the pan and the smell filled the cave. She gestured, and Pebblesnatch brought over some veggies and a bit of dried meat. Erin tossed it all together and stirred the pan with her fork. 
 
    “There’s more pans and more food. And hey, we have more wood over there. I bet we can make three fires at once and not smoke ourselves out. Or cook outside. Wait—it’s raining. Nevermind. Hey, you. Want to learn how to cook a stir fry?” 
 
    She offered the pan to a female Goblin. The Goblin jerked back, but then, slowly, took the pan. Erin helped her lift it. 
 
    “That’s right. Not too hot. Say, can we make a little stove to hold the pan? And I’ll show you how to bread fish. I think I saw a dead one lying over there. Are you with me?” 
 
    Erin Solstice looked around. Her smile was expectant. Her voice was soothing. The Cave Goblins couldn’t remember hearing a voice like that in…they looked at each other. They looked at Erin and thought. They thought about how the Hobs had clustered around her, waited for her. They looked at her hands, at the three groaning Goblins. 
 
    Strong. A leader. And then the Cave Goblins closed their eyes. They smelled something new. Something alien to the dungeon and the blood. They looked around the cave. At the magic door. Her magic. And then they looked at each other. 
 
    The Cave Goblins didn’t speak. Goblins didn’t usually need to speak. But they broke into groups. Some went to build more fires. Others grabbed pans, a few more cooking knives. A few disappeared into the dungeon. The rest followed Erin, watching. Learning. And perhaps—trusting. 
 
      
 
    —— 
 
      
 
    Drassi hurried into Erin’s inn, closed the door, and began fiddling with it. She nearly dropped the mana stone for Liscor. 
 
    “Hurry, hurry! Oh no, Selys is going to be so mad at me. But Erin will be fine. Yes? Yes! She told me she once scared away a bear by screaming at it. That’s got to work on Goblins, right?” 
 
    The Drake was so preoccupied with the door that she barely noticed the commotion in the inn behind her. Vuliel Drae was arguing with the remaining Silver-rank adventurers. 
 
    “What were we supposed to do? It was just our team! And did you see those skeleton things?” 
 
    “Never mind that! We didn’t do what they wanted! They’re all going into the dungeon! The Gold-ranks are going to kick our tails so far up our butts that—” 
 
    “Drassi.” 
 
    The Drake jumped. She looked around and saw Lyonette. 
 
    “Oh, hey Lyonette. Are you—” 
 
    Drassi bit her tongue. Anyone could see that Lyonette was not okay. The [Barmaid] looked like she hadn’t slept. She looked closer to undead than alive and tears had reddened her eyes. Lyonette stared at the door. 
 
    “What’s the red stone?” 
 
    Drassi’s claw closed guiltily over the mana stone. 
 
    “That? Uh, that’s—” 
 
    “Erin’s doing something, isn’t she? With the Goblins? I saw you leave this morning.” 
 
    Lyonette stared piercingly at Drassi. Her red eyes focused a bit. Drassi hesitated. 
 
    “Well—” 
 
    “Will it bring back Mrsha?” 
 
    Lyonette’s tone was urgent. Drassi hesitated. She never lied. Not even when it might help. Because truth was more powerful than lies. If you couldn’t believe in truth, what was the point? She shook her head. 
 
    “I don’t know. But I think it will help if anything can. Erin’s sent the Redfangs into the dungeon. They’re going to try and find Mrsha too.” 
 
    “Good.” 
 
    That was all Lyonette said. She swayed on her feet and then stared. Drassi was fumbling with the green stone for Liscor. 
 
    “What are you doing?” 
 
    “Going to Liscor. Erin wants food. She gave most of her ingredients to the Goblins, you see. I was going to go shopping—” 
 
    “I’ll go with you.” 
 
    “Oh, no. You should stay. I don’t think Erin would want you to leave the inn—” 
 
    Drassi glanced at another Drake who was watching Lyonette. Imissi was trying to wait tables and keep an eye on the [Barmaid]. Lyonette glared. 
 
    “I’m going.” 
 
    “But—” 
 
    “I’m going. You don’t know what to buy, anyways.” 
 
    That was true. Drassi had planned on peeking her head into Erin’s kitchen, but she never cooked so she had no idea what was needed. Helplessly, she threw up her claws. 
 
    “Okay, but we go and come back quick, alright? Erin’s waiting! Imissi! I‘m going with Lyonette! It’s okay! I think!” 
 
    The two went through the door to Liscor. It was wet. It was raining. Lyonette strode forwards, purposeful, Drassi lamely trying to make conversation. 
 
    “So…do you think you’ll sleep?” 
 
    “No.” 
 
    “I uh, I’m really—” 
 
    “Don’t.” 
 
    “Right.” 
 
    Even [Gossips] knew when to shut up. Drassi glanced about. Liscor was quiet. Of course it was. No one could be out and about, much less cheerful after the second Raskghar attack. She expected everyone would be indoors, especially the Gnolls. But to her surprise, that wasn’t the case. There was a gathering down Market Street. A large gathering. 
 
    An unhappy gathering. Gnolls and Drakes were gathered around, visibly upset. Some looked as red-eyed and as lost as Lyonette. Nearly eighty Gnolls had been kidnapped. And while Liscor was home to tens of thousands, Gnolls were a tight-knit community. Everyone was someone’s friend or relative. And the Drakes were no less worried. Their loved ones had died to the Raskghar. 
 
    Given all the strife, it wasn’t hard to see what was happening. The crowd stood in the rain, some under awnings, listening to a few loudmouths speak. Drassi didn’t like it. She was a [Gossip], but it had to be said, a principled one. She was no agitator and she recognized a bad rumor mill when she saw it. Her heart sank even further when she saw who was speaking at the center of the group, standing on his stall. 
 
    “—And the Watch said they would keep us safe! They said it after the moth attack and then after the Raskghar attacked us the first time! But did they? Where were they when the Raskghar were slaughtering us in the streets!?” 
 
    Lism, the Drake [Shopkeeper] who was one of the most vocal anti-Human Drakes in the city, shouted at the crowd. He wasn’t getting wild cheers, but the silence and the fact that no one was telling him to shut up was ominous. Lism pointed around the crowd. 
 
    “They failed us! You lost a loved one, Miss? Didn’t you? And you—err, no? What about you? Yes? Yes! Hah! The army came back and we’re still dying! Why? Because those Human-lovers are in charge! This all started when the Humans came! Mark my words—if we’d kicked out those damn adventurers, none of this would have happened!” 
 
    His angry shouting attracted some nods. Drassi frowned. This was bad. Lism had the crowd on his side. It wasn’t hard to see why. People were angry, afraid—and there wasn’t anyone speaking out against him. Drassi could see Krshia, who could normally blow the wind out of Lism’s sails any day of the week, standing at her stall, head bowed. Lism went on. 
 
    “The worst of them all is that Human! You know the one I’m talking about! Not only does she employ undead, she lets Goblins—the same Goblins who joined the Raskghar, mark you—work at her inn! How do we know she’s not responsible for this? Maybe it was some of her Goblins who told the Raskghar where and when to strike!” 
 
    “That’s not true!” 
 
    Lism turned and nearly fell off his wet stall. Lyonette strode forwards, face pale. She pointed a trembling finger at Lism. 
 
    “Don’t lie! Erin would never do that! She protected the city! She warned you all about the second Raskghar attack! If she hadn’t—” 
 
    “Oh yes? I see one of her workers is here! Aren’t you the same Human who destroyed half of Market Street? You stole from our shops! How dare you come to the city?” 
 
    Lism sneered down at Lyonette. The [Barmaid] couldn’t go paler, but she bit her lip. Lism pointed down at her, clearly happy to have a visible target. 
 
    “Sure, people say the [Innkeeper] helped, but did she really? Ask yourselves that! Why have all these problems started after she appeared? Maybe she’s not so helpful after all. Maybe she’s a Human spy. I heard that she met with Magnolia Reinhart. That Reinhart. What kind of [Innkeeper] meets with Human nobility? Why do we let her stay outside the city, anyways? Maybe we should do something about it.” 
 
    “Maybe you should shut up, Lism. Maybe that would be for the best, no?” 
 
    Krshia spoke up at last. Her voice was flat as she stared at Lism. The Drake locked gazes with Krshia. 
 
    “You’re friends with her, Silverfang. Afraid you’ll be tarred with her crimes?” 
 
    The Gnoll rumbled. Some of the Gnolls in the crowd growled, but far too few. Drassi would have normally expected every Gnoll to jump to Krshia’s defense. That they didn’t was bad, and Lism knew it. He folded his arms. 
 
    “Why is that Human here? Why are any of these Humans here? No—let’s not get ahead of ourselves. Why are those damn Goblins here? They’re enemies! Monsters! They killed Zel Shivertail!” 
 
    He’d been saving that for his trump card. The rumble that ran through the crowd was angry. Lism smiled. He opened his mouth to fan the flames. Lyonette looked around helplessly, and Krshia hunched over her stall, clearly searching for something to refute Lism. 
 
    And it was at this point that Drassi stood up. She couldn’t help it. She was a mediocre [Barmaid], a chatterbox, and yes, she spent too much money. But all that aside, she was a [Gossip] and Erin’s friend and employee. And if ever there was a moment for her, it was this. 
 
    “Excuse me? Excuse me! I’d like to say a few words!” 
 
    Every head turned at Drassi’s bright voice. She stood up on an empty stall. Lism blinked. 
 
    “Uh, what are you doing?” 
 
    Drassi waved at the crowd. She liked being the center of attention. 
 
    “I just want to clarify a few details! Hello Krshia. Lism. Is that you, Miss Fairfaw? Mister Zeil, what are you doing in the rain? Hello Tellis, oh, and you’ve brought your daughters with you!” 
 
    The Drake called names out in the crowd. The Gnolls and Drakes looked up at her. Drassi smiled. Lism was clearly unhappy about sharing the same head height. 
 
    “Get down from there! I’m trying to tell the people about the threat to our city! This is no place for one of that Human’s cronies to—” 
 
    “Excuse me, I’d just like to clarify a few details.” 
 
    Drassi interrupted Lism with years of practice. She smiled around and raised her voice, speaking as if she were chatting with each of the people here one-on-one. 
 
    “Point of fact. Erin did warn Olesm and Zevara about the second Raskghar attack. If she hadn’t, they would have taken the walls. I heard Olesm say that myself. In fact, I was there when she tried to raise the alarm. And she does employ Hobs at her inn. Hobs, not Cave Goblins. They helped fight the Raskghar off. In fact, they captured some of the Cave Goblins and made them talk. Without them, we wouldn’t know half of the things about the dungeon we know right now.” 
 
    “That’s—don’t confuse the issue! Those Goblins are a menace!” 
 
    Lism turned red as the audience stared at Drassi. The Drake calmly shook her head. 
 
    “No, they’re not. They’re quite nice, actually. I’ve been around the Goblins countless times and not once have they done anything dangerous. Did you know that one of them can play the guitar? Totally true. And Erin’s working just as hard to fix the problem as anyone else.” 
 
    “Ah, you say that, but do you have any proof?” 
 
    The [Shopkeeper] glared at Drassi. She sighed. 
 
    “How am I supposed to prove that? Wait—I could get Numbtongue to play his guitar, but he’s not here. I don’t have to prove anything, Lism. I’m telling the truth.” 
 
    “Hah! As if we’d believe someone hired by the Human—” 
 
    “You think I’d lie? Me?” 
 
    Drassi’s outraged voice made Lism hesitate. Drassi spread her arms. 
 
    “I don’t lie! Everyone knows it! I gossip, but I don’t make things up! Isn’t that right?” 
 
    The Drakes and Gnolls looked at each other uncertainly. It was true that Krshia was a known figure in the Gnoll community, and Lism was a loudmouth, but in her own way, Drassi was just as well-known. A Drake muttered to his friend. 
 
    “That’s true. Drassi never lies.” 
 
    A Gnoll nodded. 
 
    “Ever. She’s always honest, yes.” 
 
    “Wait, but she—” 
 
    Lism realized he was losing the crowd. He tried to shout, but Drassi talked over him. 
 
    “That’s right! And I’ve been at Erin’s inn! I’ve seen everything and let me tell you—what’s happening is totally different! Let me tell you—wow, where do I begin? Okay, it started with the Raskghar attack—which Erin did not cause! Believe me, folks. I’m bringing you the facts! Just the facts! Okay, and a story. Here’s what really happened.” 
 
    She started shouting to the crowd as they turned to listen her, anxious to hear the truth. Lism kept shouting but eventually he was drowned out and someone knocked him off his stall to get him to shut up. Drassi beamed. 
 
    A Level 17 [Gossip] had Skills. One of them was [Social Network]. When Drassi had a story to tell, she could pass the information through her friends circle at the speed of rumor, which was probably faster than the speed of light, sound, and passing wind combined. She grinned and winked at Lyonette who was staring at Drassi with amazement in her eyes. 
 
    “Get shopping, Lyonette. Oh, and take this mana stone. Erin’s waiting. I’ll be a while. Tell her I’ll consider this overtime.” 
 
      
 
    —— 
 
      
 
    Something was happening. Erin kept cooking food with the other Goblins, teaching them how to cook, really. But every time she looked around there were more Goblins. She didn’t understand it. But then she saw them coming through the dungeon entrance. 
 
    First in small groups, and then in a stream. Not because of her—well, not just because of her. The Cave Goblins had entered the dungeon and spread word. Of a group of Hobs—of Goblins who fought Raskghar. And more were in the dungeon, had seen the Redfangs fighting the Raskghar. They followed the band of five, joining the swell of Cave Goblins who flowed after the Redfangs. 
 
    The Hobs tried to shoo them away, but it was impossible. They had to abandon their pursuit of the Raskghar for fear of attracting monsters. They made the long journey to the surface, only to find that Erin’s cave was packed. 
 
    And then there were hundreds. Erin stared around the heaving cave. Goblins sat on every surface, gobbling from plates while more cooked away on the camp fires. It was hot. So hot that the Shield Spiders who’d crept out of the hole in the dungeon wall had actually decided not to attack. There were eighteen fires blazing in the cave and the dungeon, and a group of Cave Goblins armed with sticks was poking back any smaller Shield Spiders trying to enter. 
 
    “Did you find—” 
 
    Erin’s face fell when the Redfang Warriors reappeared. They were all wounded, but safe. Still, her heart sank as she saw that Mrsha and Ceria weren’t with them. It was foolish to expect them to be, but she had hoped. 
 
    “We’ll go in again. But too many Cave Goblins—can’t go without lots of fighting. We tried to get them to go away, but they followed.” 
 
    Numbtongue explained, shamefaced. Erin looked at the Cave Goblins, who were staring at her and the Hobs with open mouths. Then they filled those mouths with hot food. The Hobs were staring at Erin’s cooking fires with much the same expression. 
 
    “I uh, got them to stay. And I don’t know if I can afford to feed you all. We may have to get the Goblins to find food. Can they fish? Are Shield Spiders edible?” 
 
    Erin tried to give the Hobs an upbeat smile. But it slipped a bit. She looked down at her feet. 
 
    “…Did you find any clues? Anything?” 
 
    She didn’t want to make them feel bad. But to her surprise, the Hobs did smile. They motioned and called out. The stream of Goblins entering the cave wavered, and then a group of Cave Goblins pushed forwards. They stared anxiously up at Erin. Numbtongue smiled. 
 
    “This group here. We found them. They know where camp with Mrsha and Ceria is. Not where will go, but where it is. Tonight.” 
 
    Erin gaped at Numbtongue. He looked slightly pleased, but shook his head. 
 
    “Could have tried to get, but it was too hard. Too many Goblins—” 
 
    He jumped as Erin hugged him. She laughed in delight as the Goblins stared. 
 
    “Never mind that! They know where the camp is?” 
 
    The Hob nodded, blushing a bit. Erin tore over to the door. It was connected and Lyonette was staring at the Goblins as she passed them bags of flour. Behind her, the Gold-rank adventurers were sitting around, looking exhausted and unhappy. Erin burst into the room and shouted. 
 
    “Hey Halrac! Jelaqua! Everyone! Get over here! Now!” 
 
    The adventurers looked over. Pisces, slumped over at his table, sat up and stared sharply at Erin. His eyes focused on her and the Goblins and suddenly he was on his feet. The other adventurers who knew Erin gave each other wide-eyed looks and they stood up. 
 
    The Cave Goblins backed away. So did the Hobs. Erin turned, beaming, and realized the Cave Goblins were ready to run. The adventurers, the same ones who’d slaughtered both them and the Raskghar, were headed right for them. The Goblins bolted for the dungeon. 
 
    “No, please don’t run!” 
 
    Erin shouted. The Goblins paused. Erin held up a hand, forcing the adventurers in the inn to slow with her aura. Slowly, she bent down. A little Goblin was poised to run into the Shield Spider nest room. 
 
    “No one will hurt you. Not if you don’t try to hurt them. Not when I’m around. Come on. I’ll feed you. And you’ll be safe.” 
 
    Erin bent and held out a hand. The little Goblin stared at her. She stared at the Hobs, who were standing around Erin, at the other Cave Goblins, at the lack of Raskghar, and smelled the strange, inviting scents in the air. She stepped forwards. Erin smiled. The Cave Goblin stared at her. Her lips twitched a tiny bit. 
 
    Slowly, she reached out and took Erin’s hand. 
 
      
 
    —— 
 
      
 
    A last detail. Sometime after the panic Erin’s news had caused, before the night raid, the Cave Goblins lay in the cave, bloated, fuller than they could ever remember. The Hobgoblins were there too, lying on mattresses dragged in from Erin’s inn. They’d insisted. After all, the Cave Goblins weren’t suddenly tamed from a single feeding by Erin, no matter how good the food had been. They needed Hobs to prevent them from running into the dungeon. 
 
    So the Hobs slept. And as they slept, two of them heard voices. 
 
    [Warrior Level 24!] 
 
    [Warrior → Weapon Expert Class!] 
 
    [Skill: Sharper Edge obtained!] 
 
    [Skill: Bleed Cuts obtained!] 
 
      
 
    [Archer Level 25!] 
 
    [Archer → Sniper Class!] 
 
    [Skill: Doubled Range obtained!] 
 
    [Skill Change – Keen Eyes → Eagle Eyes!] 
 
    [Skill: Eagle Eyes obtained!] 
 
      
 
    Badarrow and Shorthilt shot out of their bedrolls as if someone had kicked them. They looked at each other wildly and threw up their arms. The other Goblins panicked as the Hobs began shouting excitedly, but they soon caught the reason for the Hobs’ rejoicing and clustered around them excitedly. 
 
    Rabbiteater sat up as Shorthilt and Badarrow shot to their feet. He looked around hopefully and then shut his eyes and perked up his ears. Rabbiteater listened for the sound of his new level. He heard a voice from above, that clarion call in his mind. 
 
      
 
    [Warrior Level 19!] 
 
      
 
    He waited, eyes closed, tense with expectation. After a minute he cracked one eye open. He saw Shorthilt and Badarrow dancing about, the Cave Goblins surrounding them. He listened, but he heard nothing more. Rabbiteater sagged. 
 
    Headscratcher patted him on the back. Rabbiteater looked around, grumbled, rolled over and covered his head with a pillow. 

  

 
   
    5.42 
 
      
 
    “We have defeated the adventurers. They flee this dungeon, too exhausted to fight longer. The Antinium have retreated. Their dead lie in droves and they have failed to take the dungeon once more. My strategy succeeded, as I knew it would.” 
 
    Calruz stood at his war table, staring down at his map of the dungeon. The Minotaur’s arm flexed as he cleared the crude pieces of colored stone from the map. For the last six hours he had been overseeing the Gold-rank adventurers’ counterattack into the dungeon as well as the Antinium incursion. Now, as both sides retreated, he gloated. 
 
    “I told you they would never reach the main camp. Not with so many monsters roaming the labyrinth. Not without knowledge of the traps and secret tunnels. I told you, did I not?” 
 
    “Yes, Calruz. You did.” 
 
    The Minotaur glanced triumphantly down and to the side. The half-Elf standing next to his war table stared silently at the map. Ceria’s ears were drooping, and her voice was quiet. 
 
    She felt crushed. The half-Elf [Cryomancer] looked at Calruz’s map and tried to guess how many turns and junctions, traps, and secret doors lay between the main Raskghar camp and the surface. Too many to count. She tried to plot a course from the dungeon’s entrance to where Calruz had said they were and failed. Nor did she have time to study the map—Calruz folded the grimy parchment and tucked it into his belt pouch possessively. 
 
    “I told you. And we have won. But we will not rest on our horns. Not yet. The outsiders are just a nuisance. You and I have much to do, Springwalker. The Horns of Hammerad will conquer the dungeon yet.” 
 
    “Right.” 
 
    Calruz glared down at Ceria. She stood a bit straighter. 
 
    “I mean, yes Captain.” 
 
    He grunted in approval. Ceria turned her head, but she couldn’t help but stand to attention. It was that or risk Calruz’s wrath and—her gaze turned towards the Gnoll prisoners in their cages—she had seen what that resulted in. 
 
    The Raskghar camp. The prisoners. Calruz. Ceria had barely been awake a day and it still felt like a bad dream. Seeing Calruz turn and shout something to the Raskghar in their own language was unreal enough. But seeing the warriors hurry forwards and the others stand to attention? 
 
    Madness. That was what flickered in Calruz’s eyes every time he looked at Ceria. When he’d ordered teams of his Raskghar to try and kill Jelaqua’s team and ambush the others—she’d tried to argue with him. But he’d ignored her. Worse, he’d threatened to sacrifice more Gnolls if she kept arguing. 
 
    So she’d stayed silent. Now, Ceria’s gaze travelled across the cavern while Calruz barked commands in the Raskghar’s foreign tongue. The Raskghar camp was as primitive as she’d expected. Cook pots, butchering areas where monsters were cut apart, sleeping quarters that were really just soft hides or piles of bedding—it resembled a Gnoll tribe’s camp. 
 
    Save for the prisoners. The shackled Gnolls sitting in cages were one thing that caught Ceria’s eye. She stared at the little white Gnoll sitting in her cage and looked away. Focus. She had to focus. 
 
    The other main difference was the Cave Goblins. They scurried about. For every Raskghar there were ten Cave Goblins, tending to fires, bringing food to the Raskghar, maintaining weapons, butchering—and there were hundreds of Raskghar. Thousands. In this camp alone, Ceria guessed there were at least two thousand Raskghar, almost all of them warriors. All of them were larger than the average Gnoll, stronger. And during the period when both moons were full, they were all incredibly intelligent. 
 
    She saw it in a myriad of little ways. A Raskghar puzzling over a locked crate, a group of Raskghar finding a deck of cards in an adventurer’s pack and figuring out how to play a game with them, one more disassembling and reassembling a crossbow. As Ceria watched, the Raskghar with the crate improvised a lock pick and successfully opened the wooden chest. It reached inside, pulled out a strange, decorated cup made of red and white ceramic and stared at it. 
 
    “Well?” 
 
    Ceria turned. Calruz stared down at her, a smile on his broad face. He grinned at her, revealing damaged teeth. The Minotaur gestured around the camp. 
 
    “What do you think of my warriors? My tribe?” 
 
    “They’re…powerful.” 
 
    Ceria didn’t know what to say. Her answer seemed to satisfy Calruz. And it was true, the Raskghar were the most dangerous fighting force Ceria had laid eyes on. Even the assembled adventurers from Pallass couldn’t compare to the Raskghar in sheer numbers or brutality. Despite their lack of Skills and their inability to gain classes, the Raskghar were deadly. And worst of them all— 
 
    There she was. Ceria stared at one of the Raskghar, crouching at the center of the group that was playing with the deck of cards. On first glance, the Raskghar with the dark grey-brown pelt wasn’t too noticeable. She was female—she wore a crude breast band and loincloth—but was otherwise naked save for the stone axe at her side. But what made her stand out from the other Raskghar was her height and the way she moved. 
 
    She was one of the tallest Raskghar present. And that made her nearly as big as Calruz, a huge creature of bone and muscle and flesh. But more than that—this Raskghar looked around and Ceria saw her eyes shining with intelligence. Where the other Raskghar were cunning, intelligent by the light of the moon, this Raskghar seemed even more awake. She saw and questioned. She saw and understood. 
 
    She was the one who had performed the ritual. Ceria didn’t know what it was—blood magic, or something else, but she had seen that female kill the Gnoll on the Raskghar’s altar. She had drunk his blood and grown larger, smarter. Now she sat at the center of the others and the Raskghar around her deferred to her slightest motion or growl instantly. She looked up and Ceria saw her eyes flick towards her. The half-Elf turned away, and then wondered why. 
 
    Why was she being so meek? She glanced around, suddenly upset with herself. Here she was, surrounded by monsters, and she was acting like a shrinking violet, a coward! She was an adventurer! She was a [Mage]! She could throw ice from her hands and she was the Captain of the Horns of Hammerad. Not Calruz. She turned to the Minotaur— 
 
    And saw he was looking at her. Ceria’s ears, which had perked up, immediately lowered. Calruz stared at Ceria and then snorted. 
 
    “What is that fool doing?” 
 
    He turned his head. Ceria looked as well. The Raskghar who’d opened the chest had decided to pour himself a drink using the red-and-white cup. Intelligent he might have been, but wise he was not. As soon as he put water in the cup, it began to hiss. A thick, black gas began to emanate from the cup and the Raskghar howled in fear as it clung to his fur. As Ceria watched in horror, it began melting into his fur, growing on him. 
 
    “Dorak! Keel dorak!” 
 
    Calruz bellowed an order as he pointed. Ceria saw the Raskghar try to throw the cup away but he failed. The other Raskghar sprang to their feet. They ran towards the stricken Raskghar holding the cup as it continued to pour black smoke. They hesitated, reluctant to touch the stuff. Calruz charged forwards. 
 
    “Do not touch it! Grab spears! Nets! Drag it away if the cup continues to activate!” 
 
    Raskghar bounded across the camp, doing what Calruz had ordered. Ceria saw the female Raskghar standing far back as the others formed a circle with the Minotaur. They were braced, ready to act if the cup continued to emit the terrible black gas, but it did not. After it had spewed enough to engulf the Raskghar it stopped. Ceria could see a black mass where the Raskghar had been. It twitched and shook, as if the Raskghar inside was trying to break free. And then the movement stopped. 
 
    “No one touch the cup. Bring no liquid near it. Cave Goblins—remove this thing.” 
 
    Calruz stared at the black substance and the newly-formed statue sitting in his camp. Ceria saw Cave Goblins hurry forwards with nets, very cautiously approaching the dead Raskghar and cup. The half-Elf blinked. 
 
    “Was that normal?” 
 
    She stared at the Raskghar. None of the others in the camp seemed too unduly worried about the death of their friend. They walked back to their places, looking unconcerned as they sheathed their weapons. Calruz stomped back towards Ceria. 
 
    Now. Ceria drew breath to ask Calruz what the hell that had been about, and wilted as he stared at her. The Minotaur snorted angrily as he walked back to the war table. He had a holster at his back. He was strapping a single-edged axe into place with his one arm, grunting with irritation as he tried to maneuver it into place. 
 
    The axe was clearly magical—it looked like it was made of some kind of false gold metal and the edge was bright green. It shone of magic in Ceria’s sight, though she couldn’t guess what kind. The Minotaur finally got the axe sheathed and glared at Ceria. 
 
    “That fool. I tell the Raskghar not to activate any magical artifacts, but they are harder to control during the full moon. Their intelligence makes them arrogant. I must keep them busy or they engage in idiocy like that!” 
 
    “I see.” 
 
    Ceria nodded meekly. Calruz eyed her. 
 
    “Another reason you are here. Do you know what that black gas was? Or the cup?” 
 
    “No, Calruz. I’m sorry. I’ve never seen an effect like that—it looks like some kind of gas spell, but I have no idea what kind of damage it does. The cup probably converts liquid into the gas.” 
 
    The Minotaur nodded. 
 
    “That was my thought. Very well. Don’t bother inspecting the cup—I won’t risk you on it.” 
 
    “Right.” 
 
    The Minotaur nodded and turned away. Ceria sighed with relief. Then she straightened. Why the hell— 
 
    Something was very wrong. Ceria stared at Calruz. Her brows crossed. He was busy with his map again. He glanced at her and she felt a pang of fear run straight through her. Not just fear—an overwhelming urge to obey. Ceria felt her ears begin to lower and grabbed them with her hands. Calruz stared at her oddly, and then looked back down at his map. 
 
    Only when he’d looked away did the oppressive feeling vanish. And finally, Ceria began to figure out what was going on. 
 
    A Skill. He was using a Skill on her. Or maybe he wasn’t using it intentionally—he might just have one. But that was the only reason she had to explain why she hadn’t yet tried to make a break for it, or fought back harder. Calruz had broken her will by sacrificing the Gnoll. He’d won the contest of leadership and now he was making her follow along like a good subordinate. 
 
    That pissed Ceria off. She glared at Calruz. It was easier to do when the Minotaur wasn’t looking at her. 
 
    “It’s been nearly a day since I woke up and all you’ve been doing is sending orders to Raskghar in other camps. If you’re done trying to kill my friends and the Antinium, do you mind telling me what you’re actually doing in the dungeon?” 
 
    Calruz glanced up. Ceria felt her confidence drain away, no matter how hard she tried to hold onto it. Unwillingly, she opened her mouth again. 
 
    “Uh, please?” 
 
    The former captain of the Horns of Hammerad stared blankly at Ceria. She waited for him to rage or snap at her, but instead, he grunted softly. 
 
    “You never used to say please for anything. I quite like the change.” 
 
    “Yeah, well—” 
 
    Ceria searched for words and didn’t find any. Calruz shook his head slightly. 
 
    “The reprisal from the adventurers and the Antinium assault needed to be addressed. Now I am certain they will not threaten my camps, it is time to go back to business. Conquering the dungeon. But first, the night’s work. Come.” 
 
    He turned. Ceria found her feet moving automatically to keep up. She tried to fight it, but only succeeded in keeping the tiniest bit of demand in her voice. She had to remember to walk with her back straight. 
 
    “What’re you doing now, Calruz? Clue me in. You went to all this trouble to grab me, after all.” 
 
    The Minotaur nodded absently. He grunted, and then growled and waved at a Raskghar sitting around a fire. The beast-woman looked up and Calruz repeated the word. 
 
    “Menz. We’re moving camp. You will come with me. My warriors will scout the way while the rest of the tribe moves behind us.” 
 
    The Raskghar looked unhappy, but she sprang to her feet. The Cave Goblin tending to the stew pot turned and scrambled away. Ceria saw the little Goblin repeating the word to the other Raskghar, who stood up, some growling. One swiped at the Cave Goblin and knocked it to the ground as it got up. 
 
    “Strike the camp! Scouts, check the tunnels! We move to Rally Point B! B!” 
 
    Calruz roared at the Raskghar. Several Raskghar turned and loped towards the exit on the far wall. The Minotaur nodded at Ceria. 
 
    “It is easy to command them during the full moon. At other times, the savages can barely remember letters. Come, we’ll move ahead.” 
 
    “Just like that?” 
 
    Ceria stared at the camp. There were supplies, equipment, and the Gnoll prisoners remaining behind, but the Raskghar were already moving in one huge mass towards the exits. Calruz nodded. 
 
    “The Goblins will follow. The Raskghar go to clear the way of monsters. Don’t worry about the prisoners. They will be brought as soon as the scouts report back.” 
 
    Another group of Raskghar was busy with the cages. They opened the cages, grabbed the Gnolls, and effortlessly hoisted them onto their shoulders. Any resistance was beaten away and the Gnolls were carried out of the room. Ceria stared at the Cave Goblins. 
 
    “There are so many.” 
 
    The Minotaur looked up and grunted as the Cave Goblins set to work. Rather than carry the cages, it looked like they were breaking them down into component parts to be reassembled at their destination. He shook his head dismissively. 
 
    “Scum. They’re expendable. But useful in that they can perform menial tasks. Or slow down other monsters. The Raskghar have ruled over this Goblin tribe for centuries. Give them orders if you need to. But they’re largely useless.” 
 
    He turned. 
 
    “Time to go. Follow close and don’t step away from the route the Raskghar take. Come.” 
 
    He strode out of the domed room. Ceria followed him. The Minotaur joined a group of armed Raskghar—at least a hundred strong—and they began marching down one of the corridors. The Raskghar in front took a relatively straight path, but every now and then they would walk to one side to avoid what must have been traps. In one spot they paused and deliberately hopped over a patch of the dungeon. Ceria and Calruz imitated them with the rest of the Raskghar. Calruz called out orders as he marched, exhorting the Raskghar around him. 
 
    “Faster! Faster! I want to be at the camp in an hour’s time!” 
 
    The Raskghar silently adjusted their pace, moving even faster. Ceria puffed as she jogged alongside Calruz. 
 
    “An hour? How big is the dungeon?” 
 
    “Large enough to dwarf Liscor many times over. And hold hundreds of thousands of monsters. We are headed towards another sector of the dungeon. The labyrinth we stand in has four exits, save for the dungeon rift, all at the outermost corners. They lead up through vast monster nests to a series of trapped corridors. However, closer to the center the monsters and traps grow more numerous. We head to one of the corners now; it will be far from the adventurers and safer.” 
 
    “Okay.” 
 
    Ceria’s mind spun as Calruz casually dropped that knowledge on her. Four exits? And a nest of monsters? Was that the Shield Spider nest that Griffon Hunt and the Halfseekers had found? If so, it meant that the dungeon was a gauntlet of gauntlets—adventurers would have to detrap the random network of trap tunnels, risk activating an entire nest of monsters, and only then find themselves on the outermost corners of the labyrinth and have to work their way towards the center. 
 
    Valuable knowledge. On the other hand…Ceria glanced up at Calruz. The Minotaur’s stare was fixed on the dungeon ahead of him as he jogged with the axe on his back. Ceria coughed, glanced up at Calruz, and spoke loudly. 
 
    “So, yeah, I’m good. I’ve been working out. Lost my hand, but the bone’s still there. I ate these fish flakes that Erin made yesterday. How’s your day been?” 
 
    For a second Calruz didn’t respond. His fixed glare ahead of him wavered, and then he glanced down at Ceria. 
 
    “What?” 
 
    “Oh, just asking how you’ve been. You know. As one does. Anything happen? Meet anyone fun down here? It’s been what, six months since we talked? Read any books?” 
 
    Calruz snorted. He glared at Ceria. 
 
    “Are you mocking me?” 
 
    The half-Elf halted. The Raskghar behind her streamed around her as Calruz slowed to a stop as well. Ceria glared up at Calruz. 
 
    “No. Yes! Don’t you find this weird? At all? One second I’m exploring the dungeon, the next I find out you’re alive and leading Raskghar? How did that happen? Tree rot, Calruz! We thought you were dead!” 
 
    Her voice echoed. Calruz clapped a hand over Ceria’s mouth. 
 
    “Be silent!” 
 
    She hesitated, and then nodded. Calruz blinked a few times and drew back his hand. He scratched at his head. He looked confused. 
 
    “I didn’t tell you? How I survived?” 
 
    “No.” 
 
    The Minotaur’s eyes flickered and he scuffed the ground uncertainly with one foot. He shook his head. 
 
    “I’ve dreamed so long of what I would say when I met you and the others again that I…I must have forgotten. Come. We’re falling behind.” 
 
    He started moving again. Ceria followed Calruz, and thought for a moment that he’d forgotten again. But then the Minotaur spoke. 
 
    “After the ambush—no, after I lost my arm, I fled. There were Ghouls biting me, zombies clinging to me—I had to get away. I couldn’t think. I ran.” 
 
    “I know. I saw you disappearing down one of the tunnels.” 
 
    “Yes. I should have run back, but—the pain made me stop thinking. I just ran. I must have run into a trap, because I charged right into a room and the floor vanished. I fell. The undead fell with me. Hah, that was what saved me. If I hadn’t landed on a zombie I would have broken my neck. As it was, I was barely alive. But no undead followed me into the hole. I think I’d lost too much blood at that point so I passed out. I must have drunk a healing potion because I didn’t die in my sleep.” 
 
    Ceria nodded. That made sense. Pisces had shown her the hole Calruz spoke about—the chute that connected Liscor’s crypt to the dungeon. She remembered the room as well—it had been filled with piles of bones. Raskghar bones. 
 
    “The place you fell into—what was it?” 
 
    Calruz shuddered. 
 
    “A graveyard. Not the same as the crypt above. This one was a Raskghar graveyard, where they interred the bones of their dead. Not that I knew that. When I awoke in the darkness and saw the bones around me I panicked. Only after I’d smashed a dozen piles did I realize they weren’t undead. And then I realized I was lost. I tried to climb back up, but the hole was impossible to scale even if I had rope and tools. So I started exploring.” 
 
    “Alone?” 
 
    Ceria tried to imagine it. Gold-rank adventurers could barely handle some of the traps in the dungeon. Calruz had survived it by himself? He was a [Warrior], not a [Rogue]! But the Minotaur was shaking his head. 
 
    “No. I must have made my presence known to the Raskghar. They came to investigate their graveyard and found me. A group of six attacked me not fifteen paces out of the room. I tried to fight them, but my arm—and my axe was badly damaged. I killed one, wounded another, before they subdued me.” 
 
    He spoke the words almost shamefaced. But Ceria looked up sharply. 
 
    “You took on six Raskghar and killed one after losing your arm? With your crappy battleaxe?” 
 
    Calruz’s steps faltered. 
 
    “It was a fine piece of metal.” 
 
    “There was more iron in that thing than steel. You bashed it on so many monster’s heads I’m surprised it didn’t snap when you sneezed. But go on.” 
 
    The Minotaur turned and Ceria flinched, thinking he would glare at her. But instead he almost smiled. 
 
    “Well, I must have impressed the Raskghar because they took me captive rather than kill me. They dragged me across the dungeon to their camp. It wasn’t nearly as large as this camp—barely eighty or more Raskghar. They threw me in a cage. I think they wanted to know how I’d gotten into the dungeon. Perhaps they intended to interrogate me during the full moons. Either way, they never got the chance.” 
 
    “How so? Don’t tell me—” 
 
    “I broke out that night and tried to kill them all.” 
 
    Calruz snorted proudly. Ceria sighed. 
 
    “Of course you did. And they didn’t kill you because?” 
 
    “Because they admired my warrior’s spirit and my force of will.” 
 
    Calruz stared ahead as Ceria shot him a disbelieving look. She kept staring and after a few seconds, the Minotaur sighed. 
 
    “Fine. I managed to kill two of the largest Raskghar as they slept. It turned out one of them was the Chieftain, so the Raskghar decided they needed to vote after they recaptured me. I picked up on their dialogue, tried communicating with them. I convinced them to let me go and they made me their new Chieftain.” 
 
    “Just like that.” 
 
    “Just like that.” 
 
    Ceria thought about the odds of that happening. She looked at Calruz. 
 
    “Bullshit.” 
 
    The Minotaur grinned. It was the first real smile Ceria had seen on his face. 
 
    “Well, it didn’t go that smoothly. But essentially that was what happened. There may have been a few other details. Such as a Raskghar female who was attracted to my stunning physique.” 
 
    “You’re kidding me.” 
 
    He looked offended. 
 
    “Why is that so hard to believe? Anyways, the Raskghar soon realized that I was the leader they needed. I was an adventurer. Wounded, but more powerful than they were with my Skills. Moreover, I knew about tactics, strategy. And the nature of dungeons and monsters. And most of all, I wasn’t one of them. Unlike the Raskghar, my intellect does not wane with the moon’s passing.” 
 
    “Still, that’s incredible that they’d make you Chieftain.” 
 
    “And as I said, it was my force of will that won them over. The Raskghar knew I was their better. So I trained the tribe, gathered the others together. I forged the Raskghar into better fighters, gave them discipline, organization. I began conquering the dungeon sector by sector until the adventurers started appearing. Then I sent my Raskghar above to acquire Gnolls to make them yet stronger. That was when I found you.” 
 
    Ceria’s smile faded. Everything until that last part had sounded—well, worthy of a legend, really. But it was Calruz casually mentioning his raids on the adventurers that bothered her. 
 
    “Calruz, that’s incredible. Really. But when the adventurers started appearing, why didn’t you try and contact them? Why not get out of the dungeon?” 
 
    The Minotaur looked surprised. 
 
    “Why should I? I was perfectly placed to conquer the dungeon at that point. I admit, part of me wished to return to the surface, but when I saw the first adventurers striding into the dungeon that I had sacrificed so much for—trying to rob my—our team of our success—” 
 
    His breathing became heavier. Calruz’s eyes began to turn red. 
 
    “At that point—at that time—” 
 
    You’d already gone insane. Ceria stared up at Calruz. Her eyes stung a bit. She tried to imagine it. Months of solitude in the dungeon, with only the Raskghar. Eating dead monsters, wondering if anyone had made it. Losing his arm. It was enough. Ceria didn’t have to make excuses. Calruz had fought as well as anyone else had. He had been honorable, brave. Her captain. He’d just broken, that was all. She didn’t blame him. But how she wished it hadn’t turned into this. 
 
    The madness was in Calruz’s voice. His reddening eyes and disjointed sentences added to the unease Ceria felt. She saw the Raskghar ahead of them moving a bit faster. They’d probably seen this a hundred times before. Calruz turned to Ceria, the light of insanity in his gaze—and then it vanished. He stared at Ceria. 
 
    “And then I found you. I was overjoyed to learn you were alive, Ceria. Truly.” 
 
    His voice was soft. Genuine. Ceria stared up at Calruz. She faltered and nearly stopped. The Minotaur slowed as well. He looked away. 
 
    “I knew you had to be alive. I knew it. My team wouldn’t fall so easily. I don’t understand—the others are dead? You’re sure? They’re not in hiding?” 
 
    It was the third time he’d asked. Ceria felt her heart twist. What must it have been like, not knowing? All these months? 
 
    “I’m sure, Calruz.” 
 
    The Minotaur quickened his pace, still not looking at Ceria. 
 
    “You’re absolutely sure? You could be wrong. I survived.” 
 
    Ceria wished there were some doubt. She kept her voice low, trying not to remember and failing. 
 
    “I saw them die, Calruz. Gerial saved me. Skinner got him. Hunt, Corr, Sostrom…they all died. I buried them.” 
 
    “I see.” 
 
    The Minotaur did not look at Ceria. He paced ahead of her, using his longer legs to move ahead. Ceria stared at his back. She nearly, nearly missed his arm come up. He might have been wiping sweat from his forehead. Or tears from his eyes. 
 
    The two marched through the dungeon for fourteen minutes, following the Raskghar. Ceria jogged after the Minotaur and Raskghar, cursing them and their longer legs. The Raskghar loped effortlessly through the dungeon and Calruz looked like he could run at that pace forever. On the other hand, Ceria enjoyed not running a lot more than running and as such, her legs were already hurting. 
 
    It was surprising, but Ceria began feeling sweat running down her back. Not from fear or tension—but from the blistering pace Calruz set. Without having to worry about traps or monsters, the Raskghar could move fast through the dungeon and Ceria found herself struggling to keep up. 
 
    “Hold up, Calruz. I need a break.” 
 
    The half-Elf called out and slowed. She felt at her belt and was relieved to find her water flask was still there. She twisted off the cap and drank sparingly, so as not to overwhelm her thirsty body. Calruz slowed. He grunted in surprise when he saw the water bottle. 
 
    “You’ve provisions? The Raskghar have food and water of their own.” 
 
    Ceria had seen the Raskghar’s thick waterskins, made of some kind of monster hide. Or perhaps Raskghar hide. She shook her head, shaking her water bottle. It was completely full. 
 
    “I’ve got water. Should have drunk it before—I’ve got healing potions and mana potions too. We were prepared for the dungeon, you know.” 
 
    “Apparently.” 
 
    Calruz hesitated, then held out a hand. Silently, Ceria passed him the water flask. Calruz drank, tilting the flask up and pouring it down his throat. He knew she hated other people’s lips touching her water flask. Ceria glared at Calruz and then kicked him. 
 
    “Oi. Don’t drink all my water.” 
 
    The Minotaur stopped. He stared down at Ceria and fury crossed his face. For a second. Then he blinked. 
 
    “I forgot you used to do that. That hurts, you know.” 
 
    Ceria found her heart beating rapidly. She’d kicked Calruz reflexively, not even thinking about it. She didn’t feel as…subdued around Calruz. Why was that? Because he wasn’t ordering her around? She managed a shaky grin. 
 
    “What’s the point of doing it if it doesn’t hurt?” 
 
    Calruz eyed her. Then he handed back her water flask, two-thirds empty. Ceria scowled and drank another mouthful before tightening the lid. Calruz gave her a few seconds and then gestured. They set off again. After a moment, he spoke. 
 
    “Tell me about them. This new team you assembled in my name.” 
 
    “In your name? I thought we agreed that the team was our idea. Gerial, yours, and mine. We started it together.” 
 
    Calruz’s right eye twitched. 
 
    “But I was the one who came up with the Horns of Hammerad as the name.” 
 
    “So? Doesn’t mean you own it.” 
 
    “Yes it does.” 
 
    “No it doesn’t.” 
 
    Ceria grinned, enjoying the back and forth. That was like normal. What she wasn’t prepared for was for Calruz to whirl and grab her with his arm. He lifted her into the air by her robes to eye-level. The Minotaur snarled at Ceria. 
 
    “The Horns of Hammerad was my idea! Mine!” 
 
    Madness again. Ceria held very still, staring into Calruz’s eyes with her wide ones. His expression of rage lasted a heartbeat longer, and then he blinked. He dropped Ceria. 
 
    “I—I’m sorry.” 
 
    He took a step back from Ceria, caught himself, and turned. Ceria adjusted her robes. After a long minute, the two kept moving. Calruz wavered several times, and then spoke as if nothing had happened. 
 
    “Who did you recruit?” 
 
    “Um. Pisces and Ksmvr. He’s an Antinium—the Prognugator that replaced Klbkch. And Yvlon.” 
 
    Calruz looked shocked. And offended. 
 
    “The [Necromancer]? And an Antinium? That was your pick? Byres I can understand, but them?” 
 
    Ceria bristled. 
 
    “I didn’t exactly have a lot of candidates. It was a spur of the moment thing! Besides, they’ve proved themselves. Look, I wouldn’t have even reformed the team. You know, all the other teams and adventurers refused to even speak to me when I returned to the Adventurer’s Guild? I still haven’t gone to the guild in Celum—I was ready to quit adventuring. So was Yvlon. We had no money, no leads…but then Olesm found this map. Of Albez.” 
 
    Calruz looked shocked. He half-twisted to look at Ceria and nearly ran into a wall. 
 
    “Albez? A map? You don’t mean just an outline, do you?” 
 
    “I mean a genuine set of blueprints. With secret rooms outlined and everything.” 
 
    The Minotaur gaped. Ceria had to explain the entire story from the start. She told Calruz how she’d led the other three into Albez and found treasure in the very spot where he and she explored many times with little to no success. The Minotaur was agog and insisted on hearing about each of the items they’d recovered and then the ones Ryoka had brought back. He paused when Ceria mentioned how Ryoka had exchanged one of the artifacts. 
 
    “Ryoka. Is she well? Did she complete her task in the Blood Fields? I…regret the way we parted. I thought of her when I was down here.” 
 
    “She’s…okay. I saw her again.” 
 
    “Where? When?” 
 
    “Well…okay, she lost some fingers—it happened during the winter. That Gnoll I told you about? It happened like this. Remember the Frost Faeries?” 
 
    It was another story, summarized for the sake of time and Ceria’s breath. She jogged with Calruz, giving him her perspective on what had happened with Ryoka, until the Runner had vanished after the disastrous battle with Regrika Blackpaw—whoever she’d been. The Minotaur was equally curious about that. When Ceria was done he shook his head. 
 
    “You worry too much. She will return. I told you. She has spirit. This would not stop her. She will return when she is ready. But it is good she is well. A false Named Adventurer. I wish I could have seen that. All that passed above…” 
 
    He paused, although his body kept jogging ahead. After a second, Calruz looked back at Ceria. His face was suddenly worried. 
 
    “I never asked. But the dead. The fallen. Gerial and the others. We arranged for pay in case of their deaths, but we never envisioned everyone falling. Were you able to give something to the families of our team? Did we…?” 
 
    His voice was anxious. Ceria remembered when they’d first started their team. Calruz had insisted on making a name themselves. The Horns would be associated with honor as well as strength in battle. And he was a Minotaur. She nodded, trying to keep her voice as reassuring as possible. 
 
    “Yvlon took care of it. Liscor confiscated most of our gear, but we had the money reserves of each team. And I think she might have asked her family to cover some of the debts. She never said so, but I think she did. We paid everyone what we could. We made arrangements.” 
 
    Calruz nodded absently. 
 
    “We did. We did. And Byres took care of it? I should have expected no less. She was always honorable. She was—” 
 
    He shuddered. Ceria reached out, but Calruz moved away. The Minotaur moved ahead of Ceria. She saw his shoulders trembling. All that had happened while he’d been down here. After a second, Calruz raised his voice. 
 
    “Let’s go. I want to be relocated within the hour.” 
 
    He picked up the pace. Ceria stared at his back. He was in there. Part of him. She reached out—and then lowered her hand. She stared at it. Her skeletal hand didn’t sweat. It was…she flexed it and knew it moved, but she couldn’t feel it. Not anymore. 
 
    Both of them had changed. So Ceria let Calruz guide her onwards in silence. 
 
      
 
    —— 
 
      
 
    The rest of the march to the Raskghar’s new camp was quiet. Ceria found her legs burning by the end of it. When she finally entered the chamber that was the new camp—a strange room with two sets of staircases running up the sides of the very long, very tall chamber and ending in a raised platform where broken fragments indicated something had once stood—she had to immediately sit down. 
 
    “Dead gods, do you do that every day?” 
 
    “Every night. You’ve grown soft, Springwalker.” 
 
    Calruz didn’t sit. Hundreds of the Raskghar had already made it ahead of him. Some had taken fights getting here—they’d cleared the way ahead of Ceria and Calruz as well. The Minotaur had them tending their wounds and then setting guards on the two entrances to the room. 
 
    “The platform has an entrance at the back. I never allow the Raskghar to camp in a room with only one exit. Scouts, report! Have the other camps moved to the auxiliary rally points?” 
 
    The half-Elf shook her head as Calruz made the Raskghar tell him the progress of the other Raskghar camps. Minotaurs loved their military formations. In this case it made sense; the Raskghar were too many to cram into one room and that was dangerous. So Calruz had a number of permanent and semi-permanent camps that smaller groups of Raskghar inhabited. 
 
    Normally they were safe staging grounds to attack from, but apparently something was wrong. Ceria’s head rose as Calruz began talking to one of the Raskghar. The Minotaur spoke in the common tongue, but he listened to the Raskghar growl his report in the bestial language they shared. 
 
    “How many? All? And you found—you’re sure? Are you sure? Very well, abandon it.” 
 
    He turned as Ceria got up, her legs telling her to sit in no uncertain terms. The half-Elf massaged her calves. 
 
    “Trouble?” 
 
    “One of the smaller Raskghar camps was wiped out. Thirty of my Raskghar were found dead. A patrol in the tunnels and the base camp. Slaughtered where they stood.” 
 
    “By what?” 
 
    Calruz glanced at the Raskghar scouts. 
 
    “They don’t know. Which is unusual. There were a number of foreign scents, but nothing stronger than that. They could smell no other creatures. Only the blood of Raskghar and Goblins.” 
 
    Only Raskghar and Goblins. Ceria froze for a second as she worked her fingers into her thigh muscles. She glanced up casually. 
 
    “What does that mean?” 
 
    “I don’t know. The Raskghar were killed with blades. Well, most of them. It could have been a patrol of enchanted armor. Or perhaps…something else.” 
 
    “Like…?” 
 
    Ceria wasn’t sure if anyone had told Calruz about Erin’s Hobs. Her mind raced. Had she…? No, they hadn’t come up. And she hadn’t seen a single Hob among all the Cave Goblins, not one. Calruz frowned and shrugged his shoulders. 
 
    “I don’t know. But my concern isn’t exactly what it was. I’ve abandoned the camp. Things like this happen. Even the largest camps can be attacked.” 
 
    “Even this camp?” 
 
    Incredulous, Ceria looked around the camp where hundreds of Raskghar were continuing to pour in. Calruz nodded. 
 
    “There are things in the dungeon that can take on a thousand Raskghar and win. Large nests—luckily no Crelers. But the four great nests are death to awaken. Well, three nests. One is empty.” 
 
    “One is? What are the other three? One’s a Face-Eater Moth nest and the other one’s Shield Spiders, right?” 
 
    “Correct. The last is fungus. Just fungus. Some of it moves, the rest is stationary. It’s sealed off. Good thing too. If it had a chance to spread, it would be deadly. Half the spores the Raskghar showed me are toxic. Some explode. Others…” 
 
    Calruz shook his head. Ceria paused. 
 
    “And the last one? Why’s one empty?” 
 
    The Minotaur hesitated. 
 
    “Something killed off whatever was inside. All of it.” 
 
    He let that sink in, and then turned. 
 
    “The camp’s being set up. I’ve a mind to replenish our water supplies before doing anything else. How much water do you have?” 
 
    Ceria held up her empty water flask and shook it. Calruz nodded. 
 
    “With me, then. We’ll gather water and return. It won’t be more than twenty minutes.” 
 
    He turned and called. Forty Raskghar loped over. Ceria frowned as she looked around. A bit of hope blossomed in her chest. 
 
    “Water? From where? The surface? Are we that near to the dungeon entrance?” 
 
    Her hopes were dashed as Calruz shook his head. 
 
    “No. There are multiple natural springs in the dungeon that provide clean water. We’ll go to one of them. You didn’t think the dungeon had no water supply for so many monsters, did you?” 
 
    “I hadn’t actually thought about it.” 
 
    Calruz snorted. He began striding away with the Raskghar. Ceria hurried after him. 
 
    “Oh come on. I’m not an expert at dungeons. You’re the Minotaur. I should have known you’d be an expert on labyrinths.” 
 
    “That is a stereotype of my people.” 
 
    “A true one, though, right? Didn’t you say there was a labyrinth in your homeland? A famous one?” 
 
    “…Come on. We’re wasting time.” 
 
      
 
    —— 
 
      
 
    The water flowed up from below. From some deep underground sea of water, apparently. The pool was so dark and deep that Ceria could barely see more than fifty feet down, even when she hurled a [Light] orb into the water. According to Calruz, the Raskghar had tried to explore the depths but never succeeded. 
 
    “They fish from this one. There are fish, apparently. Sometimes they’re a threat. It also means anything entering the water might not exit. So don’t get too close to the edge.” 
 
    “Got it.” 
 
    Ceria felt almost relaxed around Calruz. Not around the Raskghar, but she felt like he was a lot more…well, a lot more like himself now. She watched as the Raskghar filled the huge waterskins with water, keeping an eye out for danger. If it was like this, if she took out the parts where they attacked Liscor and sacrificed Gnolls, she could admire Calruz. What if she could convince him not to sacrifice the Gnolls? Could she bring him back like that? Surely not. But if— 
 
    The room with the pool of water was a sloping basin with four entrances. The Raskghar clustered around their entrance, watching the other three. The first monster crawled into the room so slowly that Ceria didn’t notice them at first. Then she looked up and froze. 
 
    A group of huge bugs had entered the room. They had long, serrated legs and wings. Their bodies were armored plates of chitin and they had huge green eyes. On the tops of their bodies. On the bottom half they were maggots. The insects were half-emerged from their bodies, going through some kind of slow transformation. They were disgusting, to put it mildly. 
 
    And the Raskghar hadn’t raised the alarm. Ceria eyed them, but the not-Gnolls were working away without a care in the world. The insects must not have been dangerous, then. Ceria relaxed—until she saw one of the insects staring her way. 
 
    “Um. Calruz.” 
 
    The Minotaur was overseeing the water collection, impatiently. He glanced up at Ceria. 
 
    “What? We’ll be done soon.” 
 
    “Right. But about those things.” 
 
    Ceria waved her hand at the insects. Calruz glanced in the direction of the maggot-insects and frowned. 
 
    “What things?” 
 
    “Them. The Raskghar don’t seem bothered and I guess you’re not. But are you sure they’re safe? One of them’s looking at me.” 
 
    The insect-maggot was indeed staring at Ceria. But it seemed to decide the water was more pressing. The maggot half of its body oozed forwards and it bent its insect-body to drink. Ceria saw more ooze into the room, some looking exactly like giant maggots that were longer and wider across than she was. Others looked like they’d nearly completed their transformation and they looked like they’d be fast and deadly once their legs were done. 
 
    “What things?” 
 
    Calruz stared blankly at the space Ceria was looking at. She glared at him. 
 
    “Those—” 
 
    Then she realized the Minotaur wasn’t seeing the monsters at all. His gaze flashed past the group of monsters without even pausing. Ceria halted. 
 
    “Calruz. There are a group of fourteen insect-maggot things at the pool’s edge, across from us. Do you see them?” 
 
    The Minotaur froze. He tensed, and then grabbed his axe. He uttered a low growl that made all the Raskghar freeze. They instantly abandoned the waterskins and reached for their weapons. Ceria went wide-eyed as Calruz backed up. 
 
    “Invisible monsters.” 
 
    “Invisible? But I see them.” 
 
    “I see nothing. But this is a known phenomenon. There are invisible monsters in the dungeon. A large number of them. If you can see them—where are they exactly?” 
 
    Ceria eyed the monsters. They were drinking from the water’s edge, but some had begun moving around the pool. She had a sinking feeling that they were coming over because of her. 
 
    “Nine are at the water’s edge. Five more are coming around. Three on the left, two on the right.” 
 
    Calruz stared. 
 
    “Yes. I can see the water moving. Okay. Quarr. Dret! Yalk.” 
 
    He pointed. The Raskghar split up. Half went left, the other half went right. Calruz motioned Ceria forwards. He signaled at her with his hands. She pointed. The Raskghar advanced slowly, tense, until they were less than ten feet away from the maggot-monsters. Then Ceria pointed and Calruz straightened. 
 
    “Charge!” 
 
    The Raskghar howled and leapt forwards. The insect-maggots reacted immediately rearing up and casting about. They seemed surprised! They stared at Ceria until she shot an [Ice Spike] into one’s head and then began to lurch towards her, ignoring the Raskghar. But the beast people knew they were there, and began cutting the monsters apart. 
 
    They couldn’t see, but it didn’t matter. The Raskghar used the tips of their weapons as guides. When they encountered a monster, they immediately struck and leapt back. They howled as they fought in groups, surrounding their enemies, attacking from all sides. 
 
    “Attack!” 
 
    Calruz and Ceria took on the group on the water’s edge. Ceria shot an [Ice Spike] at another maggot-insect and watched blood spurt around the spike as it lodged in the creature’s side. But the monster was tough. It reared up and scythed at her, making her duck back. 
 
    “[Ice Wall]!” 
 
    A wall of ice blocked the creature from leaping at her. The ice cracked, but held. Ceria aimed with her wand and two fingers and fired three [Ice Spikes] simultaneously. The monster lurched backwards, but it was still alive. It was tough! 
 
    “Ceria!” 
 
    Calruz bellowed. He had his axe out and was scything through the air, trying to find the monster. He looked at her. Ceria shouted. 
 
    “Left!” 
 
    The maggot was oozing past Calruz. The Minotaur turned. The tip of his axe cut into the monster and it jerked in surprise. Calruz instantly brought his axe up. 
 
    “[Hammer Blow!]” 
 
    Ceria brought up another wall of ice just in time. The thump of the blow was less than she’d expected—because Calruz’s axe head sheared so perfectly through the insect. It split in half and the two pieces fell apart. Calruz grunted in satisfaction. He yanked his axe head up—it had split the floor of the dungeon—and then swung it at the monster’s corpse. 
 
    “[Gore Splash].” 
 
    The corpse exploded. Ceria saw a rain of body parts and blood fly across the room. She tried not to throw up. But the Skill Calruz had used was more than just decorative. 
 
    The blood covered the monsters and Raskghar alike. Suddenly, both sides could see each other because Ceria saw the movements of both the Raskghar and insects change. The insects realized they were outnumbered and tried to run. The Raskghar advanced and cut and hacked them apart. 
 
    When the battle was over, the spring of water was dark with yellow blood and body parts. The Raskghar didn’t seem to care. They bent and lapped from the water, washing the few wounds they’d picked up. Calruz wrinkled his nose. He smashed his axe on the wall and the Raskghar looked up. 
 
    “Boil the water! Savages! I told you, boil it first!” 
 
    He yanked one of the Raskghar back. Ceria, staring at the water, decided she wasn’t thirsty after all. She stepped back as the Raskghar filled their waterskins with the bloody water and took a few deep breaths. 
 
    “Dead gods. What was that about?” 
 
    “I told you. Invisible monsters. They are a plague. But it seems you can see them. Incredible. This is a huge advantage.” 
 
    Calruz leaned on his axe, looking pleased. Ceria glanced at him. 
 
    “Say what? I have no idea why I could see those things and you couldn’t.” 
 
    “Why not? It must be your heritage as a half-Elf. You must be able to see through the [Invisibility] spells.” 
 
    The half-Elf frowned, doubting very much that was the case. 
 
    “I’ve never seen Pisces when he’s been invisible.” 
 
    “Well, maybe it’s a lesser invisibility spell.” 
 
    “A lesser invisibility spell? That would be [Chameleon Skin] or something like that. And I wouldn’t be able to see through that either. I told you, Calruz. Half-Elves resist enchantments placed on us. We don’t get magical eyes. That’s Gazers you’re thinking about.” 
 
    The Minotaur frowned as he cleaned his axe head in the water. 
 
    “Huh. But you clearly have some ability the Raskghar and I don’t. I’ve fought invisible monsters before. I never saw one.” 
 
    “I’ve never seen an invisible monster in the dungeon.” 
 
    “True.” 
 
    Ceria opened her mouth and flushed. 
 
    “Wait, I meant—I mean, my team haven’t even encountered one! Neither have any of the other adventurers, as far as I know.” 
 
    Calruz shook his head. 
 
    “You must have been lucky. They’re everywhere. They attack on sound—or if you run into them. It’s one of the reasons why an active guard has to be maintained on the camps at all times.” 
 
    “Wait, so there are lots of invisible monsters. But those insect-things didn’t spot you at all. They were only looking at me.” 
 
    That had been curious. Ceria frowned. So did Calruz. He glanced at the dead insects. Ceria did too. 
 
    “You can see them?” 
 
    “When they’re dead. These things are…ah, the changing maggots. They’re deadly when they reach maturity. But they seldom do in the dungeon. I’ve seen non-invisible groups of this kind of monster, come to think of it. The monsters that are invisible can be anything. Shield Spiders, Flesh Worms, Stone Starers…anything.” 
 
    “Wait, Shield Spiders? And you don’t think that’s weird?” 
 
    “No. Maybe it’s an enchantment. Some room in the dungeon. Maybe it’s a curse.” 
 
    “Or maybe something’s up.” 
 
    Ceria’s mind raced as she stared at the insects. She looked at one and realized it was still alive. The Raskghar jumped as it oozed over and grabbed their weapons. The insect-creature flailed weakly with one of its remaining legs. Ceria held up a hand as Calruz turned with his axe. 
 
    “Hold on, I think I might know of a way to test this.” 
 
      
 
    —— 
 
      
 
    The Raskghar were blind to the invisible monsters, but they weren’t stupid. They could hear and smell and touch the creatures, and so when Calruz and Ceria and the water-gathering expedition returned, the Raskghar were already ready. Dozens of Raskghar aimed bows at the entrance and several Raskghar holding magical artifacts were standing at the ready—until they saw the Raskghar and Calruz. They stopped, sniffing the air, confused. 
 
    “Move aside. We have a monster.” 
 
    Calruz ordered the Raskghar. They made way, staring at the invisible, bloodied thing in the air. To them it must have looked like some strange ripple in the light, perhaps only visible through the bloodstains and the way the Raskghar held it. But Ceria could see the injured maggot-insect quite clearly. 
 
    It was nearly dead. The Raskghar would have happily beaten it the rest of the way to death, but as Ceria had pointed out to Calruz, the monster had to be alive for this to work. The instant it died, the corpse would be visible to everyone. But in life— 
 
    “There. Do you see it?” 
 
    Ceria approached the Gnolls for the first time. They recoiled as Calruz and the other Raskghar approached. Several stared with hatred and hostility at Ceria, but the rest glanced over her shoulder and gasped. 
 
    “Monster!” 
 
    They cried out in horror. The other Gnolls stared wildly at the thing the Raskghar held. 
 
    “What is it? Invisible?” 
 
    “No—it’s some kind of maggot and insect! Can you not see it?” 
 
    Astonished, the Gnolls looked at each other. Half—and Ceria noted it was the ones in the cages who’d arrived first—stared wide-eyed at the invisible monster. The rest could see it clearly. 
 
    “There. You see?” 
 
    Ceria turned to Calruz. The Minotaur snorted incredulously. 
 
    “They see it. But how?” 
 
    “I don’t know. But it’s not just me. There’s something different to the Gnolls in those cages, the ones who can’t see. Something’s happened to them. But what?” 
 
    “I will find out. You—dispose of that thing. And you—” 
 
    Calruz took one of the Raskghar to one side as the warriors happily dropped the dying maggot and kicked it to death. The Cave Goblins scurried forwards with butchering knives and Ceria’s stomach roiled as she imagined eating the thing. She glanced at the Gnolls in cages. 
 
    “I’m sorry. I’ll try to get you out.” 
 
    They stared at her, confused, angry. Ceria looked for Mrsha and saw her huddled in her cage. The poor little Gnoll couldn’t move, shackled as she was. One of the Gnolls edged up to the side of his cage and spoke urgently to Ceria. 
 
    “How do you know that monster? That Minotaur. Why is he doing this?” 
 
    Ceria wavered. She bent and whispered urgently. 
 
    “He’s my former team captain. He was lost on the expedition to Liscor’s crypt. He…took command of the Raskghar. He’s…lost it.” 
 
    The Gnolls’ ears quivered. The Gnoll in the cage stared at Ceria. 
 
    “Can you make him let us go?” 
 
    “I can try. What was that ritual?” 
 
    The Gnoll lowered her voice. 
 
    “Something dark. Something evil. We do not know. A [Shaman] from one of the plains tribes might. Get us out of here before it happens again.” 
 
    “I’ll—” 
 
    “Ceria!” 
 
    The half-Elf straightened. The Gnoll edged back as Calruz marched towards her. The Minotaur was smiling. He ignored the Gnolls completely and beckoned her over. 
 
    “We know the difference now. The Gnolls have been fed. But those Gnolls have been watered as well.” 
 
    “Watered?” 
 
    Ceria stared at Calruz. He nodded, triumphant and furious. 
 
    “Water. There’s something in the water! It has to be that. The Raskghar can’t think of anything else that separates the two and they’re certain those Gnolls drank water while the others were waiting for our expedition to return.” 
 
    The half-Elf blinked in surprise. Water? It sounded so insane, but it made sense. She wavered. 
 
    “We were just at the pool—do you think—” 
 
    “Naturally. Faugh! It’s just like these damned dungeon creators to put something in the water! Or enchant it! And that’s what’s kept this dungeon populated; the monsters don’t fight if they can’t see each other! And I’ve been drinking the stuff!” 
 
    The Minotaur cursed, paced past Ceria, and whirled. 
 
    “This is good to know. From now on, I will drink only rationed water. As will you.” 
 
    He turned and beckoned Ceria over to a pile of equipment, mostly untouched. It was all gear that the Raskghar couldn’t use or had no interest in. Calruz pawed through it and came up with a few flasks. He opened the cap, sniffed, poured some clear liquid out, and nodded. 
 
    “This was taken from dead adventurers. They should have—hrr. Yes. Water flasks. The Raskghar prefer their hide bags. Here.” 
 
    He tossed one at Ceria. She tried it cautiously, and found the water flask held only stale water. Ceria grimaced as she drank a bit. 
 
    “What about the Gnolls?” 
 
    “What about them? They can drink the dungeon’s water. If I had more supplies, I’d make some of the Raskghar drink clean water, but we’ll have to be the only ones who can see. I hope the effects on me will wear off soon.” 
 
    Calruz shook his head, drinking deeply. Ceria hesitated. 
 
    “About the Gnolls—” 
 
    She quailed as Calruz stared at her. Then she straightened. 
 
    “Look, Calruz. If you let a few go—” 
 
    “No.” 
 
    And that was it. Ceria tried to speak, but Calruz’s Skill crushed her voice. The Minotaur glared at her, and then tossed his head. He sprayed a bit of water at Ceria and looked around. 
 
    “This has all been useful. But that is not the reason why I need you. Warriors! Assemble five companies! We fight in the city!” 
 
    Ceria kept her head bowed until Calruz turned away. Then she could move and think. She followed Calruz, conscious of the Gnolls’ eyes on her back. 
 
    “The city? You don’t mean Liscor?” 
 
    The Minotaur turned and grinned. 
 
    “Oh no. You haven’t seen it yet, have you? Follow me. Your adventurers, the Antinium—they’ve only entered the dungeon. But there’s a final part of the dungeon yet to be uncovered. The city. And beyond it—the end. Come and see.” 
 
      
 
    —— 
 
      
 
    The city lay at the heart of the dungeon. The path to it was long, crossing through rooms with traps, past monsters both visible and invisible to the Raskghar. But Calruz had set up his camps so that he and his warriors—nearly four hundred Raskghar—could move from safe space to safe space. They marched fast, but it was still hours before they reached it. 
 
    The city in the dungeon. Calruz paused at a staircase. Ceria stared up it. A huge pair of double doors waited above. They were closed. And writing was etched into the wall above it. The letters glowed faintly. They looked like the same words that had been written on the crypt’s walls. She couldn’t translate them without using a time-consuming spell, but they made her afraid. 
 
    “Calruz. What is this?” 
 
    The Minotaur turned. He stood at the head of the ranks of Raskghar. They were armed with stone weapons, most of them. A few had coveted blades made of steel or iron. Calruz hadn’t taken any of the Raskghar with artifacts. The Minotaur gestured up towards the doors. His eyes were wide with excitement. Madness or anticipation, Ceria couldn’t tell. 
 
    “This is the gateway. There are eight. Eight places where the labyrinth ends. Places where you can enter the heart of the dungeon. All of this?” 
 
    He gestured around at the stone corridors, the winding passages he and the Raskghar had traversed. 
 
    “This is the labyrinth. But it is not all of the dungeon. There is a center. But no Raskghar has ever come close to it. The city is the last protection before the heart of the dungeon. It is a world unlike this closed space. But dangerous. Do you wish to see it?” 
 
    “Do I have a choice?” 
 
    Ceria regretted her flippant answer. The Minotaur glared at her and she felt herself shrinking. The Raskghar waited impatiently, glancing between her and Calruz. 
 
    “Yes, Calruz. I do want to see it. But those doors—the words. They’re like Skinner’s warning.” 
 
    The Minotaur glanced up. His good hand tightened on the haft of his axe. 
 
    “I know. And they are not without reason. But this place makes sense. It is safer than the dungeon in some ways. Now. Open the doors. Ikeld! Advance!” 
 
    The first rank of Raskghar ascended the stairs. They hauled on the metal doors and heaved them open. Ceria saw red light, almost blinding in the dungeon’s darkness. She saw the Raskghar stream through one rank, then a horde of bodies. Calruz beckoned. Ceria was afraid. For once she didn’t curse the Skill that made her run after Calruz. She climbed the stairs, charged through the door— 
 
    And looked up. A ceiling greeted her. Only, it was a ceiling two, maybe three hundred feet above her. Ceria gaped. Red lichen hung from the rocky ceiling overhead, gently glowing. It provided a bright, almost too-bright crimson glow that illuminated the entire cavern. Only, it wasn’t a cavern. 
 
    It was like stepping out of the dungeon and into a castle. Or a palace. Or—Ceria’s breath caught as she saw the tunnel open wider, wider— 
 
    A city. 
 
    The rocky floor opened out past the metal doors. The ground became flat. For a few hundred feet there was only rock and dirt. And then a pair of walls rose. The rock was reddish, tinted by the light from above. Red lichen grew on the stones, but the walls were largely intact. They weren’t tall—not by the standards of Drake cities, barely thirty feet high. But they stretched around the city. 
 
    The city in the dungeon. Ceria could see it past the walls. Tall buildings made of crumbling stone, roofed houses, and, as she stepped forwards wonderingly, she could see how vast the city was. The Raskghar streamed towards the walls, barking warily at each other. There was an open gate meant to allow hundreds of people in every second. Ceria jumped and whirled as Calruz came up behind her. The Minotaur stared towards the city, a fierce light in his eyes. 
 
    “You see it? This is the true nature of the dungeon. The city in the dungeon.” 
 
    “I can’t believe it. This is the center of the dungeon? People? A city?” 
 
    The Minotaur shook his head. 
 
    “No people. Just the city. And the death lurking here.” 
 
    “Death?” 
 
    Ceria looked around. The open space between the city’s walls and the metal door was empty. Disturbingly empty, in fact. Ceria felt her skin crawl as she realized how vacant the city seemed. Where were all the monsters? Calruz nodded towards the Raskghar. 
 
    “They’re securing the entrance. Follow me.” 
 
    He set a quick pace after the Raskghar. They were waiting at the gates. Calruz jogged towards them, speaking over his shoulder. 
 
    “This was once a place where people dwelt. Now it is infested. What is not infested is guarded by the enchanted suits of armor. An entire legion patrols constantly and occasionally sends smaller raiding parties out into the labyrinth.” 
 
    “The enchanted armor?” 
 
    Ceria blinked at Calruz. She’d seen and fought the metal suits of armor. They were the one oddity in a dungeon full of organic monsters. Calruz nodded. 
 
    “They have guarded this dungeon for ages, according to the Raskghar.” 
 
    “But how could they still be around? Those things break. If they’re fighting monsters or getting damaged—” 
 
    “I imagine there were hundreds of thousands of them. Or tens of thousands at the least.” 
 
    “Tens of—do you have any idea how much that would cost?” 
 
    “Yes.” 
 
    Calruz turned calmly. He was too calm. The city’s gates loomed over Ceria, red, the bricks covered in lichen. The half-elf stared around, panicked for the first time. The city was too quiet. This entire room, this cavernous place was too vast! She was being watched. She could feel it. 
 
    “It makes sense, Ceria. For a city of this size, and given that they could build a dungeon of this quality, it makes sense they would have a force that strong. Look at this city.” 
 
    Calruz pointed up at the walls high above his head. He pointed through the gates. Ceria could see a broken street, red, and broken houses waiting for her. Some had caved in. Many were intact. They all seemed empty. But something was in there. Her skin crawled. 
 
    “This city, these walls and the houses—it is bigger than Celum. Bigger than Liscor as well. Imagine how many souls lived here.” 
 
    “It must be the size of a Walled City.” 
 
    “Close.” 
 
    “And the people?” 
 
    Ceria took a step forwards and then retreated. She looked at the Raskghar. They weren’t at ease like Calruz. They were tensed, scanning the streets, the houses, the windows. The ceiling. They knew something was there. The Minotaur grinned. 
 
    “Everything’s dead. As I said. What is not dead are the infested. They’ll come soon. They know we’re here. We’ll move around the edge of the city. We can’t stay in one place. If we do, we’ll be overrun.” 
 
    “By what?” 
 
    Calruz didn’t answer. He turned. 
 
    “Move forwards! Take that street! Shields in front! Archers, ready!” 
 
    The Raskghar moved as one. They were alert, superhumanly quick and intelligent. But they were afraid. Ceria saw it in the tense way they reacted to Calruz’s order and saw the wariness on the Minotaur’s face. They made her afraid as well. She was braced, waiting for anything. She did not have to wait long. 
 
    It leapt out of one of the house’s windows. It screamed. The Raskghar froze and the archers loosed arrows. The thing staggered as arrows clattered off the wall behind it and several pierced its flesh. The arrows feathered it. A spike of ice burst out of its face. It staggered and then screamed again, around the [Ice Spike]. Then it charged the Raskghar. 
 
    It was a person. Or it had been. Like the lichen, like the walls and street, the thing was red. But a fleshy red. Its skin was too smooth, and it had—holes in its body. More of the others, the infested, came at the first’s call. They charged the Raskghar, ignoring the arrows that pierced their bodies. They charged when filled with arrows. They moved when their heads were cut off, swinging wildly. Even when they were chopped into pieces they moved for a while, until their limbs ceased. 
 
    It looked like something had eaten part of them away. That was the first thing Ceria noticed after she’d stopped screaming. The fleshy creatures, the infested, poured out of the houses where they’d been hidden, climbing, falling off the roofs and running at the Raskghar. They were fearless, which was good. Because the Raskghar hacked them apart. 
 
    The not-Gnolls were intelligent, stronger due to the full moons. They tore the infested apart with their claws, attacked and dodged with incredible agility and precision. They could have killed any regular group of soldiers with ease. They struggled against the infested. 
 
    It wasn’t that the infested were tough. On the contrary, they were just flesh. They moved fast, but only as fast as a normal Human could sprint. Yet they had no limits. They sprinted, fought, and screamed without getting tired or winded. And they were incredibly hard to kill. A Raskghar split an infested’s head open and it grabbed the Raskghar, clawing at it, trying to bite through the Raskghar’s fur before the furred warrior bashed it into the ground again and again. 
 
    They had teeth. And claws. And tails. Ceria whirled, blasting every one of the red creatures she could see with [Ice Spikes]. She heard a roar and saw Calruz swing his axe, cutting through three infested at once. 
 
    “[Ice Wall]! Guard our left! Raskghar, advance with me!” 
 
    He shouted at Ceria. His voice cut through the panic in her body. She turned and raised a wall of ice, cutting off an alleyway to the left. The infested slammed into it and began to try and climb the walls. But the delay allowed the Raskghar to press forwards. Calruz led them in a bloody charge and his axe sliced the infested apart. They didn’t even try to dodge his powerful blows. They ran forwards and died. But Calruz was advancing too far. 
 
    “Calruz!” 
 
    Ceria screamed a warning. But the Minotaur didn’t listen. The Raskghar around him fell back. Ceria shot [Ice Spikes] towards the infested, but they were surrounding Calruz. What were the Raskghar doing? They were going to let him— 
 
    The Minotaur raised his axe. The green head on the golden metal shone bright. Ceria saw the edge grow, turning transparent, until it was three times larger than the axe head. Calruz turned and cut. At least thirty infested fell as the magical edge of the axe sliced through them like butter. The magical axe swung, and Calruz cleared the space around him with effortless swings. 
 
    “Incredible.” 
 
    He had an artifact. Ceria burned with awe at the weapon. That was a weapon worthy of a Gold-rank adventurer! Maybe even a Named Rank one! But then she heard the infested scream. She turned and shot [Ice Spikes], bringing them down as Calruz cut them down by the dozen. But there were more of them. More and more and more— 
 
    “Ceria! Springwalker!” 
 
    Ceria jerked. She raised her skeletal hand and wand, but Calruz knocked her arms aside. He grabbed her. 
 
    “It’s over.” 
 
    Ceria looked at Calruz. Then she looked around. How much time had passed? Hours? Minutes? Seconds? The ground was covered in blood. Red bits of squirming flesh lay everywhere. The Raskghar were tending to their wounded. And the dead. At least thirty Raskghar had fallen, but they’d killed hundreds of the infested. Ceria looked around. She had blood on her robes and her hand was shaking uncontrollably. 
 
    “What—what—” 
 
    “Those were the guardians of the city. Along with the enchanted armor. We have a moment’s reprieve. More will come. Breathe. Look at me. Breathe.” 
 
    Calruz’s orders made Ceria look up. She remembered to inhale, and felt the world stabilize. A bit. But her shaking didn’t stop. 
 
    “That was worse than Ghouls. Way worse than Ghouls or zombies! They don’t scream! That was worse than Crelers—no, just as bad! What the hell are they? What in the name of trees…” 
 
    She trailed off. Calruz grunted. He turned. 
 
    “You didn’t see? Come.” 
 
    He grabbed her and towed her over to one of the corpses. It wasn’t moving, but Ceria stayed well back, expecting it to. Calruz bent down. 
 
    “This one’s dead. But see—” 
 
    He grabbed it, ignoring the blood, and twisted the torso. He’d cut this thing in half, which let Ceria get a good look at the infested for the first time. She saw a protruding jaw, a humanoid body. Shiny red skin—claws on the hands and legs—a long serpentine tail. 
 
    “It looks familiar. But what…?” 
 
    Ceria stared at the infested. Its shape was so hauntingly similar to something she knew. But her mind resisted her understanding. It was only when Calruz opened its mouth and showed her the teeth that she realized what it was. Ceria bent over and vomited. She’d eaten very little, but she threw it up anyways. She stared down at the dead infested in horror. 
 
    Sharp teeth. A reptile’s teeth. Only, it was important not to ever say that in front of one of them because they’d punch you. A long serpentine tail. Claws and sometimes wings, the relics of their distant ancestors. The infested had all of these. What it didn’t have were scales. 
 
    It was a Drake. Skinned. Flesh had grown over its body, and it had holes in parts of its stomach, its legs, arms, as if something had eaten it. But it was a Drake. Ceria looked around. Suddenly, all of the infested looked the same. 
 
    Drakes. This was a Drake city. And the infested— 
 
    She bent to throw up again. She thought she hadn’t anything left to give, but her body surprised her. Ceria choked on her bile and vomit. Then she felt a hand on the back of her neck. 
 
    “Easy. Drink.” 
 
    Calruz offered her his water flask. Ceria washed her mouth. When she looked up at him, she spoke two words. 
 
    “What happened?” 
 
    Even Calruz looked mildly unwell. The Raskghar were staying far away from the infested, warily watching their surroundings. The Minotaur shook his head. 
 
    “I don’t know. At a guess, these were Skinner’s victims. Or perhaps they were the creators of the dungeon who fell prey to it themselves. Or perhaps there was something…else. You see, I have not found any records of the dungeon. Nothing I can read. But the Raskghar understand something of the writings on the walls. Ancient Drake. And they found something. We’ll visit it before we leave.” 
 
    He took the water flask. Ceria was about to tell Calruz she wanted to leave the city now and burn everything down. But then she heard a scream. It was far off, but it was joined by hundreds more. Her blood ran cold. 
 
    “More infested. We have to go. Follow me. Warriors! We cut towards the monument! Move!” 
 
    Calruz turned. The Raskghar ran with him. Ceria did too. The infested came, leaping from rooftops, appearing in alleyways, out of windows. This time Ceria blasted them with all the magic she knew. She cast [Fireball] and destroyed a group of them. She didn’t feel guilt, not in the slightest. Destroying these poor Drakes would be the ultimate mercy. 
 
    “Onwards! Don’t fall behind! If we are surrounded, we die!” 
 
    Calruz roared as he cut a path ahead. The Raskghar were falling—but only a few with each attack. They were too large and tough to go down to the infested, especially since the infested had nothing but tooth and claw. Things got trickier when they ran into the first patrol of enchanted armor. 
 
    “Twenty of them!” 
 
    “Take the infested! I’ll cut them down! Warriors, on me!” 
 
    The Minotaur bull rushed the first suit of armor. When he swung his axe, it bit into the animated metal knight’s chest plate. Calruz threw the animated armor to the ground and battered it with his axe as the Raskghar did likewise. The enchanted armor took longer to kill, but the Raskghar were up to the challenge. The real problem for Ceria and the other Raskghar was holding off the infested. After that battle, Calruz called a break. 
 
    “We’ve taken twenty percent casualties. And killed at least a thousand infested. Not bad. Your spells turn the tide.” 
 
    “I can’t keep casting spells. Even with mana potions.” 
 
    Ceria wiped sweat from her brow. Calruz nodded. 
 
    “I’m no fool. But we are nearly at our destination. Come, I want you to see this.” 
 
    He led Ceria down a wide street. There was a large plaza, reminiscent of Liscor’s central square. But in the center of this one—Ceria halted. Something had been erected in the center of the square, at the heart of a spiral of red tiles. A large monolith. And something had been carved onto the top of it. 
 
    Heads. Three, to be exact. Each one was grotesque. Each one was horrific. But it was the one facing Ceria that made her knees shake. She began to tremble uncontrollably until Calruz grabbed her. He held her. 
 
    “Steady. Steady.” 
 
    Ceria looked up at the stone face. It was stone. And the creature was dead. But to look at it was to remember. Skinner stared down at Ceria, his flesh mask grinning at her through empty eye sockets. 
 
    “Calruz. What is this?” 
 
    “A warning. The Raskghar found this when they explored the city. Long ago. The markings on the monolith are hard to read, but they uncovered a few words. It warns that this dungeon is protected by the…the Mother. The Mother of Graves.” 
 
    “The boss of the dungeon?” 
 
    “Exactly. The Raskghar have never seen her, but they read the rest of the monolith. It tells of three guardians of the crypts who serve her. Three. You know one.” 
 
    “Skinner.” 
 
    He stared down at her. Ceria remembered him reaching down, grabbing Gerial. Tearing—Calruz hugged her tightly to his chest. 
 
    “He is dead. You told me. If he was not, I would kill him. Calm, Ceria, calm.” 
 
    She clung to him. Ceria wrenched her eyes away from Skinner. 
 
    “The other two.” 
 
    The other two heads were facing outwards. Ceria saw a strange, headless torso with two gaping sockets. And another—a long, angular head and wide, wide eyes and a tongue that hung with apparently no mouth. She stared up at them in horror. Calruz looked grimly up at the two heads. 
 
    “Skinner. Snatcher. Stalker. They protect the dungeon in the name of the Mother of Graves. This city is their legacy, I think. They were…venerated by the people here. Until something changed. Now the city is a grave of the infested. But they remain.” 
 
    “Dead gods. Dead gods. Two more? Two more?” 
 
    Ceria shook, but clung to Calruz. His chest rumbled as he spoke. 
 
    “One more. And the Raskghar know it. I have seen him before. Snatcher.” 
 
    “Where?” 
 
    “The labyrinth. That is his home. The Raskghar call him—it—Facestealer. He is dangerous. Deadly. They have been unable to kill him. I have tried, but to no avail.” 
 
    That was the thing the Redfang Goblins mentioned. It had to be. Ceria looked around, terrified. 
 
    “Is he—do you think he’s—” 
 
    Calruz shook his head. 
 
    “No. He doesn’t enter the city. There’s nothing for him here. The infested and enchanted suits of armor don’t interest him, I think. He takes heads. And I know that the guardian of this place is gone.” 
 
    “How?” 
 
    For the first time, Calruz laughed. Ceria stared up at him in shock. The Minotaur shook his head. He pointed to the base of the monolith. 
 
    “Look.” 
 
    It took Ceria several heart pounding seconds to understand what he meant. At first, it looked like nothing was there. Just the spiral pattern of tiles. Only when she realized that the spiral was wrong, that the tiles didn’t match up, did she realize there was something there. 
 
    “What is—” 
 
    “Come. There isn’t any danger.” 
 
    Calruz led Ceria forwards. She walked hesitantly, and then stopped. 
 
    Something was curled around the base of the monolith. Something large. It was so large in fact, that Ceria had to halt ten feet away or touch the body. But she could barely see it. It was camouflaged so perfectly against the tiles that even when Calruz reached down and touched it, she could barely tell it was there. Calruz pointed at the silent shape. 
 
    “Behold. Stalker.” 
 
    Ceria scrambled back. She raised her wand, and then froze as she made out the final, crucial detail of the body. Stalker was curled around the monolith, a vast shape, hidden from view. But she could make out enough the more she looked to realize something important. Stalker was dead. 
 
    Something had torn its head off. And as Calruz looked at Ceria, she figured it out. 
 
    “Facestealer?” 
 
    He nodded. 
 
    “I don’t know what happened. Perhaps they turned on each other. But at some point, Snatcher killed Stalker. And now it lurks in the labyrinth, preying on all those it encounters. Of the three, I think it is the most deadly. Skinner was fear. But Snatcher is paralysis. You cannot approach it without falling to the ground. Helpless. And its body can resist enchanted arrows. It collects heads. Puts them on sticks.” 
 
    Ceria stared at Calruz, aghast. Snatcher sounded like something right out of nightmares. Even adventurer’s horror stories didn’t come close. She looked at the Raskghar. They were keeping well clear of the monolith. 
 
    “How did the Raskghar survive down here with it all this time?” 
 
    “They breed faster than it can kill. And there are many monsters with heads for Snatcher to take.” 
 
    Calruz’s lip twisted. He turned, then turned back and kicked Stalker’s body. Ceria shuddered as the near-invisible body moved. The Minotaur looked at her challenging. 
 
    “Do you fear it, even in death?” 
 
    The half-Elf nearly said ‘yes’, but then she recovered a bit. 
 
    “I fear whatever’s on your foot now. Haven’t you heard of monsters with acid for skin, you rookie? Poke it with a stick if you have to show off.” 
 
    Calruz bared his teeth at Ceria. She tried to smile, and then whirled. Another scream. Calruz grunted. 
 
    “We’re out of time. We’ll reach a higher vantage point so I can show you the end. Then we leave. Raskghar!” 
 
    He led them out of the plaza. Ceria ran with him, almost relieved to be fighting. The infested were real, but she didn’t want to stand near the monolith. Or think about Snatcher. 
 
    They paused one final time on the walls of the city. The infested were coming in a huge wave. Calruz ordered the Raskghar to fight for a few precious seconds and pointed. 
 
    “There! You see it!” 
 
    Ceria squinted past the streets full of infested rushing at her. She saw the rooftops of houses, tall buildings, and then—blackness. She blinked. 
 
    “Is that a…hole?” 
 
    “Yes! Move!” 
 
    Calruz roared and the Raskghar fell back. He and Ceria raced down the walls as the infested pursued them. They raced towards the metal doors in full retreat, pausing only to cut down the nearest infested twice. When they reached the doors, Calruz shouted. The last Raskghar leapt through, crashing down the stairs while two slammed the metal doors shut. 
 
    They’d trapped two Raskghar. The beast people were too slow. Ceria heard them howling in fear and pounding on the doors. Then she heard screams. She backed away as the Raskghar braced themselves. The Raskghar fought until the end, and then there was tearing. Silence. 
 
    The Raskghar and Calruz stared at the door. Then the Minotaur nodded. The Raskghar backed away and began tending to their wounds. Ceria wasn’t sure that was safe. 
 
    “If they open the doors—” 
 
    “They won’t. We’ve fought the infested before. The armor patrols will pursue, but the infested won’t. They go a little ways into the dungeon at most, but then they retreat. And close the doors. I told you, they guard the city.” 
 
    He turned his back on the doors. Ceria looked at them uneasily, but the Raskghar were already moving. They headed back towards their camp. Their numbers had been depleted, but they’d eradicated thousands of the infested. Which was part of Calruz’s plan. 
 
    “The infested don’t regenerate. They survive terrible injuries, but their numbers are finite. They’re too deadly a foe to face without a vast force—you saw how close we came even with your help. And they react to larger forces entering the city, especially if they stay longer. If I take a thousand Raskghar, ten thousand infested attack. But a small force like this can do great damage, especially on the full moon.” 
 
    “How many times have you done this?” 
 
    Calruz grinned, his yellowed teeth flashing. 
 
    “Many times. And there are less of the infested than before. The Raskghar would never dream of this kind of battle—there’s nothing for them in there. They won’t eat the infested. Even the Cave Goblins won’t. But I see the advantages of a city that can be fortified. And you saw it.” 
 
    “A hole. In the center of the city. What was that?” 
 
    “I’ve only seen it up close once. It’s a vast hole. It goes down…I can’t say how far. But it’s wide. Half a mile across if I’m a judge. I’m certain that the infested guard it—they cluster around it most of the time which is why they don’t react to us at the edge of the city at first. And in that hole is the center of the dungeon. The Mother of Graves and the dungeon’s treasure, if it exists, lies down there.” 
 
    Ceria shivered. The sound of it! She had no idea the dungeon was this large! But to hear Calruz say it like that— 
 
    “You’re this close?” 
 
    “With the Raskghar, I am. I just need to clear out the infested so we can descend. And as I’ve said, it’s doable.” 
 
    Ceria nodded. Her mind was racing in the absence of fear or danger. She looked back at the distant metal doors as an adventurer. 
 
    “It’s a war of attrition. If you don’t lose any Raskghar to the infested, or if you kill more than you lose—” 
 
    “I win. The infested don’t come back. There are no traps. It is just a battle against them. A fight. An honest one!” 
 
    The Minotaur brandished his axe. He’d cut down hundreds of infested himself. He was faster than he had been before the crypt. Stronger too, despite his missing arm. Ceria stared at Calruz. The numb shock in her body faded a bit. Something like amusement tickled her fancy. She felt her lips quirk into a smile. 
 
    “Congratulations, Calruz. You’ve finally found a dungeon made just for you.” 
 
    The Minotaur blinked. 
 
    “I have, haven’t I?” 
 
    The two of them looked back at the doors. Calruz whispered. 
 
    “It’s right there. I could run forwards and fall into that pit. But I don’t know what lurks beneath. I’m certain that is the heart of the dungeon. And I have been clearing the infested skirmish after skirmish. There are so many of them. And the enchanted armor. But once they’re gone, the city is open. And I will be the one to throw a rope down into that abyss and descend.” 
 
    “The dungeon. This one’s so much bigger than we ever imagined. We thought it might be big. We were prepared for multiple levels. Eight floors, even. But I never imagined…” 
 
    Calruz nodded. He and Ceria stood together. The Minotaur clenched his hand. 
 
    “This dungeon is on another scale entirely. I’ve seen the old dungeons near First Landing, the ones already conquered. Even the magic dungeons don’t come close to this. This—this is on the level of the dungeon Niers Astoragon conquered before he founded the Forgotten Wing Company. This is a dungeon worthy of a Named Adventurer—no, one that makes a Named Adventurer. And vengeance dungeon or not, I’m certain they would have hidden their greatest treasure with this boss monster. The Mother of Graves. The Raskghar have plundered the city and the dungeon and come away with artifacts worthy of any Gold-rank adventurer. This axe alone would make me Gold-rank.” 
 
    He pointed to his axe. Ceria stared at it. She remembered how it had grown and thought of the other Raskghar that had magical artifacts. The one with the invisible bow, the warded armor…and she’d seen more Raskghar with similar weapons. 
 
    “You have an army. And they know the dungeon.” 
 
    “Precisely. I could take ten Gold-rank teams and perhaps not do as much. There are thousands of Raskghar and Cave Goblins. This was just a trial of your abilities. With the awakened Raskghar, the ones who perform the ritual, and with Cave Goblins, we could eliminate the infested within a month. And then—” 
 
    And then that abyss awaited. Ceria’s heart pounded in her chest. Anticipation, excitement, fear, dread—it all mixed together. It was a rush, the indescribable feeling of being alive that made her keep adventuring despite it all. She looked up at Calruz, unable to stand still. She saw the same burning passion in his eyes. 
 
    This was an adventure! This was a challenge! Ceria grinned at Calruz. They could do it! They could really do it! She reached out— 
 
    And then she remembered what he’d done. Her smile vanished. Ceria let her arm drop. Calruz saw Ceria’s expression change. His softened expression hardened and he turned. 
 
    “Follow.” 
 
      
 
    —— 
 
      
 
    Mrsha the Great and Terrible sat in her cage. She felt the cold, hard, painful shackles on her paws. She saw the cage, the bars of wood and hide. She smelled the fear in the air, the blood. She saw the Raskghar pacing back and forth, some training with weapons, others bullying the Cave Goblins. She looked at the other cages full of Gnolls and saw the fear in their eyes, the terror. 
 
    Mrsha peed a little. She couldn’t help it. There were no bathrooms here and the Raskghar didn’t let the Gnolls out. She shifted uncomfortably, but it couldn’t be helped. She’d already done the very bad in the corner of her cage, and she knew the other Gnolls had done the same by the smell. 
 
    That didn’t bother her. It might have bothered Erin or Lyonette or Selys, but when you were a Gnoll, you could smell the outhouse even when you weren’t sitting in it. So long as there were other smells, it wasn’t too bad. Actually, it was sort of interesting because if you were really good, you could tell who ate what and who’d pooed last. Mrsha had a great nose. 
 
    …But this wasn’t the time for that. Mrsha could smell the fear in the air, a sharp, urgent smell. That made her feel very scared. It came from the Gnolls. And the Cave Goblins. The Raskghar didn’t smell of fear. They smelled of death and blood. Mrsha didn’t like them. She wasn’t afraid—but she peed a bit more when one of them looked at her. 
 
    The Gnolls were talking. That was all that had happened. Mrsha didn’t know how long she’d been down here, not exactly, but she remembered waking up. And then being very scared and trying to get loose, and then she’d seen Ceria and thought everything would be well! But it hadn’t. The bad Minotaur had pointed at the cages and then—and then— 
 
    And then the horrible thing had happened. Mrsha still remembered the Gnoll screaming as the Raskghar tore out his heart. She shook wildly and tried to breathe. Don’t think about it. Don’t think. Something had happened, and then Mrsha had been too scared to sleep. But she must have, because the next thing she remembered was a bunch of Cave Goblins lifting her cage and the Raskghar grabbing Gnolls and dragging them through the dungeon. 
 
    That had been scary too. But almost fun. Almost. And then the Raskghar had come to this new room, which smelled like they’d been here before. Ceria had come back with a horrible monster that the Raskghar killed and talked about ‘invisible monsters’. She’d said a lot of things, but none of it made sense to Mrsha. Why wasn’t she saving everyone? She was an adventurer. But there were a lot of Raskghar. And the Minotaur was very scary. 
 
    And now the Gnolls were talking. They’d been silent ever since the first time they’d woken up. The beating from the Raskghar had broken bones. And after the ritual they’d been terrified. But even that terror couldn’t make them sit in silence forever. Now they were growling softly to each other, talking almost inaudibly. 
 
    That was necessary, Mrsha knew. If the Gnolls made anything approaching loud sounds, one of the Raskghar would strike the cages or throw something at the prisoners. Anything after that would earn a savage beating. But since Gnoll ears and Raskghar ears were equally good, the Gnolls could still have a quiet conversation without alerting their captors. And since Mrsha’s ears were even better than normal Gnoll ears, she could hear too. She was young. Plus, she was a tribal Gnoll, not a silly city Gnoll like Miss Krshia and the others. She heard everything clearly. 
 
    It was the old Gnoll, the one who’d called her ‘Doombringer’ who was speaking. He was the oldest of the Gnolls held captive, or nearly. And he was the most important. The others deferred to him. His name was Elirr. He spoke, a bruise puffing up one eye as the others, adults, a few children, turned to him. 
 
    “In the past, it was said that we were enemies of the Raskghar. It was said that in the time underneath the earth, they broke away from our kind. That they became beasts, unthinking, and hunted us. We thought it was for sport, but the old legends were incomplete. It is clear they performed these rituals and gained…strength from them.” 
 
    Some of the other Gnolls nodded. The children tried to hug the adults, but they were shackled. It was very painful. Mrsha had seen the adults try to break the metal shackles, but they had been taken from dead [Guardspeople] and the metal was sturdy. The Raskghar had the keys. 
 
    “But how?” 
 
    One of the Gnolls whined softly. She was afraid. The Gnolls around her growled softly and her whine lowered before it could disturb the Raskghar. Elirr shook his head. 
 
    “It may be a thing of classes and Skills. Or not. The Book of Levels does not mention such things. But I know there is magic of blood, yes. And worse things. Things Gnolls have forbidden as the worst of deeds. Perhaps the Raskghar found such secrets in the darkness. All we can hope is that Ceria Springwalker convinces this Minotaur to release us.” 
 
    “How? You saw her. She bows to him. She submits! And he is mad. Clearly mad!” 
 
    “Hush. I know. But she is our only chance. You heard what he said. The Gold-rank adventurers cannot reach us. And we have moved camps. Even the Antinium could not best this dungeon. What other chance is there?” 
 
    The other Gnolls fell silent. They were afraid. Mrsha could smell it on them. On Elirr, for all he tried to project authority. That was the problem with Gnolls. They could smell your fear, so how could you lead them? 
 
    By showing them fear is conquerable. By being brave despite fear. That is what inspires. 
 
    Mrsha heard the voice in her head. For a second she couldn’t place it. And then she remembered. Urksh had said that. He had been a good [Chieftain]. Better than Elirr. Better than Krshia. She missed him so much. She cried when she thought of him, but she didn’t cry now. She had to be brave. 
 
    But then one of the Gnolls looked at her. Mrsha flinched. It was the female Gnoll, the one who’d whined. She stared at Mrsha and raised her voice. 
 
    “What about her? This is all her fault!” 
 
    She pointed. The Gnolls looked as one. Mrsha flinched. The brown eyes staring at her found her white fur. And she heard the murmurs. 
 
    “Cursed one.” 
 
    “White fur.” 
 
    “Doombringer.” 
 
    One of the Gnolls, a young male, glared at Mrsha. He bared his teeth and she shrank against the far wall of her cell. 
 
    “She did this. She brought this disaster upon our people! We should have killed her when Brunkr came! We should never have let her in the city, driven her away! Look what has happened!” 
 
    “Vakk, enough.” 
 
    Elirr raised his voice. Not to denounce Vakk, but to calm him so the Raskghar didn’t come over. One was looking their way, and the Gnolls had seen how the Raskghar liked to torment the Cave Goblins when they were bored. Vakk lowered his voice, but his growl was still menacing as he stared at Mrsha. 
 
    “She is cursed! Just like the legends say! I did not believe it, but look at the misfortune that has struck Liscor! Honored Krshia’s shop—the Face-Eater Moths, the Goblin Lord—” 
 
    “Not all that is her fault.” 
 
    Another Gnoll spoke up. Mrsha’s ears perked up hopefully, but the Gnoll did not look at her. Vakk growled. 
 
    “Too much has happened since she came! Too much! Brunkr warned us. He told us to kill her. We should have listened. He was raised in the Silverfang tribe! He knew the truth!” 
 
    “But he changed his mind. And Honored Krshia told us he was wrong.” 
 
    “Yes. And look what happened to Brunkr. He was killed by a traitor. And Krshia lost her shop. She nearly lost our great contribution to the meeting of tribes!” 
 
    “We gained something of greater value—” 
 
    “Enough!” 
 
    Elirr’s sharp voice was a whisper, but it quieted the other Gnolls. He looked towards Mrsha and shook his head. 
 
    “I do not know enough of the old legends. Yes, rumor says the cursed white fur is the death of tribes, but is it the cause? Krshia did not think so. And I do not know. That it is a sign I will not argue. But perhaps this doom was inevitable and the child was a herald of it. I do not think she caused it.” 
 
    “But would her death stop it? And why do the Raskghar value her?” 
 
    The other Gnolls went silent. Mrsha trembled. She wanted to cry. But Mrsha the Brave wouldn’t cry. 
 
    “Even if she were to die, we would be here.” 
 
    Vakk slumped against the side of his cage. The Gnolls looked at each other, despairing. But then Vakk raised his head. He looked at Mrsha, his eyes burning. 
 
    “But if she is disaster, let it not be for just us. Doombringer, bring doom on the Raskghar.” 
 
    He rose. Elirr tried to grab him, but Vakk twisted away. He stood clumsily, his paws were shackled, but he fell forwards and grabbed the bars of the cage. He stared at Mrsha. And now his voice was loud. 
 
    “Do it. Let it be an end to all of us! Gnolls, the cursed Raskghar! Bring death, Doombringer! Use your power and destroy these ancient monsters! Do it!” 
 
    He shouted at Mrsha. The Raskghar turned. One of them shouted something. Vakk didn’t listen. He pounded on the cage. 
 
    “Don’t just sit there! Do something! Anything!” 
 
    “Vakk! Enough! She is a child!” 
 
    Elirr barked at the Gnoll. He managed to get up. He grabbed the young Gnoll, but Vakk threw him off. He began to howl, in desperation. Some of the other Gnolls took it up. 
 
    “Quiet!” 
 
    The older Gnoll ordered desperately, but it was too late. The Raskghar howled in return. They bounded to the cages and opened them. The Gnolls stopped howling as the Raskghar entered and began beating them. Vakk got the worst of it. By the time the Raskghar left, his face was a bloody mess. The Gnolls lay, moaning, weeping. Mrsha hadn’t been touched. She saw them stare at her and heard the same whisper. 
 
    “Doombringer.” 
 
    Mrsha wished she could tear her fur off her body. She wished she could speak. It wasn’t her fault! She wanted to scream it. But a part of her wondered if it was. And was afraid. 
 
    There was no more talk after that. The Gnolls huddled together. The children clung to the adults. One was so young he tried to nurse. The female Gnoll in the cage with him wasn’t pregnant, but she let him try. Mrsha sat, listening to it all. Then she smelled it. Her head turned a good few seconds before the others looked up. The Raskghar sprang to their feet. 
 
    Ceria was back. So was Calruz. The Raskghar with him returned, wounded, smelling of—of other things. Sweat. Death. Blood. And something else. A new place. The Minotaur smelled triumphant. Mrsha hid in her cell as he walked into the camp, laughing, in a good mood. 
 
    She didn’t trust it. His mood, that was. The Minotaur—his name was Calruz?—scared her. Mrsha could smell his good nature, see it on his face. But she knew it would change in the blink of an eye. 
 
    Bad mood. Good mood. Mrsha wanted to scrub her nose each time he passed. There was something wrong about the Minotaur. Something that made her hair stand on end. Sometimes he would be normal. He would speak to Ceria like a person and act like an adult, like a Chieftain and make the Raskghar scurry around efficiently. But then his scent would change. 
 
    It was the faintest of things. Something Mrsha could smell and know, but not focus on. It was so faint, so infinitesimal a change that even her keen nose could barely detect it. But she knew it had happened because then Calruz would go crazy. 
 
    The other Gnolls couldn’t smell what Mrsha did. The adults had weaker noses and the children were city Gnolls. They didn’t have the practice Mrsha had growing up, smelling squirrels and rodents beneath the earth, or scenting rain in the air. 
 
    Not even the Raskghar could smell it. Mrsha could. So she stayed back from Calruz, wondering when his mood would change and the smell would become terrible. He scared her. But the Raskghar scared her more. 
 
    “Chieftain.” 
 
    One of them came forwards. She was large. Her eyes shone. The Gnolls froze when she passed them. Mrsha thought her heart would explode or stop. She was the one. She had performed the ritual. 
 
    She was an awakened Raskghar. That was what they had called themselves. The Raskghar bowed to Calruz, pretending to be subservient, but the Gnolls and other Raskghar watched her. She was different. Special. She was like Krshia. A leader of the pack. 
 
    Gnolls were matriarchal. Usually. They respected good leadership over tradition, which is why Urksh had been a leader and why they looked to Elirr now. But the Raskghar were very traditional. And she had performed the ritual. 
 
    “I am stronger, Chieftain. Stronger. Smarter. Faster. I hunger for battle. I will be your greatest warrior. I already speak language. And I offer you this.” 
 
    The Raskghar had gone hunting. She presented Calruz with the head of something. The other Raskghar who’d gone with her had to drag it forwards. It was huge. The Minotaur inhaled sharply. He moved to one side and Mrsha saw—her hair stood on end. 
 
    “A Face-Eater Moth. Tree rot. That’s—is that from a mother?” 
 
    The head was nearly as tall as Ceria. It had come from one of the giant Face-Eater Moths, one of the ones who’d crawled out of the dungeon. Mrsha stared at the female Raskghar. She had killed that? By herself? 
 
    “You slew it by yourself?” 
 
    “Leading sixteen others. Yes, Chieftain. And I located a treasure site. One that may be opened. I puzzled over the solution. I would show you. But I am one. More rituals will mean more awakened Raskghar. More of us.” 
 
    She drew closer, touching Calruz. Mrsha knew she was flirting. The Minotaur growled and pushed her back. But then his gaze turned to the Gnolls. And Mrsha was afraid. 
 
    “Calruz, you can’t. You don’t need more Raskghar. You need…hostages. We fought in the city just fine. But the Gold-rank adventurers will keep coming so long as the Gnolls are here. If you let them go, you could strike a deal. Negotiate for items. Potions.” 
 
    Ceria’s voice was high-pitched, desperate. She hovered around Calruz, looking afraid. Smaller. The Minotaur glanced at her. 
 
    “That is true. But I told you not to argue with me.” 
 
    “I’m just—” 
 
    Calruz brushed her off. He strode towards the cages. The Gnolls looked up at him. Calruz looked from face to face. 
 
    “Who leads you?” 
 
    “I do.” 
 
    Elirr sat up. He was bleeding from a cut on his mouth in addition to his black eye. Calruz frowned. 
 
    “Why were the Gnolls beaten?” 
 
    “They began howling. They had to be silenced.” 
 
    “Hmf.” 
 
    Calruz stared at Elirr. The Gnoll met his gaze, but Mrsha saw his hands clenching. He wavered, and he looked away. Calruz snorted. Elirr spoke hoarsely. 
 
    “You are making a mistake. We are citizens of Liscor. The Watch will not rest until we are freed. Nor will the adventurers. And the Drake cities know of the dungeon. You will never be safe if we are killed.” 
 
    “Are you trying to threaten me?” 
 
    There was a dangerous note in the Minotaur’s voice. Elirr tried to look at him, but the Minotaur was too scary. Mrsha tried to cover her eyes and peek at the same time. 
 
    “No. No. But I ask—we beg you for mercy. We will pay any ransom.” 
 
    “My goal is the dungeon’s treasure itself. No one city could afford what I seek to find. As for mercy—I have promised Ceria to let some of you go if she obeys me. I keep my word.” 
 
    Elirr looked up hopefully. Instantly, the female Raskghar protested. 
 
    “Chieftain. The Gnolls are needed. For ritual.” 
 
    “Not all of them.” 
 
    “All! We must have them. You must—” 
 
    “Must?” 
 
    Calruz spun. His hand shot out. He was fast. The female Raskghar tried to dodge, but Calruz’s hand was at her throat. She struggled—and then stopped as his hand tightened on her windpipe. The other Raskghar stirred. Mrsha was glad to see they were afraid, even if it was of Calruz. His arm flexed as he drew the female Raskghar closer. 
 
    “You speak as if you were Chieftain. But you are not. You are weaker than I am, even with the ritual. Or do you challenge me?” 
 
    “No, Chieftain.” 
 
    The female Raskghar lowered her ears and head. She submitted and hunched, lowering herself as he let her go. Calruz turned. 
 
    “So. My order stands. Not all of the Gnolls will be sacrificed. How many depends on Ceria. I have a mind to spare whomever she picks. And the white one.” 
 
    “No. Not that one! She is special!” 
 
    Another Raskghar protested in a guttural voice. Quick as a flash, Calruz turned. He backhanded the Raskghar so hard that the beast-man lost a tooth. A spray of blood flew—the Raskghar fell. 
 
    “Silence!” 
 
    There was. Calruz looked at Mrsha. She tried to back into a corner of her cell and landed on her poo as he bent down. 
 
    “You. Ceria tells me that Ryoka knows you. And Erin. Why are you special?” 
 
    Mrsha quivered. Calruz glared at her. His eyes turned red. 
 
    “Answer me!” 
 
    She opened her mouth desperately, tried to point at it. The Minotaur grew angrier. He opened his mouth and his hand cracked as it dug into the top of her cage. 
 
    “Calruz, stop!” 
 
    To Mrsha’s relief, Ceria pushed forwards. She grabbed the Minotaur. Though she couldn’t pull him back, she spoke urgently and quickly. 
 
    “She’s mute. She can’t speak.” 
 
    “Mute?” 
 
    The Minotaur straightened. He looked suspiciously at Mrsha. Ceria nodded. 
 
    “She’s been mute since birth. Ryoka befriended her, like I told you. Her fur’s white—that’s probably why the Raskghar think she’s special. But she doesn’t have any powers.” 
 
    “I see. Do you think she’s special?” 
 
    Calruz glanced at the female Raskghar. Her eyes turned towards Mrsha. The little Gnoll cub flinched. 
 
    “Oh yes, Chieftain. White fur is special.” 
 
    “Why?” 
 
    The Raskghar hesitated. She looked uncertain. 
 
    “We…do not know. But we feel it. We know it. Here.” 
 
    She pointed to her chest. Calruz grunted. He looked at Elirr. 
 
    “You. Do you know why the Raskghar think she’s special? What does white fur mean among Gnolls?” 
 
    Elirr hesitated. The old Gnoll glanced at Mrsha and at Calruz. He opened his mouth. The Minotaur cut him off. 
 
    “If you lie, I will sacrifice half of the Gnolls here.” 
 
    The Gnoll bowed his head. Mrsha stared at him in terror. 
 
    “She is cursed. According to the legends of my tribe, those with white fur appear after disaster. Or before it. They may cause disaster or warn of it, but disaster comes either way. They are shunned. I thought it legend myself, but…” 
 
    Elirr glanced despairingly at Mrsha and said no more. Calruz straightened. 
 
    “So. There is some truth to these legends.” 
 
    “It’s all superstition. Come on, Calruz. You don’t believe in that. And Mrsha matters to Erin. To Ryoka.” 
 
    “Ryoka.” 
 
    The Minotaur paused. A wistful expression passed over his face. He looked at Ceria, at Mrsha, and shook his head. 
 
    “I will…deliberate. I will make my decision later. Tonight, before we eat. I will not hear any more arguments.” 
 
    “I—” 
 
    Ceria opened her mouth. Calruz turned and she froze. He turned away and strode towards the curtain that had been set up at the far end of the room. He disappeared behind it. The other Raskghar backed away too, staring at Mrsha and the Gnolls. That left just Ceria. The half-Elf hesitated, and then bent down. 
 
    “It’ll be alright, Mrsha. I’ll figure something out. You’ll be okay. You…and the others.” 
 
    She tried to smile. Mrsha stared at her with wide eyes. She might have been young, but even Mrsha knew that Ceria was lying. 
 
    That was what adults did. They lied. But Mrsha clung to the lie. She sat in her cage as the Raskghar got back to work. A Cave Goblin scurried by. He picked up the Raskghar’s tooth and checked Mrsha’s cage for damage. Then he brought food for the Gnolls with the other Cave Goblins. 
 
    It was monster meat. Cooked over a fire, but monster. Mrsha knew it was part of the maggot. She heard the Gnolls crying out in disgust, but that was all the food that was offered. The water tasted of blood. Mrsha tried to eat and drink, but her stomach roiled. She bit the meat, gagged, and curled up. 
 
    She missed Erin’s cooking. She missed Lyonette and Apista and hot food! Mrsha did not cry. She would not cry. She waited until the Cave Goblin took the food away and then as more time passed. And then she heard arguing. 
 
    “Chieftain! Please! Gnolls are important. Must use in ritual. Must—” 
 
    There was a crack and a howl of agony. Calruz appeared, striking a Raskghar with his fist. The warrior—not the awakened one, another female—retreated. The Minotaur battered her to the ground and kicked her repeatedly. 
 
    “I will not be argued with! The Gnolls are mine! Mine! I am the Chieftain! I give the orders. There will be no sacrifices! Not now! And if I demand it, not ever! I will release some of them. Parlay. I want potions. And equipment!” 
 
    “You could get fresh water. Maybe a way to remove the blindness curse?” 
 
    Ceria hovered around Calruz, looking visibly delighted. The Minotaur turned and nodded. 
 
    “Yes. That’s right. We could do that! I could release the Gnolls, order the adventurers to halt the incursions into the dungeon in exchange for a few—or even assault the city. Yes.” 
 
    Mrsha sat up hopefully. Her tail began to wag. The Gnolls looked at each other in disbelief as Calruz strode over to the cages. He looked down at Elirr. 
 
    “You. If I send a message with your people, will Liscor hear it?” 
 
    “Yes. I swear it. We will bear any message you send.” 
 
    Elirr looked hopefully at Ceria, who was nodding. The Raskghar were unhappy. They growled, but as soon as Calruz turned they went still. They were more afraid of him than anything. Even the ritual couldn’t make them rebel. Mrsha felt hope. 
 
    “We will send one…no, two tomorrow. Two, yes. The Cave Goblins can escort them to the entrance. Make sure they make it to the surface. Or let the Gold-rank adventurers find them. They will make it clear that I am in charge and—and present them a list of my demands.” 
 
    “I can help with that. I’ll write the letter, add in whatever details you want. This is the right move, Calruz.” 
 
    Ceria smiled, clearly flattering the Minotaur. He stood straighter. 
 
    “Of course. I need penmanship. And paper! The Raskghar barely have parchment—I—I should address the Council. And the Gold-ranks. I’m…I should be—” 
 
    Mrsha smelled the confusion and madness in him. The Minotaur touched a hand to his head. But for once the madness was working against the Raskghar. He turned to Ceria. 
 
    “What should I do? You know them best. What is the best way to convince them of my sincerity?” 
 
    He trusted her. Mrsha could smell that too. Ceria smiled. 
 
    “Let’s find paper first. Do you have a quill and ink?” 
 
    “Yes. You there—bring me—” 
 
    The Minotaur strode away. The Gnolls glanced at each other, their eyes perking up. Freedom! Hope was a dizzying rush in Mrsha’s chest. She saw the Raskghar glancing at each other in frustration. The Cave Goblins scurried around, not paying attention to anything. 
 
    Ceria and Calruz stood together, talking over the details of his ransom note. The Gnolls and Mrsha listened, hearing Ceria manage Calruz’s madness and his twists of mood. He trusted her, ignoring the Raskghar, lashing out at them when they tried to whine. Mrsha was happy. Even though her belly rumbled loudly and her butt smelled like poo, she felt safer. 
 
    Freedom! Maybe she would be one of the Gnolls chosen to leave tomorrow? Probably not. But Erin would do everything to get her back. And so would Lyonette. And Jelaqua, and Halrac, and Selys… 
 
    It was hard to tell when it was night in the dungeon. Especially since the Raskghar and Cave Goblins worked in shifts at all hours. But the Gnolls, accustomed to the day and night cycle, felt themselves tiring and began to drift off. Mrsha found herself yawning despite all the excitement in her. She tried to be more comfortable in her cell with the painful shackles—which might come off soon—and saw that most of the Raskghar were getting ready to sleep. Ceria slept in a separate spot behind some curtains, and Calruz went to his bed too. 
 
    The room quieted. Mrsha began drifting off, although she kept waking up every time a Cave Goblin pattered by. She turned, shifting a rock out of the way and smelled poo and pee. She turned onto her side the other way and sighed. She felt her thoughts haze— 
 
    And then she heard a howl. It was loud, echoing, a note of pure terror from the Raskghar. Instantly, Mrsha shot up. She saw the Gnolls and Raskghar wake immediately and the Raskghar grab weapons. Mrsha saw them look around, trying to place the call, and then felt a whumph. 
 
    It wasn’t a loud sound, but a deep one. It went through the ground of the dungeon, through Mrsha’s bones. It was the sound of some incredible impact or explosion. Mrsha’s ears rang and she saw the Raskghar running in a haze of silence. She saw them howling at each other, using sign language, pointing, rushing past her. Then she saw Calruz emerge, axe in his one hand. Ceria ran out, wand at the ready. He pointed and roared. 
 
    A bit of hearing returned. Mrsha heard confused voices. 
 
    “—where—ready—did you—attack!” 
 
    Calruz pointed. The Raskghar moved, howling. Ceria backed up as Calruz turned on her. She raised her flesh and skeletal hands, her eyes wide. Mrsha tried to hear. It was one voice out of all the shouts and now, the distant sounds of fighting. Calruz was bellowing. 
 
    “Did you do this? Was this your plan?” 
 
    “No! I don’t even know what’s going on! What’s happening? Who’s attacking?” 
 
    “The adventurers! They’re attacking! They’ve found the camp! They found their way here! Without alerting my sentries! How? How?” 
 
    “I don’t know! I don’t! Calruz—” 
 
    He raised his axe. Ceria raised her hands, frost shimmering in the air between them. Calruz paused for one terrible moment and whirled. 
 
    “Defend the camp! Begin retreating! Send the Goblins forward! You! Grab the prisoners! Take them away! Now!” 
 
    He roared and the Raskghar moved. They sprang forwards, hundreds of them, running towards the fighting. So many. Mrsha had seen the adventurers. There weren’t enough! And then she saw the Raskghar running towards the cages. The Gnolls tried to fight, but the Raskghar clubbed them and lifted the prisoners onto their shoulders. They ran towards the other side of the room, out the exit the adventurers were not besieging. 
 
    “Calruz! Stop! This is a mistake! Don’t! Try to negotiate! Please—” 
 
    Ceria tried to grab Calruz’s arm, but he turned. His eyes were red. Fury burned in them. And madness. He struck Ceria with the handle of his axe and she fell. Calruz pointed and roared and charged out of Mrsha’s view. The white Gnoll sat in her cell, wide-eyed. She saw the Raskghar coming towards her and tried to back away. But she couldn’t. And as the Raskghar lifted her cell, she heard Ceria whisper. A single sound amid it all. 
 
    “No. Please—” 
 
    It was a heartbroken voice. A pained one. It sounded to Mrsha like desperation, shock, incredulity and sadness and grief. It sounded like failure. 
 
    It sounded like despair. 

  

 
   
    5.43 
 
      
 
    The Cave Goblins fled as the adventurers attacked. The tunnels and passages of the dungeon echoed with shouts and screams and the reverberations of battle. Fire lit up one passage and the Cave Goblins heard Raskghar scream. They ran as the Gold-rank adventurers pressed in, fighting the Raskghar as they poured out of their lair by the hundreds. 
 
    Some of the Goblins fought. They ran alongside their masters, bearing the crudest of weapons or fighting unarmed. They died with the rest as [Fireballs] blew them apart, or a shining comet made of light blasted forwards, eradicating everything in its path. At best, their loyalty was not rewarded; the Raskghar used the Goblins as shields, letting the adventurers cut them down while they skirmished with the Drakes, Gnolls, Humans, and other species. 
 
    So most of the Goblins ran. They had been warned. And while their subservient relationship with the Raskghar might have made them fight in other times, it did not now. Because a rumor had begun running through the Cave Goblins in the dungeon. A rumor from others of a place where there was food and no pain. Safety, from the whims of the Raskghar and monsters alike. 
 
    Of course, even that wouldn’t have made the Cave Goblins leave normally. The Raskghar would just hunt them down. But there was something else. Talk of masters who were better than the Raskghar. A word, long forgotten, that made something in Cave Goblins pause. 
 
    Hobgoblin. 
 
    Many ran. Some stayed. Others would return, finding their way to the Raskghar camp where it resettled. It wasn’t of concern to the Raskghar. Or the adventurers, so long as the Goblins weren’t in their way. They warred in the dungeon, fighting to reach the Gnolls held captive. 
 
    They failed again. 
 
      
 
    —— 
 
      
 
    At first it was simple. Textbook. The adventurers moved forwards in stealth, following the painstaking route they’d been given. Traps had been clearly marked out, and the monsters they ran across were silenced by advance teams like Griffon Hunt. They were aware the Raskghar camp had two entrances and had divided themselves into two groups. The first would strike hard while the other would use spells and traps to keep the Raskghar from retreating. It was at the crucial juncture when they were moving into place for the attack that they were sighted. 
 
    “Dragons damn it!” 
 
    One of the Gnolls cursed as the Gold-ranks in position for the frontal assault heard a Raskghar howl. It was pure panic, and it had come from one of the tunnels adjacent to the one they were waiting in. They heard the thump of a spell and saw a fireball explode ahead of them. 
 
    “We said to let the other teams get in position. There’s been no signal!” 
 
    “Too late! Someone was spotted! Go, go, go! Get the prisoners! Stick to the plan!” 
 
    The Gold-ranks ran forwards, abandoning the concealment of spells and shadows. They charged towards the entrance of the Raskghar camp; a passage which would allow six Raskghar to enter abreast if they squeezed together. The Raskghar were already pouring out. 
 
    “Flamewardens! Blast them clear!” 
 
    The first volley of flames made half the adventurers near the doors duck back. Dozens of Raskghar burned and the ones behind fled or fell to the ground, screaming. But hundreds more were running forwards. And by this time they’d closed with the adventurers in front. 
 
    Halrac and his team were part of the group fighting at the front of the camp. So were the Silver Swords. The Halfseekers had joined the team circling the Raskghar camp. From her position at the back of the line with the [Mages], Revi could hear confused shouts. She aimed her wand, trying to find a target in the darkness, but the flashes of light and melee made her hesitate. Her summoned archers had no such problems—they shot unerringly at the Raskghar. But there were too many. And the adventurers were in the wrong position. 
 
    “Fall back! Use area of effect spells!” 
 
    “No, push forwards! Hit the Raskghar coming out of the camp!” 
 
    “There’s too many! We need a better angle! We—incoming!” 
 
    Revi felt the impact, but a [Mage] had thrown up a shield spell just in time. She saw the air in the dungeon move as a Raskghar with a staff sent a blast of pure air forwards. The impact sent both adventurers and Raskghar flying and knocked others to their knees. Revi shot bolts of light from her wand, covering the stunned adventurers. And then she saw the Raskghar in armor. 
 
    She knew him. The Raskghar’s artifact deployed a barrier of magic which deflected every spell the adventurers sent at it. And behind him were Raskghar armed with other artifacts. An enchanted sword that spat bright energy every time it connected with something. A Raskghar armed with a shield with a mouth that bit, a blood-red dagger that constantly bled from the edge of the blade. 
 
    The Gold-ranks found themselves stalled. They tried to press forwards, but only a few had the armor to risk being surrounded by Raskghar on all sides. And even they had to fear the Raskghar with enchanted weapons. More than that, the Raskghar were holding the narrow choke point and the spells and arrows the [Mages] and [Archers] shot at them were being blocked. 
 
    And then she appeared. A Raskghar taller and bigger than the others. One who moved quicker, and with a clarity that the other Raskghar lacked, even during the full moon. She leapt forwards and bore a Gold-rank adventurer to the ground. Quick as a flash, she slashed his throat with a glowing yellow blade and leapt back as the adventurers tried to kill her. She disappeared behind her kin, who died as the adventurers roared in outrage. But her presence changed the Raskghar. They howled and surged forwards. 
 
    “Fall back! Draw them out!” 
 
    The adventurers moved backwards, holding the Raskghar back as their battle line crumpled. They weren’t losing—the Raskghar were dying by the dozens with every minute while only one adventurer had fallen—but they could not progress. And then Revi heard another howl. The Raskghar looked up and fled. 
 
    Not back towards the camp, but down the tunnels, away from the adventurers. In every direction. Some of the adventuring teams went to pursue, but their captains ordered them back. The Gold-ranks pressed into the Raskghar camp, hoping— 
 
    But it was too late. The Gnolls and Raskghar were gone. Out the back exit. And it was only minutes later that the second group of Gold-ranks appeared, battered and exhausted and said the obvious. 
 
    “We couldn’t stop them. We weren’t in position. Why the hell did you attack before we were ready?” 
 
    Jelaqua strode up to Keldrass, her armor still ablaze with magical fire. She looked ready to kill the bigger Drake. Keldrass coughed a bit of smoke and growled. 
 
    “We didn’t! One of our teams was seen. Did you see the Gnolls? Which way did they go?” 
 
    “There was no way of telling. We didn’t even catch a glimpse of the prisoners.” 
 
    Seborn appeared at Jelaqua’s back. His daggers were bloody and he shook his head. 
 
    “They got away.” 
 
    “We can chase them—” 
 
    “No. We failed.” 
 
    The other Gold-rank captains came over. Halrac was the one who uttered that harsh truth. The others looked at him. The former [Soldier]’s face was hard, cold. He gripped his bow with white knuckles. 
 
    “We’re too far in. We chase and die. This was our chance and we failed. Got it? We’re pulling out.” 
 
    No one argued. Halrac looked around. 
 
    “Where’s Pisces?” 
 
    “There. Pisces!” 
 
    A few Silver-rank teams had been allowed to join the group that would have cut the Raskghar off. Pisces appeared, his face white with emotion. He opened his mouth and Halrac cut him off. 
 
    “We’re leaving. Get the door ready. Otherwise monsters will be all over our position.” 
 
    “But—” 
 
    Yvlon and Ksmvr looked shocked. Halrac turned and glared at them. 
 
    “Now.” 
 
    Pisces hesitated, but another team was already dragging the plank of wood out from their bag of holding. Typhenous motioned and Pisces produced a glowing white mana stone. He stepped over to the door, which was complete with a handle and placed it on the wood. Pisces opened the door and the adventurers moved forwards. 
 
    “Stay behind.” 
 
    “I know.” 
 
    Pisces stood aside as the adventurers marched through in silence. Their heads hung low. The [Necromancer] looked around the Raskghar’s camp, at the scattered supplies, the embers of fires—all the petty things left behind. But the thing he had come to find, the person, wasn’t there. He stood in the darkness as the last of the adventurers ran through the door, listening to the sounds of many somethings approaching in the darkness. Monsters. 
 
    Pisces didn’t care. He beckoned and two Bone Horrors appeared. Their bodies of yellowed bone weren’t even bloodied by combat. He collapsed one into his bag of holding and then motioned. The other stayed behind, the armored bear-thing, a yellow flame burning in its eye socket. Pisces took one last look around and then walked through the doorway. 
 
    The door remained open a moment longer, exuding light and warmth in the cold dungeon. Then it closed, leaving the Bone Horror behind. It began smashing the door as it closed, breaking the wood, grinding the mana stone into glowing powder. And then it turned and opened its jaws. Monsters overwhelmed the Bone Horror as it fought. And then there was only silence. 
 
    The Raskghar camp lay abandoned. There were no Cave Goblins, no Raskghar, no adventurers. Just monsters who did not see each other as they returned to their lairs. 
 
    They’d failed. 
 
      
 
    —— 
 
      
 
    Erin Solstice sat in her inn, her leg jiggling. She was awake, despite the late hour. As if she could have slept. She kept her eyes on her magic door, to which was fixed a white mana stone. The light it shed was pure. Artificial. Or no—since it was magic, it was natural white light. It was still too bright at this time of night. But no force on earth would have made Erin remove the mana stone. 
 
    Her heart was pounding. Erin kept glancing at the door, and then at Lyonette and Apista who were sitting next to her, and then at the door every few seconds. She barely paid attention to Pawn and the group of Painted Soldiers sitting to her right. The Antinium were silent, watching the door with Erin. She was tensed, waiting for it to open. When it did, she nearly fell out of her chair and then leapt to her feet. 
 
    “Get back, Lyonette! What’s happening? Are you—” 
 
    The Antinium surged to their feet. The Soldiers readied themselves—and paused. The adventurers walked through the door slowly, without any of the sounds of combat Erin had been told to expect. She saw one of them—a Garuda with bright green feathers and a pink pattern running down her sides. 
 
    Bevussa looked up at Erin and shook her head as she walked forwards. She made way and Erin saw a group of five Drakes walk through the door. They were holding a body whose face was covered with a piece of bloodied cloth. 
 
    “Oh no.” 
 
    Lyonette was on her feet too. She started for the door, but Erin held her back. Both young women kept staring at the magical door, hoping, praying—but knowing the truth. No Gnolls came through the door. Or Ceria. The last person to walk through was Pisces. He closed the door behind him, plucked the white mana stone off and threw it to the floor. Then he stomped on it, shattering the glowing gemstone into dust. 
 
    No one commented on that. The adventurers looked at each other, not quite daring to look at Lyonette’s face. Erin felt like hers was a mask. She stared at the door. 
 
    “It’s gone?” 
 
    “My Bone Horror broke it. Destroyed the connection. It was then destroyed. By monsters.” 
 
    Pisces’ voice rasped. He too looked like a stranger, haggard, distraught. Halrac nodded quietly. 
 
    “We couldn’t stay.” 
 
    “I know that. But we shouldn’t have come back like this. We had everything this time. Everything! Why did we fail? Who was seen?” 
 
    Jelaqua looked around. None of the adventurers answered. The Selphid cursed. Her body was still aflame. She brought her arms down on a table. 
 
    “Fuck!” 
 
    The wood splintered. Erin didn’t care. Jelaqua threw the pieces of the table aside and looked around. Her gaze was despairing. 
 
    “What do we do now?” 
 
      
 
    —— 
 
      
 
    The Gold-ranks didn’t eat. Some drank enough for five meals, but no one wanted food. They talked, quietly, and then with growing passion. More than one tankard was broken, and more than one table as adventurers pounded on the wood. Jelaqua looked up as a Drake wearing lamellar armor walked over. He had a scratch on his arm, and he had carried a buckler and blade with a curved tip—a falchion during the battle. 
 
    “Miss Ivirith. I wanted to apologize. It was our team that messed up the ambush. We were getting in position when we ran across a group of Raskghar scouts. We didn’t get them all in time.” 
 
    Jelaqua looked up. The Selphid took in the Drake’s expression and connected him with the body that had been brought through. 
 
    “Your team’s…Reldiev Scalers, yeah?” 
 
    “That’s correct.” 
 
    “I don’t think you need to apologize to me. You lost one of yours to that Raskghar bitch, didn’t you?” 
 
    “That’s right. We were trying to get inside the camp. Cassa went too far ahead of the others. I guess that’s two failures. I’m truly sorry about this.” 
 
    The Gold-rank Captain’s scales were pale around his face. Almost as pale as Jelaqua’s. The Selphid stood up. 
 
    “You don’t have to apologize. Come on. You need some air. Where’s…Cassa?” 
 
    The Drake looked around. 
 
    “I—in Liscor. We need to prepare her body. Remove the armor. Notify her kin. I should find my team.” 
 
    The Selphid laid a hand on his shoulder. 
 
    “Not just yet. In fact, you should bring them back here. Liscor’s [Healer] will take care of the body. You shouldn’t have to do that.” 
 
    “But I’m her Captain. And she—” 
 
    The Drake looked lost. Jelaqua looked around and met Seborn’s eyes. He nodded. Moore was sitting by his side, staring emptily at a table. Jelaqua put an arm around the Drake’s shoulder. He flinched, but the Selphid was gentle. 
 
    “Come on. We’ll go together. And then we’ll come back. Or go to your inn. Any inn or tavern, really. You need drinks in you. Forget about the dungeon. I was angry. Has your team ever lost someone before?” 
 
    “No—no, we’ve been lucky. Really lucky. I mean, we’ve had wounded, but never this.” 
 
    “And your team’s new?” 
 
    The Drake nodded. 
 
    “We just hit Gold-rank last year.” 
 
    “I get it. Come on. Let’s find your team. You need to be there for them. What’s your name, kid?” 
 
    “Xess.” 
 
    “Come on, Xess—” 
 
    She left through the door to Liscor with the Drake. Her departure was noted. When Xess had left, one of the Drakes in Bevussa’s team, Zassil, sat up. 
 
    “If they hadn’t screwed up the ambush—” 
 
    Fast as a whip, Bevussa turned and slapped him across the back of the head. The captain of the Wings of Pallass hissed at Zassil, forgetting that she wasn’t supposed to be the captain in public. 
 
    “Shut up! They just lost one of their own! Show some respect!” 
 
    “He is right, though. If we hadn’t been compromised, we could have trapped the Raskghar. Instead, we lost a Gold-rank and they’re gone. Not good. Our one chance of saving our kin is gone. That cannot be ignored, no.” 
 
    One of the Gnoll adventurers spoke up. No one could contradict him. But Dawil, sitting and drinking his sixth mug, looked up. 
 
    “That’s true. But supposing everything did go according to plan, I’m not sure it would’ve gone the way we planned. We knew there were lots of Raskghar, but the ones with artifacts changed things. Not to mention—did anyone see the special Raskghar? Or was it just me?” 
 
    “We saw her. The quick one? The one that got Cassa? She was different. And those Raskghar with artifacts. That’s a Gold-rank threat. If we’d had to cut them down—” 
 
    “It’s the ritual. The one Ceria told us about.” 
 
    Yvlon spoke up. She looked around at the others. One of the Drakes coughed. 
 
    “The ritual? The one that involves sacrificing—” 
 
    He paused and glanced at his Gnoll teammate. 
 
    “—How could that work?” 
 
    “I don’t know. But Ceria said the Raskghar performed a ritual.” 
 
    “With your weird message spell. To the [Necromancer].” 
 
    All eyes turned towards Pisces. Keldrass frowned at the young man. He was staring blankly at his cupped hands, leaning back in his chair. 
 
    “I don’t trust it. Why can’t she use [Message]?” 
 
    “She doesn’t know it.” 
 
    The [Necromancer] replied absently. Keldrass paused. 
 
    “She couldn’t give us detailed information on the camp. Or tell us any important information. We got the location of the camp from Goblins.” 
 
    “She’s a prisoner. Being watched. The spell is noticeable.” 
 
    “Still—what does the ritual do? Why sacrifice Gnolls?” 
 
    Pisces looked up at last. 
 
    “It makes them stronger. All other aspects are irrelevant. It makes the Raskghar stronger, which is why they desire the Gnolls. Is that simple enough for you, fool? You saw what that one did.” 
 
    The Drake flushed and clenched his fist, but he shut his mouth. Pisces looked around at the others. He opened his hands. A flaming butterfly flew upwards. 
 
    “She sent me a message.” 
 
    “What? Why didn’t you tell—” 
 
    “I was decoding it. Shut up. Sit down.” 
 
    Keldrass hesitated. Pisces ignored him. He spoke softly, but no one was making any sound. 
 
    “She’s still alive. But—she says we ruined everything. I don’t know what that means. She says the Raskghar escaped. That Calruz suspects treachery. Not in so many words. And she says—he ordered the Raskghar to perform the ritual with twenty more of the Gnoll captives.” 
 
    He looked up. The Gold-rank adventurers sat, frozen in their chairs. Pisces gazed around the room and found the figure holding a pitcher near the back. He met Lyonette’s eyes. 
 
    “Mrsha is safe. For now.” 
 
    But twenty more Gnolls were dead. No one spoke for a long minute. Then the other adventurers began to mutter disconsolately. 
 
    “Twenty? How many prisoners are left, then? Can we get to them in time?” 
 
    “Ancestors, I saw how quick that one moved. Cassa barely saw it leap at her. If we have to fight twenty more of them—” 
 
    “We’ve lost the camp, the Raskghar are on alert now, and we lost one of our own. How’re we supposed to beat them?” 
 
    “Wait for the full moons to disappear?” 
 
    “And risk everyone else being sacrificed?” 
 
    “If it’s that or try and fight them like that again, I say yes! There’s no point in risking our lives if we don’t have to.” 
 
    “So we let my people die, is that it?” 
 
    A Gnoll stood up, glaring at the Drake. The Drake stood too, more than a little drunk. 
 
    “I risked my life for your people! But I’m not going to kill myself or my team for nothing!” 
 
    “If that’s what your team wants to do, fine. But my team is going back down there tomorrow. We won’t stop, even if we’re going alone. We aren’t cowards.” 
 
    The Drake rumbled and his hand reached for the sword hilt at his side. 
 
    “I dare you to say that again, you—” 
 
    “Enough!” 
 
    The voice was like a cold wind blowing. The adventurers felt a moment of pressure and turned. Erin stood in the center of the room, looking around. She gazed from face to face, angry and helpless at the same time. 
 
    “Stop fighting! Stop wasting energy blaming each other! The Raskghar got away. They killed more Gnolls. We’re running out of time. What are you going to do? What’s your plan now?” 
 
    The adventurers in her inn looked at Erin. They looked at each other. Some shook their heads. Others just looked away. No one had an answer for Erin. And that in itself was answer enough. 
 
      
 
    —— 
 
      
 
    Twenty. Twenty Gnolls died in the dungeon. Upon an altar of stone that ran red with blood. The other Raskghar held them there, and the chosen Raskghar killed them with the same stone. Tore open their chests. Ate their hearts. And changed. 
 
    Vakk was the last. He fought the Raskghar, cursing them, and even managed to draw blood with his claws. But that only seemed to excite the bestial monsters. They dragged him over to the altar. 
 
    Mrsha didn’t watch. She hid her face in her side and covered her ears. But she still heard the scream. She would never forget Vakk’s last sounds or the ripping noises, the crack of his bones that came after as long as she lived. And when it was over, twenty one Raskghar stood together. 
 
    “Good.” 
 
    Calruz stood and nodded, his face triumphant. He stared at the dead Gnolls without any recognition in his eyes. And when he turned, the madness-scent hung from him like clothing. He inspected the twenty one Raskghar. They licked their bloody muzzles, sniffed the air. The other Raskghar looked at them as children did at adults, despite their similar forms. The twenty one awakened bowed to their Chieftain. But their eyes—their eyes glowed as they looked at the Gnolls. 
 
    The Minotaur didn’t notice. He was talking to himself, to his tribe, and to the half-conscious form at his feet. Ceria barely moved—he’d beaten her with his arm when she’d fought him. 
 
    “This was a triumph. My triumph! I was betrayed, but the adventurers could not defeat me. Not here. Not ever! And so I name you. Twenty one of my elites. You awakened Raskghar. You will all bear artifacts, become my vanguard.” 
 
    “Yes, Chieftain. We are honored, Chieftain.” 
 
    The female Raskghar spoke for the others. She was first of the twenty one, and they deferred to her. Calruz nodded. He glanced around. 
 
    The new Raskghar camp was the old one. The circular room with the partially caved-in roof. The Raskghar couldn’t move that far at night, not with the dungeon stirred up. It didn’t matter either way. The adventurers had not followed. 
 
    “A great victory. You—you have done well, Nokha. You will lead the awakened. Tomorrow. But I give you leave tonight. This is a celebration. Celebrate!” 
 
    The Minotaur turned. He roared and the Raskghar howled in triumph. They broke up, males and females, seeking each other. Some ate. Others forced the Cave Goblins to entertain them. The awakened Raskghar looked with interest at each other, but then they moved as one. Towards the Gnolls in cages. 
 
    There were still over forty captive Gnolls left. They shrank in their cages as the awakened Raskghar approached. Their eyes were—too bright. Mrsha backed up until she could feel the bars of her cage pressing into her back. Nokha, the female Raskghar, looked around. She had killed a Gold-rank adventurer. She had smiled as each of the Gnolls was sacrificed. Now she bent and looked at the remaining Gnolls. At Elirr. And at last, at Mrsha. She smiled. 
 
    “We are whole.” 
 
    The Gnolls shivered. Something about her words filled them with dread. Mrsha tried to hide as the Raskghar stared down at them. Then the awakened turned. They joined the others, growling, asserting their dominance. The lesser Raskghar—for that was what they were—gave way at once. The awakened chose from the lesser, males choosing females, females choosing males. They led them away and then the Raskghar paired up. 
 
    It was dark in the room. Blood and pain filled the air. The fires crackled. The Raskghar growled. And then they began to mate. 
 
    Urgent thrusting motions, low growls, moving shadows. Mrsha knew what was happening, at least in abstract. She’d grown up in a Gnoll camp after all, and privacy was limited when everyone could hear and smell what you were doing, even inside a tent. She didn’t look at first. Then she peeked. And then she was afraid. 
 
    The sounds were urgent. Primal. There weren’t just busy sounds. There were howls of pain and snarls too. The shadows danced. The Raskghar’s orgy filled the night as Mrsha hid in her cage. And she wished, oh how she wished that someone would save her. But no one came. So Mrsha covered her ears and wished Ryoka were here. 
 
      
 
    —— 
 
      
 
    Ceria heard the Raskghar begin to mate. She saw them move into the shadows, but not out of sight. There was little privacy in this room, save for Calruz’s and her ‘private’ quarters. She felt the ground she was lying on. Her head spun. She felt sick. 
 
    Twenty. He had made her watch. When Ceria got up, she had a bloody cut on her cheek and her eye was already swelling. 
 
    “So. You see the price of treachery.” 
 
    Calruz’s voice made Ceria look up. The half-Elf stared up at her former captain. Former. She couldn’t see anything she recognized in him. Not now. 
 
    “You monster.” 
 
    He hit her. Ceria felt the world go gray. Calruz pulled her up. Her head lolled. 
 
    “I warned you. I gave you my trust! And you led the adventurers here.” 
 
    His eyes were red. Mad. Ceria tried to make her tongue work. 
 
    “I swear, I didn’t. You know that I can’t cast [Message].” 
 
    A lie. She’d told Pisces what she could. But it was true in that she hadn’t brought the adventurers here. She would if she could. But she hadn’t. How had they done it? Ceria’s mind was hazy. They had to do it again. Soon. Before— 
 
    “You murdered them.” 
 
    “I made my Raskghar stronger. I was a fool to listen to you. One of them slew a Gold-rank adventurer. Twenty more of them will be enough to claim the city. Destroy my enemies! Yes. They have been far more loyal to me than you. And now—” 
 
    Calruz looked around. The mating frenzy of the Raskghar didn’t seem to disturb him. On the contrary, he seemed excited. 
 
    “Look. My tribe multiplies. This is mine. Mine! And you—you are mine too. Traitor or not. You will be mine. I will make you mine.” 
 
    He lifted Ceria up. The half-Elf didn’t know what he meant, until she saw Calruz’s private quarters, curtained off by a moldy sheet. And then she looked down. He was aroused. 
 
    “No.” 
 
    The Minotaur didn’t seem to hear. He stared at Ceria. 
 
    “The Raskghar take long to breed. But the next generation of warriors will serve me. I have them training in their camps. Hidden away. But I have not created any heirs.” 
 
    “Put me down.” 
 
    “I am your Chieftain. This is your duty.” 
 
    Ceria couldn’t breathe. Calruz had her by the throat. She forced her hand to open as he walked with her suspended in the air. She forced her skeletal hand open, tried to freeze Calruz’s arm. 
 
    “Touch me and I will kill you.” 
 
    The Minotaur paused. He looked back at Ceria and his eyes were red. He didn’t have another arm to hit her with, so he brought Ceria close and head-butted her. She went limp. 
 
    “You do not order me! I give orders! I am your chieftain! Obey!” 
 
    He roared in her face. Ceria felt spit strike her face. She struggled as he opened his curtains. His ‘bed’ was just a pile of worn blankets. Stained. The Minotaur turned to her, lust in his eyes. Ceria raised her skeletal hand, aimed between his eyes. She had just enough strength for one last retort. 
 
    “Ryoka would be so proud.” 
 
    Calruz stopped. A bit of sanity flickered in his eyes. He stared at Ceria. She waited, her hand frozen with magic. 
 
    The Minotaur cursed. He lifted Ceria and threw her. She flew, striking the ground hard. Her wand bounced out of her belt, rolled into the darkness. Ceria felt a rock cut her through her robes. She lay on the ground as Calruz roared. 
 
    “You!” 
 
    A female Raskghar came at his bidding. He disappeared with her behind the curtains and then Ceria heard loud grunting, a rhythmic sound. She dragged herself up. 
 
    “You monster.” 
 
    Healing potion. She reached for it and treated the bruises at her throat, her eye and the cut on her head. Ceria looked around. The Raskghar moved in the darkness. She couldn’t make out the awakened from the other Raskghar. But it didn’t matter. Ceria looked at the Gnolls in their cages. There were less of them. They stared at her. Ceria looked away. 
 
    “I—” 
 
    There was nothing she could say. Cave Goblins sat around fires, staring at their masters. They parted for Ceria as she staggered past them, watching her cautiously. Ceria paused at Mrsha’s cage. She stared down at the shackled Gnoll. No one was watching the cages. It would be easy to break the cage. It was flimsy. The Gnolls could do it if they weren’t shackled. But she had no way of removing the metal bindings. And even if they ran… 
 
    This time she couldn’t say anything to Mrsha. Ceria just leaned on the cage and covered her eyes. 
 
    “I’m so sorry.” 
 
    Then she turned and walked away, conscious of the little Gnoll’s eyes on her back. Ceria went to her private room, trying not to hear or see. Or remember. But she heard the scream. The last Gnoll had cursed her before he died. He had been right to. 
 
    Her bedding was worn cloth too. It was actually comfortable somehow—the Cave Goblins had created a nest for Ceria to sleep in. She had no right to it, but Ceria took it anyways. 
 
    Ceria lay down and wept as she heard the Raskghar celebrate around her. Her tears ran down her cheeks, salt and water. They dripped onto the ground and ran together, forming a tiny puddle of water. More ran from Ceria’s open water flask and into her hands. Tears and water mixed, freezing, molding a shape out of the air. 
 
    A dagger made of ice. She gave it the finest edge she could and made it sharp. Sharper than her broken dagger had been. Sharp enough to cut a Minotaur’s skin. Sharp enough to kill. It would have to be quick. 
 
    It was a terrible thing to think of. To kill your own teammate was the ultimate betrayal. But hard as Ceria tried, she couldn’t find any guilt or sadness in her heart. There wasn’t enough left of Calruz anymore. He was a monster. She told herself that as tears ran from her cheeks and froze. And she knew that she wouldn’t ever leave the dungeon. And neither would he. 
 
      
 
    —— 
 
      
 
    It was all falling apart. Erin Solstice woke up the next day and knew that the Gold-rank adventurers had no plan. They had argued long into the night—those that hadn’t left early. But at the end of it, they had nothing solid to go on. Nothing beyond trying to find the Raskghar again. 
 
    There were just too many. And they were just too strong while the moons were full. In a day or two the moons would change and the Raskghar would be weak. But by that time, Erin was sure, all the Gnolls would be dead. 
 
    Mrsha would be dead. 
 
    She had slept in her kitchen. When Erin walked into her common room, she found Lyonette sitting at one of the dirty tables. Dishes were left where they’d been last night, broken on the ground or piled up. The [Barmaid] sat in her chair, Apista in her hands. The Ashfire Bee’s legs had been healed, but it clung to Lyonette’s arm. Even it seemed to know something was wrong. 
 
    “Lyonette.” 
 
    The young woman didn’t look up at Erin’s voice. She stared ahead blankly. It was just past dawn. The adventurers had been in the inn until midnight. Lyonette might not have slept. 
 
    “Lyonette. You have to sleep.” 
 
    “They couldn’t do it. Mrsha was right there and they couldn’t save her.” 
 
    “Yeah.” 
 
    Erin stood next to Lyonette’s chair. She tried to say something in the Gold-rank adventurer’s defense. The Raskghar had been too strong. They’d been unlucky in being spotted too early. It had been dozens of adventurers versus hundreds or thousands of Raskghar. But those were all excuses. Nothing would bring the dead Gnolls back. 
 
    “I—I’m going to talk to the Goblins. They have to be able to help.” 
 
    “How?” 
 
    Erin didn’t know. She looked at Lyonette. 
 
    “If—” 
 
    She let the word hang in the air. Lyonette looked up, but Erin couldn’t give word to the feelings in her chest. She walked away and went to the door. She looked around, found the red mana stone, and stared at it dully. 
 
    It had been such a good plan. The Redfang Hobs had showed her the Cave Goblins that had known where the Raskghar camp was. She’d gotten the adventurers and made the Goblins write down a map so the adventurers could find the camp. They’d agreed to leave the Hobs behind—there was too much risk of unfriendly fire if the adventurers reacted to the Redfang Warriors. 
 
    They’d made preparations, calculated a plan of attack. They’d even had an exit strategy. Pisces and Typhenous had gotten their emergency door to work and Erin had set the door to their mana stone. They’d go in, fight their way to the prisoners and get Ceria and Calruz, and exit through the door. Pisces had claimed he could leave an undead to smash the doorway so monsters couldn’t follow. Plus, Erin could always change the door’s connection. 
 
    Last night, it had seemed so possible. Now, in the light of day, Erin knew better. She opened the door and walked through. 
 
    Happy noises greeted her. The Cave Goblins looked up warily as Erin entered, then got back. To cooking. They had eight fires going in the cave, and it sounded like there were more going on in the dungeon too. Hundreds of Goblins sat around in the cave—they’d colonized the room right in front of the Shield Spider nest too, completely at home with the giant spider colony right next to them. And they were cooking. 
 
    Fish, mainly. They’d run out of Erin’s supplies as soon as the Cave Goblins had begun pouring out of the dungeon. So Headscratcher had taken Goblins back to the waters outside of Liscor and begun fishing at the edge. The Goblins had dug around for worms and grubs in the mud and after finding and eating a few, had created crude fishing rods. Some just threw the bait into the water and snagged fish with nets. Then they towed them back to the cave and began to cook them. 
 
    Erin stared at a fish that had been diced up and was now sizzling in one of the frying pans she’d given the Goblins. It had been deboned, but the guts of the fish and every other part—including the eyes—were in the pan, cooking away. And the Goblins sitting around the fire were chewing the fish bones, crunching them down with satisfaction. As Erin watched, the designated [Cook] reached into a bag and brought out a handful of salt. It sprinkled the salt over the frying fish to the Goblin’s apparent satisfaction. Then it began to divvy the fried fish up. 
 
    Every Cave Goblin got a portion. The little children greedily snatched at the fish and then dropped the hot pieces, crying out. The adults were barely more controlled. But they shared. They shared and smiled as they ate, monsters smiling to eat fish with salt. It was a heartwarming sight. But Erin’s heart hurt. 
 
    “Where’s Headscratcher? Where’s Numbtongue? The Hobs?” 
 
    The Cave Goblins looked up. As one, they pointed towards the entrance of the cave. Erin walked around the little Goblins. They looked up at her, some nervously, but most looking curious. Trusting, even. Erin saw a Cave Goblin wave at her. She stopped and saw it was Pebblesnatch, roasting a dead squirrel. Erin tried to smile and gave up. 
 
    “Headscratcher.” 
 
    The Redfangs were outside, sparring with a huge audience of Cave Goblins watching them. They looked up and stopped fighting at once. The five Hobs clustered around Erin, looking excited. 
 
    “We…win? Adventurers attack?” 
 
    Rabbiteater clumsily spoke. Erin stared at him and then shook her head. The Hobs’ smiles vanished. They looked at one another. 
 
    “Bad?” 
 
    Headscratcher looked at Erin. She nodded. 
 
    “Very bad. The Raskghar got away. The adventurers…they lost one of their people. And the Raskghar sacrificed twenty more Gnolls.” 
 
    The Goblins looked surprised. Not shocked. They exchanged a glance and then formed a huddle. Erin watched as they urgently signed to each other and then all began smacking Numbtongue on the shoulders. For once, the Hob didn’t need encouragement. He knocked their hands away and looked at Erin. 
 
    “We’ll go back in. We will find Raskghar camp. Again.” 
 
    Erin blinked. 
 
    “You can do that?” 
 
    The Hobs looked at each other and then at the Cave Goblins. They nodded decisively. 
 
    “We can find. Again. Many Cave Goblins. They know many spots. All we have to do is find other Cave Goblins. We can find. Before tonight! Adventurers try again?” 
 
    Numbtongue looked expectantly at Erin. She stared at him, and then felt herself wake up a bit. That was right. They could try again. They had to. 
 
    She didn’t know what she’d expected from the Hobgoblins. But this is what she’d needed. Erin nodded. 
 
    “If you can find them—I’ll find the others. We have to try again. We have to. Can you locate their camp soon?” 
 
    “Will look. Will go now.” 
 
    Numbtongue pointed at the others. Headscratcher was already looking around, giving orders in the Goblin tongue. The Cave Goblins scattered. Erin stood a bit straighter. 
 
    “Thank you. Thank you so much. Don’t get too near the camp. Please be careful. But find them. And I’ll get the Gold-rank adventurers to—to—” 
 
    She wavered. Erin’s face fell. To do what exactly? Try the same tactic again? They’d failed the first time. Even assuming they were willing to give it another shot, the Raskghar would be on alert. And now there were twenty one of the special ones. Could they do it? 
 
    What other choice did they have? Erin stared at the Hobs, who’d caught her uncertainty. Shorthilt nudged Numbtongue and made a few gestures. Numbtongue made a face and nodded. 
 
    “Old plan failed. Adventurers must have new plan. Do they have one?” 
 
    “No.” 
 
    Numbtongue paused. Erin saw Badarrow grimace behind him and Rabbiteater scratch at one ear. Erin bowed her head. And yet—Mrsha. Ceria. She scrubbed at her face as the Hobs watched her. There had to be something they could do. There had to be. 
 
    Could Olesm help? The Gold-ranks hadn’t consulted him, but he was a [Strategist] now. Then again, Erin had never seen how good his strategies were. Could she get Zevara to send her Watch into the dungeon? What about Embria? Ilvriss? No, he’d refused. 
 
    There had to be something. But Erin didn’t know what. She wavered, and then looked up. 
 
    “Go find the camp. I’ll think of something.” 
 
    “You?” 
 
    Numbtongue looked incredulous until Rabbiteater kicked him in the shins. The Hob turned, kicked Rabbiteater back, and then nodded uncertainly. 
 
    “We go now. You keep the door open. We’ll tell you as soon as we return.” 
 
    Erin nodded. Numbtongue’s grasp of English really was close to perfect. The Hob turned. Headscratcher had a group of sixteen Cave Goblins and was waiting. The Hobs filed into the cave. Erin watched them go. 
 
    “I’ll think of something. Who else can?” 
 
    The Gold-rank adventurers had given up. They had no idea what to do. But there was a chance. Erin walked back into the cave and back into her inn. One of the Cave Goblins peeking through the door jumped and ran when she walked past him. Erin absent-mindedly walked over to a table. Lyonette was still sitting in the same spot. 
 
    There was something on this table. A chess board. The ghostly pieces were set up in a game. Erin looked around for the other chess boards, but they must have been placed somewhere else to make room for all her guests. She looked at Lyonette and decided she didn’t care. She stared at the ghostly chess pieces. 
 
    She’d been playing a game with her mysterious opponent. She’d stopped ever since Mrsha had been kidnapped, but it had been her custom to spend at least thirty minutes each day playing a game. Now her opponent had been waiting days for her move. Erin stared at the board, which had been a thrilling back-and-forth game between the two. She swept the pieces from the board and began resetting them. 
 
    A black and white side stared at her, completely untouched. Erin stared at the pieces and then moved a pawn. She turned the board around and then, without waiting for her mysterious opponent to make a move—if he was even there—she played his side. Knight to F6. Alekhine Defense. 
 
    She didn’t know what she was doing. Erin was certain she shouldn’t be playing chess. But she had to think. She had to think. What could she do? What could they do? If they could find the Raskghar camp—but if the adventurers couldn’t win an all-out attack—her hands moved automatically, sending her pawn forwards, playing the black side against the white. There had to be something. Something that would work. 
 
    She had to think. The Cave Goblins staring through Erin’s portal door into her inn stared in awe at Erin’s magical chessboard. They began creeping forwards. Watching. Learning. And Erin played against despair. And thought. 
 
      
 
    —— 
 
      
 
    Mrsha dreamed she was in her bed. Just for a moment. But it was a wonderful dream. She dreamed she was lying next to Lyonette, and Apista was lying on her little bed by the windowsill. 
 
    It was too early so Mrsha was all curled up, warm, lying next to Lyonette. But soon she’d smell cooking and know it was breakfast. And then she’d run down stairs and sit at the table and Erin would smile at her and tell her what breakfast was, and then Lyonette would come down and tell Mrsha how good she was for washing her paws and setting the table—if Mrsha remembered and— 
 
    And then reality seeped into the dream. Mrsha smelled dried urine and feces. She shifted and felt the hard stone beneath her, and her empty stomach. And she opened her eyes and knew she was in the dungeon. In the baddest of places. 
 
    Mrsha sat up and remembered where she was. She looked around and saw the Raskghar. They were eating ravenously, satisfied. The Cave Goblins ran about, bringing them food. They’d mated last night and now, content, they were in a good mood. Mrsha wished they would all die horribly. She wished the Frost Faeries would freeze them, or Zel would appear and slash them all to bits. 
 
    Not even the Goblins were as bad as the Raskghar. The Goblins were terrible monsters. But the Raskghar were worse. They were like Gnolls, so close that sometimes Mrsha thought she could smell or see something familiar in them. But they did the worst things. They killed Gnolls. Sacrificed them. And then became… 
 
    Whole. That was what the female Raskghar had said. And as hard as Mrsha wanted to believe that was a lie, she thought it was true. The awakened Raskghar looked complete. If the ordinary Raskghar were beasts who could think, the Raskghar who had performed the ritual were people wearing the skins of monsters. But not good people. Oh no, not at all. 
 
    And now there were twenty one of them. The Gnolls huddled together whenever one of the Raskghar who’d performed the blood ritual passed by. The awakened were each followed by a small cluster of lesser Raskghar. And Mrsha saw that they were standing taller. And she had a horrible feeling of what that meant, too. 
 
    Urksh used to say that his position as the tribe’s [Chieftain] was based on two things. Respect and ability. There might have been other Gnolls who were better than him at leading, but part of leading was being trusted. And Urksh had the tribe’s trust in him. But Calruz? The Minotaur? 
 
    He had the Raskghar’s fear. And he was strong. That made him their leader, and his ability to think. But when Mrsha looked at the awakened Raskghar, she knew they commanded more than just fear. And they could think. And—she looked at one of them as he glanced around, his gaze full of bright danger. She didn’t think he was afraid of Calruz anymore. 
 
    “Monsters.” 
 
    One of the Gnolls spoke the word quietly. Mrsha looked at them. Elirr and the other Gnolls from Liscor sat together. They were clearly starving, battered, hungry. But they stared at the Raskghar with as much hate as Mrsha. 
 
    One of the Raskghar noticed. The awakened Raskghar, a male with dark grey fur and white stripes, walked over to the cages. The Gnolls drew back as he bent down. He grinned at the Gnolls. 
 
    “Prey. You are prey.” 
 
    His voice was guttural and his words were awkward. But he spoke! The Gnolls recoiled. The Raskghar bared his teeth, clearly enjoying the reaction. He pointed at Elirr. 
 
    “You. Cannot save kin. We kill. We sacrifice. Then we take more. More. More awakened. You first. Then you. Or you.” 
 
    He pointed at the other Gnolls, at an older female Gnoll woman, and then at a Gnoll child. The Gnolls clung to each other. The Raskghar laughed. Then he jerked. Too late. The bit of brown struck him squarely in the nose and glanced upward, striking his left eye. He recoiled with a roar and swiped at what was clinging to his face. 
 
    Poo. Wet poo. Mrsha took aim with another handful. The Raskghar surrounding the awakened one leapt back, as she threw her poo at them. The one covered in it howled as he tried to scrape it off his face and then got it on his paws. Mrsha raced about her cage, looking for more ammunition, but she hadn’t eaten much so there was no more. 
 
    “White one!” 
 
    The Raskghar howled in fury, but not too loudly for fear of waking Calruz, who was still asleep. He clenched his paws as the other Raskghar sidled away from him. And then he heard laughter. Immediately his ears flattened. He turned on the Gnolls with rage. They were laughing. But not just them. 
 
    Some of the other Raskghar had seen what had happened. The ones who hadn’t witnessed it could still smell what had gone on. Several of the awakened laughed at the unfortunate poo-covered one. And even the lesser Raskghar couldn’t contain their amusement. 
 
    The awakened Raskghar didn’t flush as far as Mrsha could see with all the fur on his body, but he looked furious. He glared at Mrsha in her cage. The Gnoll cub raced around inside, sticking her bottom up at him. For once, Mrsha relished the cage’s bars despite the shackles. She could still throw things with her bound hands! And the Raskghar couldn’t kill her. Not until it was time for her to be sacrificed. 
 
    The Raskghar growled deeply in his throat. He took a step towards the cage and a warning bark made him turn. The female Raskghar stared at him and shook her head. The awakened clenched his paws, but he glanced at Calruz’s private quarters and hesitated. Mrsha could see him hesitating. Not yet. Reluctantly he turned away. 
 
    Mrsha grinned at his back. She saw the other Gnolls straighten a bit, enjoying this moment of victory. Mrsha smiled widely—and then saw the awakened turn. The Raskghar looked around, growled, and then loped over to something. He came back with a key. 
 
    The other Raskghar growled warningly at him. But the awakened Raskghar was too incensed to care. He opened the lock on Mrsha’s cage and reached inside. Mrsha tried to run, but she was too slow. He grabbed her, shackles and all, and then lifted her out. She struggled. The Raskghar growled. He lifted Mrsha up and casually, before any of the other Raskghar could stop him, smacked Mrsha into the ground. 
 
    The blow was savage. Mrsha’s head and body hit the ground as hard as the Raskghar could throw her. She felt something crack. Pain. She curled up and heard pounding feet. The female Raskghar and two of the awakened snarled and dragged the one who’d struck her away. He let them do it. The damage was done. Mrsha felt huge paws pick her up and shove her into the cage. It hurt. Her mind flickered on and off. It hurt. It hurt! It hurt, it hurt, it hurt, it— 
 
    The Gnolls were silent as the Raskghar turned, locking the cage again. Their moment of triumph was gone, replaced by more hate and fear. The Raskghar walked away. The one who’d been struck by poo grinned even after he’d been cuffed hard by the female. He turned, nearly stumbled on a stick lying on the floor, and kicked it back towards Mrsha’s cage with a growl before going to find water to wash himself with. Mrsha didn’t respond. She lay there. It hurt so bad. She just wanted it to stop. All the hurting. All the pain. 
 
    It was too much. 
 
      
 
    —— 
 
      
 
    Ceria woke up late. She shouldn’t have gotten a good sleep, not with all that had happened, but her body had decided that her bed in the Raskghar’s camp was decidedly better than some of the sleeping spots she’d had while adventuring. So she got up after Calruz and all the Raskghar. Ceria stumbled out of her curtains and heard a familiar voice. 
 
    “Prepare the team. We strike at the nest of Children today. The awakened Raskghar will form the spear of the assault. I want to see how effective you are. Maintain a watch on the camp. I don’t trust the adventurers not to try to attack again. Double patrols!” 
 
    Calruz was standing at his impromptu war table, surrounded by the awakened Raskghar. They nodded deferentially to him. The Minotaur turned as Ceria walked towards him. The ice dagger was frozen to Ceria’s back. Literally frozen to her skin. The ice didn’t melt and Ceria knew no one would notice. She ignored the freezing sensation—she was used to worse from studying under Illphres and looked at Calruz. 
 
    “You’re attacking a nest?” 
 
    The Minotaur grinned at Ceria. He was satisfied from last night. His rage seemed like an afterthought, as did his fury over Ceria’s supposed treachery. 
 
    “Yes. I want to test the abilities of the awakened. You will come with me of course. Have you had breakfast?” 
 
    “Nope.” 
 
    “Collect some, then.” 
 
    Ceria walked towards the stew pots. It might have been maggot-insect the Cave Goblins gave her in a bowl, or the chunks of meat could have been some other monster. Or Gnoll. Ceria decided not to eat when she thought of that, though she was ravenous. Instead, she went to the pile of dead adventurer’s belongings and fished around until she found some travel rations that were only a bit moldy. She ate that instead and washed it down with stale water. 
 
    A fitting final meal. Ceria stood up and looked around. Her eyes went to the Gnolls in their cages. She wondered if there were anything she could do for them. Probably not. The adventurers would have to do something. If they got there in time. 
 
    At least she could save Mrsha. Maybe. Ceria tried to figure out what to do. If she could end things with Calruz—the awakened Raskghar were tough, but none of them were mages. There was a chance. A slim one, but there was no other way. She couldn’t sleep in this camp another night. 
 
    The Gnolls were awake. They were staring at Ceria. She didn’t want to meet their eyes, but she felt she owed them something. An explanation. Another apology. But she couldn’t give anything away, not with the Raskghar able to hear everything she said. So Ceria just met their eyes, trying to convey her feelings. 
 
    Something was a bit odd. The Gnolls stared at Ceria and then looked as one to Mrsha’s cage. Then they looked back at her. That was clearly a sign. Ceria frowned. She got up and walked over to Mrsha’s cage. The little Gnoll was curled up inside. Ceria glanced at the Gnolls, but they were afraid to speak. She bent down and inspected Mrsha. 
 
    Nothing looked wrong. The Gnoll wasn’t moving, though. She was alive, but she was terribly thin. She hadn’t been eating, and no wonder. The other Gnolls must have been worried. Ceria straightened. 
 
    “I’ll try to get you rations. The adventurers have some.” 
 
    She turned, not seeing the frantic shaking of Elirr’s head and the way the Raskghar looked up warily. Ceria was too distracted. She looked at Calruz. It would have to be quick. He was stronger than she was. Tougher and quicker than before, too. She had to get right up close to him, under his guard. 
 
    “Finished eating? Then we go. Come!” 
 
    Calruz was in a good mood. He downed the last of the meat he’d been eating and stood up. The awakened Raskghar and some of his better-equipped warriors strode out of the room. Ceria followed silently. The ice dagger was still attached to her back, radiating cold. The handle was simple, but the edge was keen. Illphres had taught her how to make ice that strong. But she’d always told Ceria that she expected more. 
 
    “Your ice is weak. You can make ice solid now, which is something. But you can’t shape it. You can’t design your structures.” 
 
    “Like you do, oh great and powerful master?” 
 
    “Exactly. Stop being sarcastic or I’ll freeze your nose off. I’ve shown you how I build my [Ice Walls]. It’s not just one solid mass of ice—that’s inefficient and it can break. I structure it, like an [Architect] would design a wall. But at a miniature level, far too small to see.” 
 
    “I can’t sense it.” 
 
    “Of course you can’t. You’re an amateur. But one day you will be able to. And then you’ll finally be competent enough to shape your spells rather than relying on set designs. Ice magic can create an infinite variety of shapes. Like my mask. It can be armor, a trap, a disguise…now, cast the spell again. And this time, try to put an edge on that dagger, will you? I’ll slice my bread with this and make you eat whatever I can’t cut.” 
 
    The memory made Ceria smile. Just for a moment. She walked with Calruz through the dungeon, passing traps, watching with disinterest as the Raskghar skirmished with a group of invisible monsters she didn’t bother to point out. The sense of smell of the awakened Raskghar was stronger, like everything else about them. 
 
    Three. She could at least get three. The female first. One good [Ice Spike] between the eyes—or in an eye—would do it. She raised her skeletal finger. Yes, she could dual-cast with her wand— 
 
    Her wand. Ceria felt at her belt. Where was it? A flash of panic ran through her. Her wand was missing! She remembered Calruz throwing her and cursed. She must have dropped it! 
 
    “Too late to go back for it now. I do this with one hand, I guess.” 
 
    Ceria gritted her teeth. The dagger was all that mattered. What came after—well, maybe she’d get lucky and the Raskghar would declare her their new chieftain like they’d done for Calruz. More likely… 
 
    Caught up in her thoughts, Ceria didn’t realize one of the Raskghar had fallen back until a finger tapped her on the shoulder. Absently, Ceria looked sideways and froze. 
 
    The female awakened Raskghar, the original one, was walking by her. She’d moved without a sound. Now she loomed over Ceria, a hunched, furry shape with bright eyes peering at her in the darkness. Ceria felt fear seize her. The Raskghar leaned forwards. Her breath was rancid as she spoke. 
 
    “What are you?” 
 
    “What?” 
 
    Ceria fought the urge to step back. The Raskghar moved forwards even closer and sniffed. Ceria stepped back, suddenly sweating. Could she smell the ice dagger on Ceria? It was just ice, but maybe— 
 
    The Raskghar didn’t seem to notice Ceria’s concealed weapon. She sniffed again and then spoke a word. 
 
    “Half-Elf. Chieftain called you that. Half-Elf. What is Elf? Are there more like you above?” 
 
    Her eyes were too intelligent. Ceria gritted her teeth. 
 
    “That’s none of your business. You want to know what I am? Go ask Calruz.” 
 
    “Don’t want to ask him. I ask you. Tell me. You are Chieftain’s. Also Raskghar’s.” 
 
    The female leaned forwards, uttering a growl that ran down Ceria’s spine. She was very big and she showed Ceria her canines. She was trying to assert her dominance. Ceria gritted her teeth. 
 
    “Leave me alone.” 
 
    She raised her skeletal hand. Not to blast the Raskghar, but to freeze her nose off. The Raskghar caught Ceria’s hand in a flash. Her grip was like steel as Ceria fought. The half-Elf was afraid to try and freeze the female. The awakened Raskghar smiled at her. 
 
    “I will not hurt you. You are the Chieftain’s. His.” 
 
    She let go. Ceria yanked her hand back. 
 
    “Oh yeah? Do all the Raskghar mess with his…people? You seem pretty disloyal to him.” 
 
    The female Raskghar made a rumbling sound. Ceria thought it was a laugh. She raised her paws. 
 
    “Not disloyal. Only curious. We Raskghar need Chieftain Calruz. The Chieftain is smart. When the moons fall, the Raskghar need him. Who else can think then? Only Chieftain.” 
 
    She tilted her head, giving Ceria a toothy grin. Ceria stared at her. In that moment, the half-Elf realized something. Something important. 
 
    The Raskghar was lying. Intelligent she might be, but she hadn’t learned to control her expressions or body language yet. There was no need to in Raskghar society. But to Ceria’s eye, she could see the tells in the female Raskghar’s body. She was lying. But what had she said— 
 
    Ceria realized she was staring too long. She fumbled for a reply to conceal her realization. 
 
    “Oh yeah? Well…he needs me more. I’ll save the Gnolls, the rest of them. You won’t sacrifice any more of them!” 
 
    “Hrr. You can try.” 
 
    The female grinned at Ceria, clearly thinking little of the half-Elf’s threat. She ran ahead of Ceria, joining the Raskghar moving down the tunnel. Ceria stared at her back, and then swore a blue streak. She caught up to Calruz. 
 
    “Calruz.” 
 
    “Speak.” 
 
    The Minotaur looked perfectly at ease as he strode forwards. Ceria glanced up at him and then nodded as casually as she could to the female loping ahead of them. 
 
    “That Raskghar. The first one to perform the…ritual. What’s her name? Do the Raskghar have names?” 
 
    “They do. They’re not complete monsters like Goblins. That one? She’s called Nokha. She’s…quite intelligent. For a Raskghar. And a competent warrior. She led the raid on Liscor, which is why I gave her the honor of being first.” 
 
    “I see. And you trust her?” 
 
    There was a moment of hesitation. 
 
    “Of course I do. Why?” 
 
    “Oh. No reason.” 
 
    Ceria dropped it at that. She saw Calruz glancing from her to Nokha. Soon, they reached the nest of Children. 
 
    “Springwalker, stay by my side. Nokha, take your awakened. Show me what you are capable of. We will support you if necessary.” 
 
    Nokha grinned. She lifted her enchanted blade and the other awakened raised their enchanted weapons. They moved forwards. 
 
    The battle was over quick. The nest of Children, the white-skinned doppelgangers that pretended to be children of other species, had been built into a room with numerous porous openings for them to nest in. At the Raskghar’s intrusion they came out, screaming, and swarmed the awakened. 
 
    They died in droves. Ceria watched the awakened tear through them with unmatched brutality. The Raskghar were strong and the awakened were easily the equivalent of a Level 35 [Warrior]. At least. With the enchanted weapons they bore, the Children were no match. By the time they were finished, the last of the Children were fleeing, and the Raskghar stood surrounded by blood and gore. 
 
    “Magnificent.” 
 
    Calruz looked around approvingly. He kicked one of the white-skinned monsters that was trying to crawl away, its guts hanging from its bisected torso. He studied the nest. 
 
    “And so another nest of monsters falls. The Children will no longer trouble us. You awakened have done well. I will consider allowing other Raskghar to perform the ritual tonight.” 
 
    “Chieftain is kind. Chieftain is wise.” 
 
    Nokha bowed her head humbly. Calruz grunted in satisfaction. 
 
    “You may return to the camp first. Springwalker, with me. We’ll search for any treasure these monsters may have kept hidden. Warriors, guard the entrances.” 
 
    He beckoned. Ceria stepped into the bloody room. Now was the time. She saw Calruz walking past the dead Children, staring into the small tunnels that had been their homes. The ice dagger came loose from her back with a bit of her skin. The pain and cold chill of the hilt made Ceria feel awake. She hid the blade against her arm as she walked forwards. 
 
    “Efficient, these Raskghar. Aren’t they?” 
 
    “I am pleased. It was right to perform the ritual. A shame I don’t have more Gnolls. With enough, I could make an army capable of taking the city in a single raid. I haven’t committed all my forces, but I should. There are what, forty four Gnolls remaining? Enough for a strong force.” 
 
    “I bet. And what will you do when you run out? Raid Liscor for more Gnolls?” 
 
    The Minotaur paused as he bent down. 
 
    “Perhaps. The city is well-defended and no doubt on alert. It would be a mistake to try after the full moon wanes. Indeed, I will have to pull back into the dungeon, farther away from the rift. Bide my time. But if the awakened hold onto even a shred of their intelligence or strength…” 
 
    “They’ll be useful. Yeah, I can see that.” 
 
    Ceria’s voice was too calm. She felt like she was discussing tactics with Calruz like in the old days. Humoring him, really. He and Gerial would love to get into this kind of debate over a drink. Ceria didn’t enjoy it, but Calruz loved pretending to be a [Tactician]. 
 
    “You’ll see. The Raskghar will become even more effective under my command. I will lead the awakened into the city tomorrow and see how many infested we can cull. And next month…yes, perhaps next month we will make enough progress.” 
 
    “Exciting.” 
 
    The ice dagger was ready. Ceria stared at Calruz’s back. She had one chance. It had to be in the throat. She could imagine him surviving a stab to the liver and she couldn’t get through his ribs. But his throat—she had to break his healing potion too. 
 
    “I’ve forgiven you, you know.” 
 
    “Oh?” 
 
    “For your betrayal. You might have been telling the truth. If not, I could understand.” 
 
    Calruz reached into the hole and pulled something out. He brushed at the dirt and other crusted substances and revealed a dented gold chalice. He grunted and fished further inside. Ceria edged around him. His head was too far in the hole. 
 
    “Kind of you.” 
 
    The Minotaur paused and drew his head halfway out. Ceria tensed—but he was looking at her. 
 
    “Don’t mistake me, Springwalker. I don’t think you truly follow me. I know you want to return. But when you’re here, I can’t help but feel reassured. I need you. To help me—think.” 
 
    “Really?” 
 
    Ceria frowned. This was new. She hid the blade as Calruz nodded. He stared at her. His eyes didn’t look as crazy as normal. In fact, they looked lucid. Ceria wished he were raging. That would make things easier. 
 
    “I know I’ve done…terrible things. By any standard. I’m aware of that, you know. I know sacrificing the Gnolls would earn me the headsman above. However, it feels like most days that it doesn’t matter. But I do know it’s wrong. Always.” 
 
    The half-Elf wanted to laugh. Now he acknowledged it? Too little, too late. She waited for him to turn his head. 
 
    “Then why do it?” 
 
    “I must. I must find the heart of the dungeon. There’s no other goal larger in this world.” 
 
    “Even if it means sacrificing innocent people? Killing your fellow adventurers?” 
 
    Calruz bowed his head. 
 
    “Even then. You don’t understand, Ceria. I’m doing this for our team. For the fallen. Gerial, Hunt—I’ll conquer this dungeon in their name. What comes afterwards doesn’t matter. Only the glory of victory matters. Only that.” 
 
    Ceria shook her head. She could see the Raskghar standing idly by the entrances to the Children’s nest. Blood ran around her feet. Calruz was covered in grime. He looked mad. 
 
    “Do you think you’ll really make them happy? Is this what they would have wanted? Really, Calruz? Are you that stupid?” 
 
    She expected Calruz to rage. And his brows did draw together. But again, the Minotaur surprised her. He looked down at the golden chalice he’d set on the ground. He reached down and touched it. 
 
    “Of course I’m not. I know this won’t bring them back. I can’t give them any of this wealth. But what else do I have, Ceria? What else can I honor them with? What else can I return from the dungeon with, but glory?” 
 
    He looked at her. Ceria shook her head. Tears were in her eyes as she tightened her grip on her dagger. 
 
    “Glory? Is that all, Calruz? We didn’t need glory. What about honor? Wasn’t that why we made our team? Wasn’t that why we fought?” 
 
    “Honor.” 
 
    The Minotaur closed his eyes. Ceria hesitated. Her arm tensed—but she couldn’t do it. Calruz opened his eyes and Ceria shifted her posture. 
 
    “I don’t have any honor left. I know that. I lost my team. I fell in with monsters. There’s only glory for me. Wretched glory. But they will speak my name for decades for this if nothing else. The Minotaur who lost his team. The failure who became a traitor. But he conquered the dungeon of Liscor. But he did that.” 
 
    “Can’t you just leave? Can’t you just go?” 
 
    “Death before dishonor. The Horns do not run. I will not retreat. I will not lose. Not again.” 
 
    Calruz turned. Ceria blinked the tears out of her eyes. 
 
    “I see. That’s like you. I never could get you to change your mind.” 
 
    “True! I’d almost forgotten.” 
 
    Calruz threw back his head and laughed. Ceria lunged. Her dagger flashed towards Calruz’s throat. He looked back and flung his arm up. Ceria’s dagger went flying. The half-Elf raised her skeletal hand and the Minotaur caught it. He twisted Ceria’s arm and she knelt. 
 
    “The Raskghar can smell everything about you, Ceria. They smelled the dagger on your back and told me. I wish that you hadn’t betrayed me a second time. Nokha was right.” 
 
    He twisted Ceria’s arm more. She groaned and knew that if he pressed any harder her arm would snap. Calruz’s eyes were calm as he stood over her. 
 
    “I understand. But twice is too many times. Once is too many. I need you. And yet, what should I do with a traitor? Break your arm? Too lenient. Cut one off? Perhaps. But I want my teammates at full strength. Should I sacrifice the Gnoll? The white one? Mrsha?” 
 
    “No. No, Calruz. Please don’t.” 
 
    The Minotaur knelt. He looked at Ceria’s pained face. 
 
    “Give me one reason. One reason why I shouldn’t.” 
 
    “The Raskghar will betray you. They’re going to soon anyways.” 
 
    Ceria gasped around the pain shooting down her arm. She felt the pressure on her joints lessen a fraction. Calruz stared at her. 
 
    “Have you any proof of this?” 
 
    “The female—Nokha—talked to me. She was asking about half-Elves. But then she talked about you. She said you were essential because you could think when the moon wasn’t full. But she was lying. I saw it, Calruz.” 
 
    The Minotaur frowned. 
 
    “That’s hardly evidence. You could be making all this up.” 
 
    “Would I?” 
 
    “I think so. You just tried to kill me.” 
 
    Calruz added pressure and Ceria bit back a scream. She could see the Raskghar glancing back and laughing at her. But they couldn’t hear, or so she prayed. She spoke as fast as she could. 
 
    “Wait! I’m sure she was lying. I just don’t know why. The awakened performed the ritual, right? Maybe—maybe the ritual does more than just give them strength and intelligence. Maybe it makes them smarter all the time.” 
 
    Yes, that was it! It was so obvious! Ceria knew she was right the moment she said it. And suddenly Calruz stopped twisting her arm. The Minotaur let go of Ceria and rocked back on his heels. 
 
    “Impossible.” 
 
    Ceria straightened slowly, wincing. She held still because Calruz was still very close to her. The ice dagger was melting on the floor. Even if she’d had it, Ceria wouldn’t have risked another attack. Calruz was fast. 
 
    “Why is it impossible? Did the Raskghar ever tell you what the ritual did? Or did they just say it would make them more powerful? I bet they kept bugging you to kidnap the Gnolls, though.” 
 
    “They did. They…were very insistent.” 
 
    “And why was that? So they could grow an inch or two and gain more muscle? No. No, they have one big weakness. And that’s that they can’t think. But what would the ritual do? Give them intelligence all the time. And if they have that, they don’t need you, do they?” 
 
    Calruz looked shaken. The Minotaur stood up and walked past Ceria. The blood was drying, but the smell was still overpowering. 
 
    “No. No. They wouldn’t dare. They would never—I am Chieftain! They need me. My expertise, my strategy—that’s irreplaceable even if they kept their intelligence.” 
 
    Ceria massaged her arm. She tried to inject as much sarcasm into her voice as possible. 
 
    “So? They’ve been watching you. It’s not like they can’t figure things out. They learned to speak in, what, a day? Think they can’t copy you? And who do you think they want as a ruler? A grumpy Minotaur with one arm or one of their own?” 
 
    Calruz glanced at his stump of an arm. Then his eyes hardened. He snorted angrily. 
 
    “This is all just conjecture. If they dared—if they tried to challenge me—I’ve killed challengers before. The Raskghar are no match for me.” 
 
    “Sure you have. But have you fought an awakened Raskghar? With enchanted weapons? I bet you could still win against one. But how about twenty one?” 
 
    The Minotaur’s face froze. Ceria bared her teeth. Her arm was a knot of pain, but Calruz’s face was worth it. She could see suspicion and paranoia taking over. Madness. 
 
    “They’re planning it. That was why Nokha kept demanding more rituals. Of course! If they keep their powers…and they’re armed. With my artifacts. How could I have been so blind?” 
 
    “You need to let go of the Gnolls. The Raskghar will perform as many rituals as they can. Get rid of the awakened. No, just run. Run from the tribe. Go to Liscor. They’ll protect you.” 
 
    Calruz was nodding, but he stopped when Ceria suggested running. He growled and shook his head. 
 
    “Run? Unacceptable! I won’t run from these usurpers. They want my position? I will kill them. And you will help me. If they are more intelligent, then I only have to wait two more nights to see. And if they do challenge me—I will make an example. Yes. There are twenty one at the moment. Too many. But if I…” 
 
    He broke off, thinking, his brows furrowed. Ceria straightened. 
 
    “I’ll help you. I don’t want the Gnolls to die. And if I help you, you’ll let them go.” 
 
    “I should trust you? After you betrayed me twice?” 
 
    Calruz glanced at Ceria with a sane, sardonic look in his eyes. She grimaced. 
 
    “No, but do you have a better option? Besides, if I kill you, the Gnolls will die. This way I have a chance to save them.” 
 
    “True. True…very well. I agree. I’ll spare the Gnolls if you help me defeat these awakened.” 
 
    Calruz nodded decisively. Ceria felt a surge of hope in her chest. 
 
    “No more Gnoll sacrifices?” 
 
    “No more sacrifices. For now.” 
 
    The Minotaur straightened. He glanced at the golden chalice and kicked it aside. 
 
    “I must return to my tribe. Follow me. You and I have much to discuss about. Where the Raskghar can’t hear us.” 
 
    He gestured and Ceria walked after him. The Minotaur called out an order and the Raskghar on duty straightened. They looked surprised, but after Calruz barked, they jogged ahead of him, leaving the two behind. Calruz and Ceria looked at each other warily. Then they began to walk. 
 
    She’d been about to kill him. Ceria still felt the cold of the dagger in her hand. But this—this would do. She was relieved, really. She walked behind Calruz as he led her back towards the camp. After a few minutes, the Minotaur looked back at her. 
 
    “That was truly an imbecilic plan, by the way. Attacking me with an ice dagger? I have [Thick Skin] now. And you were always pathetic with edged weapons of any kind.” 
 
    “I could have cut you with that dagger. One good thrust to the throat and you’d be dead without a healing potion.” 
 
    “Perhaps. And what was your plan afterwards? Kill all the awakened Raskghar and my entire tribe by yourself? And how would that save the Gnolls?” 
 
    “I—shut up. I was only thinking about you. I was going to improvise.” 
 
    “Hmf. This is why Gerial and I never included you in the strategy meetings, you know.” 
 
    “Look how disappointed I am.” 
 
    The Minotaur grinned and turned ahead. Ceria smiled, just for an instant. She was going mad too. But she couldn’t help but hope. Hope. It had slowed her thrust towards his throat. In the end she was soft. Illphres would have called that her real weakness. 
 
    She couldn’t do anything to stop Calruz. But maybe she could buy some time. And maybe, just maybe—Ceria concentrated. She had to focus hard to form the message with her arm aching, but she did it. Her fingers released another little messenger, this one shaped like a flickering firefly. 
 
    Raskghar ritual. May make smart all time. Challenge Calruz maybe. Dangerous. I help. Buy time to save Gnolls. 
 
    It fluttered upwards and then vanished. Ceria hoped Pisces would see it. They had another day, maybe two before the Raskghar would make their move. Maybe less time. But if they had to die, at least she’d die on Calruz’s side. She wouldn’t run. Not again. There was some comfort in that. 
 
      
 
    —— 
 
      
 
    Pisces saw the bright firefly flicker up as he opened his eyes. He sat up at once and cupped his hand. The firefly flashed shapes and colors at him. The [Necromancer] forced his weary mind to decode the symbols and then threw back his sheets. 
 
    Dangerous. I help. Buy time. Ceria had to be insane! But it made sense. Pisces cursed as he realized he should have considered the ramifications of the Raskghar’s ritual from the start. He leapt out of his bed and made for the door, not bothering to dress. He slept in his robes since they couldn’t get dirty or wrinkled. 
 
    “Erin! Erin!” 
 
    Pisces clattered downstairs. As usual, he was late. Yvlon and Ksmvr were already up, but they’d apparently decided not to wake him. They sat in absolute silence, their food practically untouched. Pisces didn’t even see the Halfseekers. The adventurers had given up, or resigned themselves. He felt a flash of anger but quelled it as he looked around. 
 
    “Where is Erin?” 
 
    “Through the door. She was playing chess in here, but she left.” 
 
    Yvlon pointed dully towards the open door. Pisces paused as he saw it was attuned to an unfamiliar place. And were those Goblins sitting around fires? Cooking fires? 
 
    The Goblin cave. Of course. He strode towards the door. Yvlon stood up, looking grey in the face. 
 
    “Pisces, what’s wrong? What are we going to do?” 
 
    Pisces gave Yvlon a strange look. 
 
    “Rescue Ceria, of course. I just received another message from her. The Raskghar are intending to revolt against Calruz. She will ally with him—prevent any more Gnolls from being sacrificed in the meantime. We have more time.” 
 
    “To do what?” 
 
    He didn’t know. But giving up was unacceptable, so Pisces hurried through the doorway. The Goblins looked up in alarm as he strode through. They sprang to their feet and some drew weapons. 
 
    Pisces…paused. Only now did he realize that the cave did in fact contain a lot of Goblins. Hundreds, in fact. And he had forgotten both his rapier and his bag of holding containing all his bones in his room this time. He held up his hands. 
 
    “I ah, come in peace. I just want to see the [Innkeeper]. Erin Solstice?” 
 
    The Goblins stared at him. They did not look friendly. Nor, now that Pisces thought about it, did they look quite so weak. He could easily imagine taking on a hundred Cave Goblins. With preparation. And his rapier and Bone Horrors deployed. But in close quarters? Without weapons? 
 
    And then Pisces heard a voice to his great relief. 
 
    “Let him through!” 
 
    The Cave Goblins looked at each other and parted reluctantly. Pisces saw a familiar shape sitting on the ground, playing on a chess board. Erin didn’t look up as he approached. She had an audience. All the Goblins not eating, and a good deal of them that were, sat around her, watching as she played a game of chess against herself on the magical chessboard. 
 
    It was an impressive display. Pisces saw Erin’s hands moving rapidly and realized she was playing at a level beyond him, hard as that was to admit. He hurried to her side. 
 
    “Erin. Ceria contacted me. The Raskghar are intending to revolt. The ritual makes them too intelligent—they don’t need Calruz anymore. She will ally with him. We have time—I doubt he intends to create more Raskghar who could overthrow him. But they might rebel soon and if they succeed, both she and the Gnolls die.” 
 
    “Rebelling Raskghar? Got it.” 
 
    Erin glanced up from her chessboard at Pisces and then looked down. He stared at her. 
 
    “Well?” 
 
    She looked back up. 
 
    “Well, what?” 
 
    “We have to do something!” 
 
    “I agree. But without a plan to beat the Raskghar, we’re still stuck. Ceria’s still in trouble and so are the Gnolls. Do you have a plan for that?” 
 
    Pisces did not. But he had never let that stop him before. He sniffed and drew himself up to his full height, his mind racing for answers. 
 
    “We failed last time to defeat the Raskghar. But the plan was not wholly unsound. We must try again. If we could track the Raskghar—or the Goblins could find their camp—” 
 
    “They’re going to find it.” 
 
    “They are?” 
 
    “That’s what they said. They’ll report back before night if they succeed.” 
 
    Pisces wavered. He stared at Erin. Why was she still playing chess here? 
 
    “Then—that’s excellent news! We must inform the other adventurers!” 
 
    “They won’t go for it.” 
 
    “Why ever not?” 
 
    “They failed last time. And now there are more super-Raskghar. We need a new plan, Pisces. That’s why I’m thinking on it.” 
 
    “By playing chess. In a cave full of Goblins.” 
 
    “Yup. Helps me think. What are you doing?” 
 
    Pisces was thinking. His mind raced as he stared at Erin. The Goblins could find the Raskghar camp again. Well, that was incredible! If they could launch another attack—he tried to imagine the Gold-rank teams fighting another battle. That was the problem, wasn’t it? 
 
    “There must be a way to oust the Raskghar or defeat them without a frontal assault.” 
 
    “Yup.” 
 
    “Relying on brute force was a mistake. We should have employed a better tactic.” 
 
    “Are you going to keep stating the obvious?” 
 
    “The Goblins know where the Raskghar camp is?” 
 
    “They can find it. And if they can find it, we need to figure out how to get the Gnolls. That’s why I’m here. And you’re distracting me.” 
 
    Erin stared at her chess board. Her brow furrowed. She was relentlessly assaulting the white side’s pieces with the black side’s pawns. 
 
    “The thing is I’m no [Strategist]. The thing is that chess isn’t like real life. I keep telling people that. I don’t know why it would help level up a [Strategist]. I think the system’s weird like that. Anyways…chess is all about assaulting enemy formations. Trouble is, you can’t ever win or get to the king in one move. You always have to make the enemy open up their formation. Best you can do is win in two moves. But the enemy has to give you that opening. What’s the opening for the Raskghar? Any ideas?” 
 
    Pisces had plenty. Most were idiotic. His mind raced as he took a seat next to Erin, nudging aside Cave Goblins. There had to be something. He had considered the problem before, appealed to his new master for help and been flatly rejected. He had tried his own tactics, but he didn’t have the power. Not yet. His Bone Horrors were too weak, and too inefficient. He had the bones of an Archmage but not a third of the mana supply needed to keep such a creation running. But this— 
 
    “We have Gold-rank adventurers. Surely they have a spell or a…a Skill that would aid us.” 
 
    “If they do, they haven’t used it. Flamewardens have fire breath. Wings of Pallass can fly. Seborn’s nearly invisible…none of this works against the Raskghar’s artifacts and numbers. Typhenous said he poisoned some, but if he did, they went off and died. And he can’t use the really bad stuff without killing Ceria and the Gnolls instead. I thought about trapping the Raskghar in.” 
 
    “How?” 
 
    Erin gave Pisces a blank look. 
 
    “With walls. Duh. Griffon Hunt and the Halfseekers made the wall in the dungeon there. Pretty strong. It can block all those Shield Spiders from coming out.” 
 
    She pointed vaguely at a hole in the wall of the cave. Pisces paused. 
 
    “Wait, this cave connects to that part of the dungeon? And the Shield Spider nest—with gargantuan spiders and hundreds of thousands of smaller ones—is right there?” 
 
    “Yup. Behind the wall. Actually, there’s a hole in it. The Goblins keep poking the Shield Spiders with sticks when they try to come out. Go look if you’re curious.” 
 
    Pisces’ jaw worked for a few moments in silence. Then he decided not to point out the obvious and moved on. 
 
    “So your plan would be…?” 
 
    “Wall the Raskghar in. Starve them out? If they can make a bunch of walls in secret, the Raskghar are stuck, right? Reinforce the walls with magic…trouble is, I bet they could smash through. And if they couldn’t, it’s a hostage game, right? They’ll eat or kill the Gnolls before giving up. So that’s a bad plan.” 
 
    “Perhaps. But the idea has merit.” 
 
    The [Necromancer]’s mind was working as hard as it could. He glanced at Erin’s door. It seemed imprudent to connect her inn to a cave filled with Goblins who might be hostile, and the nest of Shield Spiders. He stared at Erin, and then at the door. Then his brows slowly snapped together. In that moment, Pisces knew he was a genius. First the Face-Eater Moths, now this? He’d never let Ceria live it down when they rescued her. 
 
    “I have it.” 
 
    Erin looked up sharply. So did the Cave Goblins. One of them, a Goblin toying with a few pebbles, looked at Pisces. He ignored the Goblins. 
 
    “The plan is simple. We need your door, Erin, and a team of adventurers. Multiple teams that will seal off the Raskghar in their lair as you envisioned. But the real plan needs to come from your inn. We will gather every [Mage] in Liscor—every mage in Pallass and Celum if we have to! And we’ll place one of your magic doors in the dungeon. The adventuring teams will carry it there.” 
 
    “And do what? Launch another assault? The Raskghar will see it coming, walls or not. They won’t escape, but they could just kill us. If they have time to mount a defense—we only have the adventurers and they’re outnumbered.” 
 
    Erin frowned, but Pisces shook his head. He was trembling with his own insight. 
 
    “No, there will be no fighting. Yes, an assault is too dangerous with our numbers, especially since the Raskghar will inevitably detect our assault before we can make it into their lair. However, if we were not fighting them—you see, once the adventuring teams have walled off every tunnel around the Raskghar’s camp, we will put the door’s entrance facing the Raskghar camp and submerge the other end of the door in the water.” 
 
    The Cave Goblins gasped. The [Innkeeper] looked around and her brows slowly rose. 
 
    “Hold on. You mean you want to go Noah’s Ark on them.” 
 
    “Um. What?” 
 
    Erin scratched her head. 
 
    “Biblical reference, never mind. You’re saying that you want to drown the Raskghar. Put the door in the water and pour through what, enough to drown them?” 
 
    Pisces nodded. 
 
    “Flood their camp at least. I don’t intend to drown the Gnolls or Ceria, but the water would certainly inhibit them. And if we blocked off all the corridors—” 
 
    “They can’t get out. Okay, so they’re facing drowning. Then what?” 
 
    Pisces hadn’t gotten that far. He spoke as he thought. 
 
    “We do two things. If they are amenable to negotiation, we retrieve Ceria and the Gnolls. If not—we fight. But on our terms. We can arm the Gold-ranks with equipment that will allow them to outmatch the Raskghar. Ksmvr’s Ring of Waterbreathing. And we have a few experts at underwater combat like Seborn.” 
 
    “Yeah, but it’s still one against thousands.” 
 
    “Thousands who have no experience fighting underwater, I would imagine. And it is possible to use spells like [Chain Lightning] to devastating effect.” 
 
    Erin was nodding. But then she frowned. 
 
    “True, true. However, all of this puts the Gnolls and Ceria in a lot of danger.” 
 
    “It would still give us an advantage!” 
 
    Pisces flushed, not wanting to hear criticism. But Erin was staring at her chess board. She moved a bishop and then raised a few fingers, ticking them off. 
 
    “A few problems. One, I don’t know how much capacity my door has to transport all that water, every mage in Liscor or not. Water’s heavy and that’s a lot of volume to fill any camp. Two, I don’t know if the walls will hold. How strong can we make them? Three, the Raskghar might detect the Gold-rank teams that have to get into place anyways. Four, we’re risking Ceria and the Gnolls in a hostage situation.” 
 
    These were all good points. Pisces inhaled and tried to figure out what to say in response. 
 
    “It’s still better than our current plan, which is nonexistent.” 
 
    Erin nodded. 
 
    “It is. But it boils down to a fight and the problem is, Pisces, the problem always is that the Raskghar have numbers, position, and hostages. Even a water assault means they’re in position. And they can block those tunnels. Yvlon told me what happened. No. I’m sorry, but your idea won’t work. There are too many moving parts. But I agree we need a surprise attack. My door might help. If we can get one person close…there’s something to that.” 
 
    She broke off, frowning. Pisces scrubbed a hand through his hair. 
 
    “Someone under [Invisibility], perhaps?” 
 
    “No good. The Raskghar are used to fighting invisible monsters. They can’t see a lot of them due to something in the dungeon according to the Redfangs. Hold on…invisible monsters. But they can smell. Damn. So what…?” 
 
    Erin frowned and smacked her lips. She looked thirsty, so one of the Goblins wandered off and gave her a cup of water. Erin looked up. 
 
    “Oh, thanks Pebblesnatch.” 
 
    It didn’t surprise Pisces to learn that Erin knew the little Cave Goblin’s name. The Goblin beamed at Erin as the young woman reached for the cup. Then Erin paused. 
 
    “Pebblesnatch. Door. Invisible—wait, that part’s stupid. Surprise attack?” 
 
    She looked down. 
 
    “Chess. Gotta love formations. Hold on. I think I have an idea. Want to hear it?” 
 
    Pisces did. He listened as Erin described her idea. His jaw dropped. 
 
    “But that plan is terribly risky! If it went wrong—” 
 
    “What’ll happen? We get ambushed and die?” 
 
    “Yes!” 
 
    “Well, it won’t. And it’ll work. The Cave Goblins think it will, right?” 
 
    Erin looked at her audience. They exchanged nervous looks. One shrugged, and a lot of them scratched their heads. Pisces was just as dubious. 
 
    “Your plan is just as risky as my plan! Erin, you cannot be serious. You’d trust the fates of Ceria and Mrsha—of everyone to—” 
 
    He leaned forwards, but Erin wasn’t having it. Her raised finger came up so quickly that it nearly went up Pisces’ nose. He jerked back. Erin stared at him. He had never seen her so serious, so focused. 
 
    “It will work, Pisces. It has to. Your plan’s got too many moving parts. It could work, but mine’s got only one moving part and it’s based on something I’m sure about.” 
 
    “Which is?” 
 
    Erin looked around at the staring Goblins, and then back at Pisces. 
 
    “Trust. I might not be a [Strategist]. I’m definitely not a [Mage]. I can’t talk about whether this or that will work, but I do know one thing and that’s people. And chess. Two things. And this? I know I can make this work.” 
 
    Pisces opened his mouth to protest and Erin stared at him. Their entire history lay between the two of them. Pisces remembered how they’d met. He’d thought she was just a fool and he had been looking for a meal and some coin. He wondered how he’d come here, squatting in a cave, surrounded by Goblins, plotting to save his friend from the dungeon. And then he realized Erin was right. 
 
    “You are sure?” 
 
    “I am. Do you think it will work?” 
 
    Pisces thought. He ran the numbers in his head, tried to calculate the odds. He was no [Strategist], but no matter how he looked at it, the odds were good. If Erin’s plan worked. If it didn’t—Liscor might fall. Of a certainty, he and she and everyone they knew would be dead. But he didn’t say that. 
 
    “I think it will work. If you think—” 
 
    “I do.” 
 
    Erin stood up. Her eyes blazed. She ignored the chess board, which saw the chess pieces sliding around as her mysterious opponent tried to get her to keep playing the game. The Cave Goblins backed away from Erin and the board. The [Innkeeper]’s eyes blazed with confidence. It made Pisces’ heart leap in his chest. 
 
    “Find every Gold-rank you can. Stop them from entering the dungeon and get them back if you can manage it! I need to find Zevara. And Ilvriss. And Embria! And maybe Olesm and Venim if I have time. They’re optional.” 
 
    She strode out of the cave and into her inn. Pisces stared around at the Cave Goblins. They’d all heard the plan. Any one of them could destroy it. But somehow, some crazy part of him thought they wouldn’t. Not because they were Goblins or hated the Raskghar. But because of how they stared after Erin with the same look that was in Pisces’ eyes. 
 
    Trust. And then Pisces turned and ran after Erin. She had a plan. And despite himself, he had to admit. 
 
    It was a good one. 
 
      
 
    —— 
 
      
 
    She couldn’t remember what Urksh said anymore. She couldn’t remember. It hurt too bad. Mrsha lay in her cage. Her body hurt. The Raskghar had broken something when he’d smacked her onto the floor. Or fractured something. Mrsha remembered Gnolls who’d fractured ribs during a bad hunting accident, and how they’d lain around, groaning, until the tribe could find a healing potion. 
 
    It hurt. It hurt so bad. But she wouldn’t cry. If she did, the Raskghar won. She wouldn’t let them see her cry. 
 
    Mrsha the Very Brave snuffled and tried not to cry. Ryoka wouldn’t cry. Urksh wouldn’t cry. Erin and Lyonette…probably would cry. But they would tell Mrsha it was okay. But she wouldn’t. Because she was brave. Oh, so brave. 
 
    It hurt very bad. Very, very bad. Mrsha curled up and tried not to move. She wished Ryoka were here. Then she wished she wasn’t. Because Ryoka would die. And Mrsha would soon die. And so would Elirr and everyone else. 
 
    No one was coming to save them. No one could help them. The Raskghar would eat her heart. Mrsha knew this. She lay still as she heard the hunting party return. The awakened rejoiced. She could smell them. 
 
    Even though Mrsha was hurt, her nose worked perfectly. Better, since she was closing her eyes. She could smell the Raskghar, what they’d eaten, the monster they’d killed, which tunnels they went down, the wood in her cage, which Goblins had touched the hide, the Gnolls in their cages, the bugs crawling on the floor, Ceria— 
 
    Ceria? Mrsha’s head rose a bit. She could smell Ceria nearby. It was faint, but the half-Elf’s scent was there. Not just from where she’d been standing, either. She could smell something of Ceria’s. Only, she was still gone. Mrsha could smell that, too. 
 
    But what was smelling of Ceria? Mrsha turned her head. It hurt. She nearly curled up again, but curiosity got the better of her. She snuffled around and then found it. There. A little bit of Ceria. What was— 
 
    A little stick had rolled up against Mrsha’s cage. A little stick. A piece of wood, really. Relatively pointy on one end, and wider on the other end, with a handle worn smooth and wrapped with a bit of leather to grasp. A little stick that the Raskghar had paid no attention to and the Cave Goblins had overlooked. But Mrsha recognized it. 
 
    It was Ceria’s wand. 
 
    The half-Elf had dropped it when Calruz threw her. It had fallen to the ground and it must have been near Mrsha. The Raskghar had kicked it over and so it had rolled up against her cage. A wand. Mrsha’s eyes widened. She reached out and grabbed it. 
 
    A wand. And as Mrsha touched the little thing, she felt the magic in it. And she remembered something. She was Mrsha. A small Gnoll cub with white fur. Doombringer of Gnolls. Mrsha of the Stone Spears. Mrsha the Great and Powerful. 
 
    Mrsha the [Druid]. 
 
    And she had a wand. Mrsha waved it and felt her arm and ribs scream at her. But she mastered the pain. Because she had a wand. She had left her wand—Pisces’ wand—in her room. But this? This was as good as his wand. And Mrsha knew she could cast a spell with it. The problem was—and here the Gnoll’s face fell—she only knew two spells. 
 
    [Grow Grass]. And [Wild Growth]. Of the spells Mrsha would have taken into the Raskghar camp, it wouldn’t have been those two. And unfortunately, she knew exactly what those spells did. 
 
    [Grow Grass]…grew grass. It could be thick or sparse and Mrsha had even managed to create blue grass, much to Lyonette’s befuddlement. But it was just grass. As for [Wild Growth], well, Mrsha could make her grass really tall…but that was about it. She’d tried using it on the faerie flowers and made one bloom in moments, but just that had exhausted Mrsha. 
 
    None of these spells were useful. But still, Mrsha held the wand. She had nothing else to cling to. Just the knowledge of her own magic. She knew a spell. And because she could, because it was the only thing she could do that was her choice, she cast it. 
 
    [Grow Grass]. Mrsha pointed at the floor of her cell and cast the spell. It was hard. The wooden bottom of the cell was old and dried and dead. But the spell worked. Slowly, a clump of glistening green sprouted up. Mrsha stared at it. It was the one bright flash of color in the dungeon. It was soft when she patted a trembling paw on it. It was… 
 
    Useless. But it made her feel better, so she grew more. Mrsha had no fear of being caught. The grass could disappear as soon as she willed it and last for hours if she wanted to. It had no purpose. But she wanted to grow it, even so. The Gnoll ran her wand across the bars of her cage, growing the grass. Then she shifted and felt a chafing. She looked down. 
 
    Her paws were still manacled together. Mrsha had nearly forgotten them, but now as she tried to manipulate her wand, she remembered them. The Watch had even made shackles in Mrsha’s size. With them on, she couldn’t move. She certainly couldn’t run. Mrsha scowled. She tried to manipulate her wand to point at the shackles. No good. In the end she stuck the wand in her mouth and pointed the tip at her shackles. 
 
    It was a childish fancy. If the shackles are on me, I’ll cover them with grass! Mrsha had no idea that the other Gnolls were staring at her. They’d smelled the grass and seen what she was doing. Their eyes were round and Mrsha poked her shackles. There was no good spot to put her wand’s tip, so Mrsha jammed it into the locking mechanism. Then she tried to grow grass. 
 
    It was hard. Ten times harder than dead wood. At least! But Mrsha was angry. She hated her shackles, hated the cell, hated the Raskghar. And she had time and determination. And she knew it could be done. The memory of the spell’s instructions burned in her mind. 
 
    Grass springs forth from soil and wood—even stone. 
 
    If it could sprout out of stone, why not metal? Metal was just a type of stone, right? It came from the earth. Mrsha gritted her teeth and pushed. 
 
    Grow, the earth calls. And remembers. 
 
    It wasn’t as if she was trying to make the shackles explode. It was just grass. Mrsha felt sweat roll down her fur. She was lightheaded. Hungry. But she fought. And she pushed magic into her wand and felt something give. A tuft of grass sprouted from the hole in the shackles where the key should be. Mrsha grinned. A bit of grass! Then she had an idea. She cast [Wild Growth]. How big could she make the grass? 
 
    That was an easy spell compared to making grass grow in the shackles. She saw the magic work instantly. The blades of grass grew, intertwining, and then stopped. Mrsha frowned. It was stuck in the shackles! She pushed more magic into her spell. Grow! Grow! She stubbornly fed the spell energy as the shackles resisted the growing grass. And then something gave. Mrsha saw the grass expand suddenly. And she heard a sound. 
 
    She heard the metal crack. Mrsha jerked in alarm and the shackles fell from her wrists. 
 
    She stared. The shackles were lying on the floor in two pieces. The grass had split the fatigued metal, tearing open a seam. Mrsha felt her arms rise. She stared at her paws and her free feet. She stood up slowly. She blinked—and realized she had an audience. 
 
    The Gnolls of Liscor stared at Mrsha, their mouths open as wide as could be. Elirr gaped at Mrsha. At her wand. He pointed at it. 
 
    “[Mage]? But Gnolls cannot cast magic. We cannot learn it!” 
 
    No one had ever told Mrsha that. She looked at her wand, flabbergasted. But Elirr’s surprise didn’t last long. He looked around wildly and then motioned at Mrsha. 
 
    “Sit, child, sit! The Raskghar will see!” 
 
    Alarmed, Mrsha sat. The other Gnolls looked at each other and then carefully faced away from Mrsha. Elirr edged closer to her. He whispered so low only she could hear. 
 
    “Child, can you cast that spell again?” 
 
    Mrsha stared at Elirr. She stared down at her shackles. Then she nodded very slowly. Elirr raised his shackles. Mrsha aimed and the Gnoll flinched. 
 
    Really, all he had to worry about was having grass grow from an orifice. That wasn’t the real problem, anyways. The problem was that Mrsha had never cast a spell at range before. She tried it now. 
 
    It was hard. Oh, so hard! The wand was slippery with sweat and Mrsha was tired and hungry. But she kept trying. She knew what Elirr wanted. But she couldn’t do it. She was about to give up when she heard a whisper. 
 
    “Do it. Please. Cast the spell.” 
 
    One of the Gnolls was whispering to her. Mrsha stared in shock at the Gnoll. It was the young female who’d hated Mrsha! But the Gnoll was wide-eyed and trembling now. She was afraid. And Mrsha was afraid. 
 
    “Please, child. If you have the strength…” 
 
    Elirr trailed off. He stared at her. 
 
    “No Gnoll has cast magic in living memory. Not [Mage] magic. But you have it. Use your gift. Use it.” 
 
    “Yes. Use it.” 
 
    “Please.” 
 
    The whispers came from the others. Mrsha stared at them. They had hated her. Hated and feared her. Blamed her, even. But whatever feelings of anger she had, whatever reservations vanished as she saw a Raskghar pass by, scratching at his groin. There were more important enemies. She took a deep breath and pushed. 
 
    And grass sprang from the keyhole in Elirr’s shackles. He jerked, but Mrsha aimed past him. At another Gnoll. She pushed. Elirr leaned out of the way and the Gnoll shuffled forwards. More grass. More growing. 
 
    It was impossible to get all of the Gnolls free. They knew that and as soon as they realized how hard Mrsha was struggling, Elirr told her to free one Gnoll in each cage. She grew grass in all of their locks and then cast [Wild Growth] almost as an afterthought. The shackles snapped, making several Raskghar look up. The Gnolls winced, but the Raskghar, after seeing the Gnolls were still in their cages, growled for silence and looked away. 
 
    But now the Gnolls were free. And though only one Gnoll in each cage was free, that meant a lot. They slowly straightened, flexing their arms, and then, at Elirr’s urgent instructions, pretended to be shackled again. There were eight free and Mrsha was so tired she had to lie back against her cage. 
 
    “Rest, child. Rest! Perform the spell again when you have strength!” 
 
    Elirr urged her. Mrsha lay back and rested. Soon she had the energy to try again. It wasn’t as if [Grow Grass] was a taxing spell. The difficulty was convincing the metal to make grass. But the cost wasn’t high to Mrsha. Soon, the little cracking sound of Gnoll shackles breaking was background noise. Perhaps only the Cave Goblins noticed, because they glanced over now and then at the Gnolls, looking confused. 
 
    Twelve. Then nineteen. Then twenty three. At twenty seven, Mrsha fainted. She woke up hearing the Gnolls urgently calling her name. She sat up and realized she had a nosebleed. And that she was sprawled out. She hastily pretended to be shackled and heard Elirr’s voice. 
 
    “We cannot make her do any more spells today. Later! Let her rest! We must find her food!” 
 
    “But if the Raskghar try to sacrifice more tonight—” 
 
    “We will see. But they may not! If they do—if not, we will do it tomorrow. Tomorrow! Let the child rest!” 
 
    Elirr turned to the others. Mrsha lay back against her cell. She didn’t expect anything else, but then she heard a whisper. 
 
    “Thank you.” 
 
    “Our thanks.” 
 
    “Magic. White one, thank you.” 
 
    “Thank you. Mrsha.” 
 
    Elirr looked at Mrsha. He lowered his head, looking ashamed. That made Mrsha’s tail wag just a bit. She’d forgotten the pain. Forgotten her situation. She had done it! She was saving the Gnolls! Over half were freed. And that just left the cage doors. And the cages weren’t that strong. The Raskghar had built them out of wood and hide—not precious metal. They could escape! If they had time, an opening. 
 
    And then Calruz returned. The Minotaur stomped into the Raskghar camp, looking more bad-tempered than usual. He snapped at the Raskghar and sent them scampering. Then he stared at the awakened. 
 
    “I have decided not to perform any sacrifices tonight.” 
 
    The Raskghar stared at him. They looked at Ceria, who was standing behind Calruz. The Gnolls looked up hopefully. Nokha, the female who seemed to lead the Raskghar, growled questioningly. 
 
    “Chieftain, why? Awakened are strong. Serve you. Why stop ritual?” 
 
    Calruz grunted. 
 
    “I will reward those I deem worthy. In my time. It is my decision.” 
 
    “But—” 
 
    The Minotaur rounded on Nokha. 
 
    “My decision! Or do you question my orders?” 
 
    Mrsha, staring out of her cage, wondered if Nokha would. Her ears flattened and the other awakened tensed ever-so-slightly. But then Nokha bowed her head. 
 
    “No Chieftain, of course not.” 
 
    That was a lie. Mrsha smelled it. And she could see that the Minotaur knew it too. And the Raskghar knew that the Minotaur knew. They glanced at each other and Mrsha felt the unspoken danger in the air as the Raskghar glanced at Ceria. The Gnolls did too and grew very still. All of them were thinking the same thing as Mrsha. Let it not be today. If it was tomorrow, it didn’t matter. The Gnolls would run and they would be safe. If it was tomorrow— 
 
    “I want to see your awakened fight. If they perform well, I may, may perform the ritual. But we shall see. Prepare yourselves. We enter the city.” 
 
    “The city, Chieftain?” 
 
    Nokha clearly didn’t like that. She flicked her gaze to the others uncertainly. 
 
    “City is dangerous. City is—” 
 
    “These are my orders. Prepare!” 
 
    Calruz growled at the Raskghar. The awakened hesitated. One flicked his ear at Nokha. She was staring at Calruz and at Ceria, her eyes narrowed. She didn’t move right away. 
 
    “I said, prepare. Are you deaf? Or blind?” 
 
    The Minotaur’s eyes started to turn red. He raised his arm and the awakened and all the Raskghar in the room tensed. Mrsha saw Ceria’s eyes go wide. If he struck Nokha— 
 
    Goblins, Gnolls, and Raskghar held their breath as Calruz’s fist rose. Nokha was snarling, waiting for the blow to fall. Calruz raised his arm high, looking past Nokha, at the Raskghar behind her. His hand hovered near his head, a fist. Near the handle of his axe. He paused— 
 
    And then slowly, lowered his hand. Nokha looked up, surprised. Then she saw the look on Calruz’s face. 
 
    Fear. The Minotaur was not furious. The red in his eyes slowly faded. His arm lowered and he stared past Nokha. Past the Raskghar. At an entrance to the camp. At something poking out around the doorway. Slowly, all of the Raskghar turned. And they froze too. 
 
    A head stared into the Raskghar camp. A head. On a stick. A little Cave Goblin’s head stared blankly at the assembled Raskghar and Calruz. Mrsha, staring at it, felt her hair stand on end. 
 
    “What is that?” 
 
    Ceria’s whisper was completely audible throughout the camp. Calruz backed up slowly. He whispered. 
 
    “Facestealer. Snatcher.” 
 
    The Raskghar backed up as one. Calruz turned. Ceria was opening her mouth. And her hand was raised. He grabbed her, covering her mouth with one arm and yanking her hand away. 
 
    “Silence.” 
 
    The Minotaur’s voice was a bare whisper. The Raskghar looked at each other and then rushed. Not for the exits, but for the cages. The Gnoll cages. Mrsha saw them rush at her and nearly ran. The Gnolls froze as the Raskghar opened their cages. They looked at Elirr. He shook his head just once before the Raskghar were inside. They didn’t seize the Gnolls, though. Instead, to Mrsha’s bewilderment, the Raskghar immediately covered the Gnoll’s mouths! 
 
    To prevent them from making a sound. The Raskghar hadn’t noticed some of the Gnolls were free. They covered the Gnoll’s mouths and pressed their arms into their throats, practically choking the Gnolls so they couldn’t speak. The Raskghar stared at the entrance to the room. Mrsha held very, very still, but none of the Raskghar moved towards her. Why? 
 
    Cave Goblins stood together with the Raskghar. They stared at the head on the stick. It was just staring. Eyes blank, mouth a bit open. A Cave Goblin’s head. And then another head appeared. A Raskghar’s head, mounted on another stick. It stared ahead. 
 
    No one moved. That seemed to be what the Raskghar wanted. They froze, holding the Gnolls. Stiff as statues. Mrsha didn’t understand what they were afraid of, but she sensed the danger. If they moved, if they made sound, whatever was holding the sticks would come out. And it was terrible, she had no doubt. 
 
    A minute passed like that. Then five. A third head joined the other two, another Raskghar, and then a fourth. All the heads looked…fresh. Very fresh. None of the Raskghar or Goblins moved. Calruz held Ceria and they stared at the heads. Waiting for whatever was there to go away. 
 
    No one could speak. The Gnolls were being held silent, and the Cave Goblins and Raskghar held deathly still as the heads on the sticks rotated left and right in a grotesque parody of sight. Mrsha, silent, saw the Raskghar beginning to relax. Maybe this was a good sign? One of the awakened, Nokha herself, was holding Elirr. She shifted as she relaxed. Her arm jostled Elirr’s shackles. And they came apart. 
 
    For one second Mrsha thought Nokha wouldn’t notice. Elirr scrambled to put the pieces together. The Raskghar shifted, looked down, and froze. She stared at the broken shackles. Then she stared at Elirr. The old Gnoll’s eyes were wide. The other Raskghar looked disbelieving, and then they noticed that half the Gnoll’s shackles were undone too. They froze, and then changed their grips. Now the Gnolls were held tight, with no chance of escape. 
 
    Mrsha felt despair enter her. She stared helplessly at Elirr, who was struggling now, to speak or move. He could do neither. Nokha was snarling, and her grip on Elirr was tightening. He looked past her, at Mrsha, desperately. She saw the knowledge in his eyes. Death. Death and doom. They’d tried so hard, she’d tried so hard. But it was all for naught. 
 
    It wasn’t fair. Mrsha wanted to cry. She felt tears leaking from her eyes and swiped at them. She wanted to say something. Why was it not fair? But she had no voice. No voice. She stared at the heads on a stick. She wished the monster would come in and devour them all. Then the Raskghar would be dead. She looked at Elirr. And then her eyes widened. 
 
    None of the Raskghar had bothered with Mrsha. Because they’d heard Ceria. Mrsha was mute. But that was a part truth. A lie. And as Elirr stared despairingly at Mrsha, he realized the same thing. Mrsha sat up. She let the shackles fall. They clanged noisily and the Raskghar looked over. They growled in fury and one came towards the cage to stop Mrsha from making a noise. But the Raskghar was more concerned with keeping his eyes on the heads on sticks, which had turned towards the noise. 
 
    And Elirr was looking at Mrsha. Just looking. She locked eyes with him. Mrsha heard a voice, from Vakk. She heard his cry. 
 
    “Let it be an end to all of us! Gnolls, the cursed Raskghar! Bring death, Doombringer! Use your power and destroy these ancient monsters!” 
 
    He had told Mrsha to end the Raskghar. As if she had the power to cause this. As if this was her fault. Well, Mrsha had no power. None that she could control. But she did have one thing. And this was right. Let there be an end. To the Raskghar, to their tribe, to all the misery and hate of it all. Mrsha saw Elirr nod. So she sat back on her haunches. The Raskghar was fumbling with the lock, cursing quietly. Too late. 
 
    Mrsha looked around, at Ceria, at Calruz, at the Gnoll and Raskghar. She sat back. The small Gnoll drew in all the air in the world and held it, her lungs bursting for one second. Then she threw back her head and howled. 
 
    The sound was piercing, loud, pure. It was a howl of grief, of rage, of loss. It was a call to battle, of warning. It was the loudest sound in the world and it echoed in the room the Raskghar had called home. The heads on the stick had been retreating, pulling back. But as the howl pierced the silence of the dungeon, it woke monsters from their slumber, attracted the attention of what held the heads on a stick, and the ears of the Hobgoblins walking stealthily down a corridor. 
 
    And then the heads on a stick appeared. One by one. One, two, three, four, five, six, seven, eight. They popped out past the edge of the door frame and stared. The blank eyes of the dead Goblins and Raskghar looked at Mrsha. Straight at her. And then something came around the edge of the door. 
 
    The world went black. Mrsha found herself lying on the ground. She didn’t know what happened, but she couldn’t get up. She was paralyzed. From her angle on the floor she could see Raskghar slumped over, and Cave Goblins. And the Gnolls and Calruz and Ceria too. They all lay on the ground, eyes wide, staring, helpless. 
 
    And something walked into the room. It was tall, wide. A torso of brown without a head. Two staring dark sockets. Two huge clawed hands which each held four heads on a stick. And a bloody bag hanging from its arm. The thing had a hide of brown skin, but it looked—wrong. Parts of it looked lumpy, as if it had been bigger. But in places the hide had been burnt away, revealing yellow innards or bone. The thing looked damaged. But that just made it more terrible. 
 
    Snatcher entered the Raskghar camp, looking around. Holding the bag of heads. It stared at Mrsha. It walked forwards. The Raskghar lay helpless. The Gnolls lay helpless. Mrsha lay on the ground, her wand inches from her paw. She couldn’t move. Snatcher appeared by her cage. He moved incredibly fast, or she’d passed out for a moment. He bent down and looked at her, two hollow eye sockets. Mrsha bared her teeth. It was all she could do. 
 
    And then she heard a voice. It was higher-pitched than normal, desperate, but oh, it was glorious. 
 
    “Back away from Mrsha, Snatcher. And look this way.” 
 
    Snatcher turned. A piece of ice flew and shattered on its face. The thing didn’t recoil. It stood very still. Ceria, panting, aimed her skeletal hand again. Another [Ice Spike] shot across the room and shattered as it struck Facestealer’s front. Again, the monster didn’t respond. It seemed surprised. It shuffled forwards, and Ceria raised her hand. 
 
    “Take this!” 
 
    She shot five [Ice Spikes] at once. The five pieces of ice shot at Facestealer. Four broke on his brown hide. The fifth struck the yellow flesh exposed by his missing skin. And drew blood. Snatcher had no head to turn, so he couldn’t look down at the black blood running from his side. But he clearly felt it. Mrsha felt her arms and paws move. She scrambled up. Snatcher raised its oversized arms and charged Ceria without a word, incredibly fast. She backed up and screamed. 
 
    “Run!” 
 
    The Gnolls were getting up. The Raskghar were trying to rise, but they were both equally weak. Mrsha grabbed Ceria’s wand and threw herself against the bars of the cage. Calruz was roaring. Cave Goblins and Raskghar were trying to surround Facestealer. It swung its arms and the Goblins and Raskghar collapsed, paralyzed again. Ceria staggered, but she didn’t fall. She raised her hand and shot another projectile of ice at Facestealer, striking its exposed parts. 
 
    “Run!” 
 
    And the Gnolls were on their feet. Elirr kicked Nokha as he rammed past her. He was out of his cage! More Gnolls were running, trying to drag those with shackles still on with them. Others just ran. The Raskghar were concerned with Facestealer. Mrsha ran about her cage, trying to force the bars open. But she was too weak! She saw the Gnolls running—and then saw a shape run at her. 
 
    Elirr smashed into her cage. He seized the wooden bars and tore them apart with desperate strength. He reached inside and Mrsha leapt up. The Gnoll grabbed her as Nokha and the other Raskghar rose. The awakened Raskghar pointed at the two. 
 
    “Capture!” 
 
    “Fight off Snatcher! To me!” 
 
    Calruz roared as he tried to charge Facestealer with a body that only half-worked. Elirr fled with Mrsha in his arms. Behind him, Nokha and several awakened Raskghar gave chase. Elirr panted, his lungs heaving as he tried to run. He dashed out of one of the camp entrances, running down the corridor as fast as he could as the Raskghar pursued. Mrsha clung to him. 
 
    They would probably die. They would probably be captured. But for one glorious moment, oh for one second, they were free. Elirr looked down at Mrsha. He smiled. 
 
    “Doombringer.” 
 
    It was the same word. But somehow it meant something different when he said it. Mrsha smiled. And then she howled again. Home. She called for home and the Gnolls howled with her. They were going home. 
 
    One way or another. 

  

 
   
    Interlude – Niers 
 
      
 
    “I can’t believe it. I can’t. Is it a message? A code? Were they just bored? Or—something else?” 
 
    “Mm. I don’t know.” 
 
    “It has to be something. It can’t just be nothing. I have to know what it means.” 
 
    “You agree it means something, don’t you? Foliana? Foliana?” 
 
    The Squirrel-tribe Beastkin looked up. Foliana, leader of the Forgotten Wing Company, head of one of the Four Great Companies of Baleros, and world-famous assassin known as Three-Color Stalker, looked up. She was eating a plate of spaghetti. In a hot tub. 
 
    Foliana was a squirrel. Or rather, a squirrel with decidedly humanoid features but still evidently a squirrel. Just larger. She was of the Beastkin, the furred people of Baleros who resembled animals. Naturally, Foliana was of the Squirrel tribe. Her eyes were remarkable; the pupils were a mix of three distinct colors, bright red-pink, dreamy yellow, and clear green. 
 
    The rest of Foliana’s body was bland. In fact, so bland that she was often overlooked when people were standing right next to her. And if Foliana so chose, she could literally turn invisible. She wasn’t invisible now. She was sitting in a hot tub, her fur damp, as steam rose about her. And floating across from her in the water, staring at a miniature chess board upon which spectral chess pieces sat was Niers Astoragon. The Titan. 
 
    He was a Fraerling, a race of tiny people. He was also the second-in-command of the Forgotten Wing Company and considered to be one of, if not the greatest [Strategists] living. He floated in the hot tub, staring at the chess pieces that until recently had been moving and playing a game of chess all without his involvement. 
 
    “They played for over half a day and then just stopped. Dozens of chess games, all against themselves. At least, I think against themselves. The quality of their play was phenomenal. I can’t imagine they had an opponent of that level.” 
 
    “Mhm.” 
 
    Foliana slurped spaghetti off her plate. It was floating in a wooden bowl and she had a fork. The spaghetti had an ink-sauce that the Lizardfolk liked on top of it and there was a meatball. 
 
    If it seemed extraordinary that Foliana was eating spaghetti despite not having known of Italy, or Earth for that matter, it shouldn’t have been. After all, there were only so many ways to make pasta and meatballs were meat…balls. It wasn’t exactly rocket science. 
 
    Now, if Foliana had called the dish spaghetti, that would have been a lot of coincidences. But both she and Niers knew the dish as a Dullahan favorite called Damcli Noodles. With meatballs. It was just that anyone from Earth would recognize the dish as spaghetti if they were in the room. Which they weren’t. 
 
    It was Foliana’s second bowl of spaghetti too. She slurped up more noodles as Niers stared at the chess board, waiting for his mysterious opponent to make another move. He didn’t seem to mind that Foliana was dripping ink sauce into the hot tub and the occasional noodle. Neither did she. She was eating spaghetti. Muffins were dead. Spaghetti was all. 
 
    “I just don’t understand. What do you think?” 
 
    Niers looked up hopefully. It was his and Foliana’s custom to have a hot bath after a campaign. They’d just finished a dirty series of skirmishes in one of the swampier regions of Baleros, which made the bath doubly important. Although Baleros was hot and humid, people preferred hot baths. It was a luxury and it provided several useful benefits if you had a bath Balerosian-style. 
 
    That meant the water was hot enough to scald, which meant it was hot enough to kill leeches and other parasites. And Baleros had plenty of bugs and objectionable things that liked to infest the body. So Niers and Foliana were bathing, as many did. Naked. 
 
    In Foliana’s case there wasn’t much to see due to the fur. There wasn’t much to see in Niers’ case, but that was only because he was tiny. Neither Niers nor Foliana was embarrassed or even conscious of their nudity, but it had been remarked upon. Foliana began to eat her meatball as she replied to Niers. 
 
    “I think it’s weird that none of your students want to bathe with us. Mm.” 
 
    Niers sighed. But Foliana had answered his question in her own particular way. He shrugged, letting his body sink down a bit more into the water. Fraerlings were natural floaters, given that there really wasn’t much weight for them to sink with. 
 
    “They’re nervous. Even my oldest students don’t want to share a hot tub. And I think you scare them.” 
 
    “Mm. Not all of them. Some didn’t want to join us because of the naked thing. Why?” 
 
    The tiny man shrugged. 
 
    “Other continents don’t practice mixed bathing. Or nude bathing. Or bathing at all, for that matter. It depends on the culture, but I don’t think that bathing together is a custom in Izril, Chandrar, or Terandria.” 
 
    “Weird.” 
 
    “Only to us. I’ve heard of foreigners insisting on wearing clothing into the water.” 
 
    “Why?” 
 
    Niers grinned, forgetting about the chess board for one moment. 
 
    “I think they’re afraid to see each other’s genitals. Especially Terandrians. I met a group of noblemen once who nearly fainted at the idea of seeing each other naked.” 
 
    “Why? Are they afraid of seeing something scary?” 
 
    “Or being seen, I suspect. The noblewomen were far more relaxed about the idea. They even invited me to join them.” 
 
    “Naked?” 
 
    “I suspect I was less threatening due to my size. Not that their husbands seemed to think so. Anyways, you won’t get my students to join me. Half are too afraid I’ll ask them a question they can’t answer or you’ll stab them—” 
 
    “Why?” 
 
    “—And the other half is too embarrassed. A shame; I thought Venaz would join us at least, but Minotaurs are surprisingly prudish. Not about seeing each other nude, but he refused to get in the tub with anyone of the opposite sex.” 
 
    “Mm…” 
 
    “He’s male.” 
 
    “Ah.” 
 
    Foliana nodded and slurped from her bowl of noodles. She knew who Venaz was of course. She’d met Niers’ students who attended his [Strategist] academy. And she had a very clear image of the Minotaur in her head. But the fact that he was big, muscular, and had a deep voice hadn’t helped her that much. He could have been a flat-chested female Minotaur. You never knew. 
 
    Niers realized he’d gotten sidetracked. He scowled and paddled over to his chessboard, which had floated away from him in the hot water. 
 
    “Enough about bathing. Back to the game. What do you think? About that.” 
 
    “I think it’s weird that your chessboard floats in the water. Mhm.” 
 
    The Fraerling glared up at his old friend, but with resignation. Foliana had an odd way of thinking. It was circular and she bounced from idea to idea and was surprisingly stubborn about changing lines of thought. 
 
    “Why? It’s a practical thing, to have a floating chess board. Especially if I want to play while bathing. Like now.” 
 
    “But everything you have floats.” 
 
    That was true. Almost all of Niers’ possessions that were in any way valuable floated. His map case, his bag of holding, even his sword’s handle was made of highly buoyant wood that would allow it to float in the water. Niers grimaced. 
 
    “I’ve told you this before. Fraerlings like to make things that float. It rains in Baleros, if you hadn’t noticed. And if you’ve lost your sword or something valuable, the last thing you want to do is dive into a freshwater sea eight feet deep and try to retrieve it while fish and frogs try to swallow you whole.” 
 
    “Mm. So you don’t like ponds.” 
 
    “I’m six inches tall. Of course I don’t like ponds! Now will you tell me what you think about the game?” 
 
    “…This game?” 
 
    Niers splashed water at Foliana. She lifted her spaghetti bowl and kept eating, undeterred. After a few seconds, Niers began talking half to himself and half to Foliana. 
 
    “You don’t understand it. But you don’t play chess. I do. Dead gods, people think I invented the game. But this? Look at this!” 
 
    He waved a trembling hand at the chess board. Foliana looked into her bowl. It was empty. And the water was cooling. She decided she was done with her bath. She got out as Niers talked. 
 
    “My opponent—he—she—it—played twenty six games. All master-class games! At speed! Against themselves! Are they trying to tell me I’m not on their level? Or—was this a demonstration? Are there two players of that quality in this world? Selphid’s tits, tell me there are.” 
 
    Foliana paused in toweling herself off. 
 
    “Selphids have tits?” 
 
    Niers sighed. He rubbed at his face. He had grey and black hair and a sharp beard. And an irked expression. He looked up and glared. 
 
    “Selphids don’t have tits, Foliana. You know that. You’ve heard the expression before.” 
 
    “Mm. Yes. But how do you know that?” 
 
    Foliana waited, but she only heard a sigh. 
 
    “Pass me a towel, would you?” 
 
    The Squirrel-woman delicately picked up a tiny piece of fabric and passed it to Niers as he climbed out of the tub. She lifted his chess board up and set it on a table before doing the same to Niers. He industriously dried himself—his towel was spelled to absorb moisture and made of the highest-quality cotton grown on Baleros. 
 
    Foliana was using a much cheaper towel. She’d probably acquired it from someone else’s bathroom in the citadel. The former palace, turned into living quarters for the Forgotten Wing company, was their home when not on campaign. 
 
    “Selphids look like blobs. You know that. They don’t have tits. And yes, I’ve seen that first-hand.” 
 
    “Lewd. Mm. What would the children say?” 
 
    “They’re the ones that taught me that expression.” 
 
    Niers looked around for some clothes and walked across his table towards them. He walked past his bed, personal belongings, and a small library of books which had all been arranged on the table Foliana was sitting at. Eating a third bowl of spaghetti. This one was flavored with pieces of seaweed and a pink, sweet glaze sauce to cut the saltiness. 
 
    “So your mysterious opponent played a lot of games.” 
 
    “Yes.” 
 
    “And?” 
 
    Foliana saw Niers glance at his chess board as he came back, throwing on a pair of leggings and hose. 
 
    “And now someone else has a hold of it. An idiot, by the looks of things.” 
 
    Someone was moving the magical chess pieces. Only, they weren’t playing a game with them. Many pairs of hands were piling up the chess pieces on top of each other. Niers sighed. 
 
    “Someone else has the chess board. Damn! But who?” 
 
    They were making a tower out of the magical chess pieces. It had to be children. Niers stared glumly at the board as the tower fell over and then was quickly reassembled. He shook his head. Foliana looked interested for the first time. 
 
    “Looks like fun. Can I help?” 
 
    “No.” 
 
    “Mm.” 
 
    The Squirrel Beastkin didn’t look too disappointed. Because she already had a normal-sized chessboard and was piling up the chess pieces to make her own tower. Niers eyed it balefully but let it go. For now. 
 
    “I just don’t know what they were doing. They had to know I’d see what was happening. Right? Or they’d do this with another chess board. Unless they’re too poor to—no, they’d have sold the magical chessboard. This is a message. It must be. But what? It could be a code, but it was too fast for me to decipher. Or just a display of abilities? Maybe…” 
 
    Foliana paused in piling up a rook on top of her very tall tower of chess pieces. 
 
    “Mm. You should stop.” 
 
    “Stop? Stop what?” 
 
    “Pacing. And acting lovesick.” 
 
    She looked at Niers. He was indeed pacing around the magical chessboard, which was tiny compared to the duplicate he’d had made and sent across the world to his mysterious opponent. Niers stopped pacing. 
 
    “I’m not lovesick.” 
 
    “Yes you are. This is bad. Worse than the time you travelled to Terandria. Remember?” 
 
    Niers gritted his teeth and colored. 
 
    “I’d rather not.” 
 
    “It was when you thought there was a [Lady]. Mm. Who was a strategic genius. Remember?” 
 
    “Yes. Please stop talking.” 
 
    “And it turned out it was the Lord of the Dance instead?” 
 
    The Titan turned beet red and shouted. 
 
    “How was I supposed to know it was him? He never mentioned his name! And the stationary he sent me was perfumed!” 
 
    “Mhm. You were lovesick then too. You had flowers.” 
 
    Niers Astoragon had made his enemies weep. He’d broken armies with nothing more than a quill and ink and a bit of bark to write on. He’d defeated one of the King of Destruction’s Seven and fought other Great Companies. But only Foliana could make him cover his eyes in sheer embarrassment. 
 
    “It was a mistake. And this isn’t the same.” 
 
    “Really?” 
 
    For a second Niers contemplated going over to kick Foliana’s bowl of spaghetti into her lap. He looked up sharply and saw Foliana’s tri-color stare looking right back. That was the last thing many people saw. And Niers’ anger slowly subsided. Because Foliana didn’t look like she was making a joke. 
 
    “Go on.” 
 
    The Squirrel-woman nodded. She slurped down a noodle and balanced a pawn at the top of her tower, which was several times Niers’ height. The magical chessboard’s tower kept falling over due to poor structural design. 
 
    “You used to play chess with your mysterious mage friend from Wistram. You were lovesick. Or obsessed. Mm. Close enough.” 
 
    Niers scowled darkly. 
 
    “I stopped that.” 
 
    “Yes. After you found out it was half the mages in Wistram working together to play you.” 
 
    “It was fairly obvious after all the gossip started. Mages can’t keep their mouths shut. What’s your point?” 
 
    “You could have kept going. But you stopped. Because it wasn’t one person.” 
 
    “No. It wasn’t. I thought it was Archmage Feor. He played the first few games, but he’s not at my level. Not without using predictive magics and boosting his mind, I think. It could have been another of the Archmages…so what?” 
 
    “You’re lonely.” 
 
    Foliana’s words made Niers pause. Then he shook his head. 
 
    “No I’m not.” 
 
    “Yes you are.” 
 
    “I’m not, Foliana. I live in a citadel filled with people. I meet people all the time.” 
 
    “Subordinates. Other people. Not [Strategists]. Doesn’t matter. You’re lonely. No one you meet is as good as you.” 
 
    “At chess? That’s not—” 
 
    “At anything you do.” 
 
    Niers fell silent. He stroked his beard silently, and Foliana went on. Her eyes were focused as she stared at Niers around the chess tower. 
 
    “You’re lonely. You want to meet someone like you. But you never have. And you’re afraid to meet this person or find out who they are. In case you’re disappointed.” 
 
    The Titan scowled. That was the problem with Foliana. She was vague one second, and then focused the next. Rather like how she operated in everything, actually. 
 
    “What are you, my personal [Healer]?” 
 
    “Nope.” 
 
    Niers sighed. He paced away from the chessboard and came back after a moment. He spread his arms, looking up at Foliana seriously. 
 
    “I’m fine. I have students. I have a career. We built this company—I don’t want for excitement.” 
 
    “But you’re lonely.” 
 
    “Yes, damn it! Will you stop saying that? What does it matter? You don’t seem lonely and I know you don’t have anyone in your life!” 
 
    Foliana blinked at Niers. 
 
    “It matters because you’re you. You like people. You need people. I don’t. Someday I’ll retire. Go somewhere else.” 
 
    “Where?” 
 
    “Don’t know. Cottage in the jungle perhaps. Be alone. I don’t need people. You do.” 
 
    Niers grumbled. He flushed, kicked the chess board and upset a lot of Cave Goblins across the world, and then gave in. 
 
    “Fine. So what if I’m lonely? I have my opponent. I can find out who they are. I just choose not to. I don’t want to be spoiled. I want to have this and not have it ruined. Is that too much?” 
 
    He pointed to the chess board. The chess pieces were righting themselves on the board, which had flipped back over. Foliana shrugged. 
 
    “Not too much. But stop complaining.” 
 
    She began eating again and Niers realized he’d been talking to her all throughout their bath, and before that. And he’d brought up his mysterious chess opponent…well, a lot of times. He’d probably talked for at least three hours this time. 
 
    “Very well. I’m sorry.” 
 
    “Good.” 
 
    “And I will be able to play more games soon, you know. I had a new board and pieces commissioned. It took a while, but this new ‘Go’ game should be delivered to them soon.” 
 
    Foliana scratched her head. The game of ‘Go’ was sweeping across Baleros, in no small part thanks to Niers, whose love of the game had put a spotlight on it. It had even received attention from those who followed such things in other continents, although Olesm’s name had not been connected to the game. Niers had been inaccurately credited with creating the game. Again. And this time it wasn’t even his fault. 
 
    “It’ll take a while for it to arrive. But I’d bet half my fortune that it was my opponent who taught the game to this Olesm Swifttail to begin with. It’s too much of a coincidence. I know they’re in Liscor, or thereabouts.” 
 
    Foliana tilted her head. 
 
    “Why will it take a while to arrive? You hired a Courier.” 
 
    “Yes. But I had to prepare several fake boards, send a bunch of duplicate messages, you know how it goes.” 
 
    “Paranoid.” 
 
    “Not at all. I am being watched and this would attract a lot of attention. It’s a sensible precaution.” 
 
    “And fun.” 
 
    The Fraerling smiled. 
 
    “Immensely. I enjoy watching all the [Spies] and [Informants] scurry about and reveal themselves. And spreading gossip. I have a mind to send one of the Go boards to the King of Destruction. Although that might be too politically dangerous.” 
 
    “Mm. Send it to the woman with flowers.” 
 
    “Reinhart? She’d make it a talking point or use it against me somehow. Some people are too dangerous to play games around. Maybe I’ll send it to the Wistram mages. With itching powder.” 
 
    “Okay. And you’re not going to find out what the chess games mean? Or who your opponent is in Liscor?” 
 
    Niers hesitated. He visibly struggled with himself, and then scowled at the magical chess board. 
 
    “No. Not yet. But Liscor is on my watch list for other reasons. Here. Stop eating those noodles and look at this.” 
 
    Niers gestured to Foliana. Then he eyed the tower of chess pieces she’d built. He walked over and kicked the support rook out of place. The entire tower of chess pieces crashed down around him. Niers leapt out of the way as a pawn narrowly missed his head. The Fraerling breathed out shakily. 
 
    “Jungle rot.” 
 
    “That wasn’t very smart. You’re supposed to be smart.” 
 
    “Are you coming or not?” 
 
    Niers stomped over to his collection of maps. They were quite large and not Fraerling-sized, which was to say Foliana-sized. That was because [Cartographers] willing to illustrate a tiny piece of parchment with a needle were rare and because Niers didn’t mind the larger maps. He could walk over them and inspect them from every angle. The three-dimensional ones that were magical were even more fun. 
 
    A map of Izril was laid out on the table. Niers walked onto it and began pointing out details to Foliana. He had a number of pieces on the map. Pins and little flags with notes written on them. Small notes for Foliana, which meant big lists of details all in Niers’ neat handwriting. 
 
    “You know they have a Goblin Lord over there. And that there was that attack on Liscor from the dungeon. Well, I have news about the Goblin Lord and the dungeon.” 
 
    “Dungeon first. What’s new? Another attack?” 
 
    The Titan nodded. 
 
    “Something like that. I haven’t received another letter from that [Tactician] in Liscor. Olesm Swifttail, I think. Neither have my students. And reports are spotty—the Walled Cities are keeping a tight grip on things—but it sounds like something’s happening over there.” 
 
    “Monsters?” 
 
    Niers nodded. He walked across the mountain range that was the High Passes and stared down at Liscor. 
 
    “I’d bet my hats on it. A Gold-rank dungeon next to a city’s a recipe for disaster. And this one’s a vengeance dungeon by all accounts. I wish I could see it—” 
 
    “Go find your opponent while you’re at it.” 
 
    Niers ignored that. He studied the map and shook his head. 
 
    “It can’t be good. Especially since I heard a group of Gold-rank adventurers travelled from Pallass to Liscor via that door we saw. Amazing thing. That’s a useful treasure.” 
 
    “We have teleporter mages.” 
 
    “And that’s a powerful artifact that can do far more than just teleport, Foliana. I’d pay—no, never mind. I’d never get it back here without it being stolen, Couriers or no. That poor [Innkeeper] will lose it soon, if not to Wistram then to someone else raiding her inn for it. Where was I? The dungeon. Something’s going on. It could be like the one we found, you know.” 
 
    He looked up meaningfully at Foliana. She paused for the first time. 
 
    “If it is, they’re dead.” 
 
    “Probably. I just wonder how my opponent—no, forget it. Don’t poke me with that fork. The second bit of news that I can speculate on is this: the Goblin Lord’s been defeated.” 
 
    “Really? I didn’t hear that.” 
 
    Foliana didn’t pay attention to worldwide news. She relied on Niers to tell her everything, which was a wise move because Niers had a network of information that spanned the world. The Fraerling nodded. 
 
    “The reports are that Lord Tyrion Veltras—he’s one of the foremost [Lords] of Izril, one of the Five Families—assembled a massive army of Humans and assaulted them at a mountain. Here. And apparently he hired the Kingslayer’s team to help him defeat the Goblins. They chased the Great Chieftain and Goblin Lord out of the mountain and are pursuing them.” 
 
    “Oh. I did hear about that. One of your students was telling the others something like that.” 
 
    Niers smiled, for a moment becoming a proud teacher. 
 
    “Really? What did they say? I’d be interested in knowing who—and how good their analysis is.” 
 
    “Mm. It was the Lizardgirl. Nervous.” 
 
    “Umina?” 
 
    “Mm.” 
 
    “Good child. What did she say?” 
 
    Foliana tilted her head side to side as she thought. 
 
    “Goblin Lord’s on the run. Lost a big battle. Apparently the Human [Lord] is very good. At…fighting? Leading? Strategy?” 
 
    The Fraerling snorted. Trust Foliana not to remember nuance. He’d go ask Umina about her thoughts later. Make her paranoid about what he knew that she knew. 
 
    “With Elia Arcsinger demoralizing the Goblins and an army larger than theirs at his back? He’d better win every battle. That’s not skill, Foliana. That’s just good preparation. Mind you, he hasn’t engaged them yet. He’s running them away from their fortress. And that’s curious because I know the man.” 
 
    “During the Second Antinium War?” 
 
    “Yes. I met him briefly—he was younger—but I’ve been to a few gatherings. Always on Izril. He never travels. And I know reports of the man.” 
 
    “Does he like Damcli Noodles?” 
 
    Niers looked up. 
 
    “No. And I don’t think he has a favorite food. I didn’t care for him. He’s everything I don’t like about Humans. Well, about every species that has men like that, really. But he is a good leader. He can choose when to fight and he hasn’t engaged yet. There are a few reasons why that could be.” 
 
    Niers studied the map. He traced the speculative arrows he’d drawn leading away from the mountain and eyed the nearby cities. Invrisil, a section of the map he’d planted a big flag next to and written ‘Emperor?’ on in huge letters. Then he snapped his fingers and grinned. 
 
    “Ah. I see what he might be doing.” 
 
    “Fast. Sure?” 
 
    Foliana spoke around a mouthful of noodles. Niers nodded. 
 
    “It’s a good strategy. If it’s what I think he’s doing. I’d say it’s clever, too. It might work. And if it does…well, we might get some work in Izril if things go really poorly. Or well. Otherwise, we won’t be bothered. I doubt his enemies will notice it before it’s too late.” 
 
    “But you did. In seventeen seconds. Why?” 
 
    The Titan sighed. 
 
    “Because everyone’s an idiot? Or because I’ve seen this before. A variation, anyways. I keep telling my students that part of good strategy is just experience. Everyone tries the same little tricks without realizing they’re doing the exact same things over and over again. Depressing, really. And people wonder why I drink.” 
 
    “Because you’re an alcoholic?” 
 
    The Fraerling raised a finger. 
 
    “If the world was filled with an unlimited supply of any alcohol you wanted for a few silver coins, what would you do? There’s a reason why most Fraerlings who visit the city develop bad habits. You big people make things far too cheap for us.” 
 
    “Okay. What’s Veltras’ plan?” 
 
    Niers hesitated. He stroked his chin and wavered. 
 
    “I have a theory. But I’d rather not share it. Hold on. Let me write this down.” 
 
    He searched around and came back with a quill and ink. Foliana watched him scribble on a piece of paper, writing large so she could see it. Then Niers bent down and folded the paper. He handed it up to Foliana. 
 
    “You can open that in, oh, ten day’s time or so. And if I’m right…hey, stop that!” 
 
    Foliana was already opening the paper. She ignored Niers throwing his ink pot at her and read. She nodded, her tail moving a bit with interest. 
 
    “Hmm. Oh, makes sense. Hmm. Obvious when you think about it. This is good.” 
 
    “It was supposed to be a secret! I could be wrong, you know!” 
 
    Niers fumed. Foliana shrugged. 
 
    “Don’t think so. Sounds right.” 
 
    “Well, give it back. It’s no use now. I shouldn’t have written it down without warding it anyways. You could be scryed.” 
 
    “Good joke.” 
 
    “Even you could be. Come on.” 
 
    Niers held up his hands, but Foliana hesitated. She looked at the paper and then smiled slightly. 
 
    “Won’t. I’m going to show all your students so they’ll be really impressed. They’ll keep the secret, mhm. But be impressed.” 
 
    “What? Absolutely not! Give that back Foliana, right now!” 
 
    The Fraerling leapt surprisingly high, but Foliana stepped back from the table and that was that. She retreated to Niers’ door. 
 
    “Going to show them now. Bye.” 
 
    She faded from view. But Niers knew she was there and he saw his door open. He roared in fury. 
 
    “Dead gods damn it, Foliana! Give that back!” 
 
    She made no reply. She was moving and Niers had known Foliana for so long that he could vaguely guess where she was. And where she was going. He leapt from his table, landing lightly on the ground and raced after Foliana. For a small person his voice was very loud. 
 
    “Get back here! I could be wrong! This is my reputation on the line! Foliana! [Rapid Advance]!” 
 
    He charged after Foliana. She ran through the citadel, and Niers’ students and his subordinates and staff were treated to the Titan running after his commander through the hallways, furiously shouting at her. But Foliana didn’t slow. She ran on, smiling. And despite Niers’ escalating threats, he was smiling too. They were, after all, friends. So Foliana ran and Niers chased. 
 
    She was still naked. 

  

 
   
    5.44 
 
      
 
    They ran. The Gnolls of Liscor fled the Raskghar camp as Snatcher fought the Raskghar. Mrsha could hear Ceria shouting, hear the screams and snarls. But it was the howl that filled her. The Gnolls howled as they ran into the tunnels, fleeing. Some of the Raskghar gave chase, but the Gnolls ran. They ran into monsters, into traps, dead ends. Fleeing, howling, dying. 
 
    Free. Mrsha felt Elirr gasping, heard his lungs struggling as he ran with her in his arms. The Gnoll ran down a corridor. Neither he nor Mrsha knew where they were going. Neither one cared. She was a child, a cub from a plains tribe and he was a City Gnoll, far older. She had white fur. His was dark grey. But it didn’t matter. Right here, right now, they were both Gnolls. Mrsha howled and heard Elirr howl as well. The other Gnolls howled, sounding their locations. 
 
    Danger ahead. The Gnoll who cried out howled her death. Elirr hesitated and then ran left, down another tunnel. More Gnolls howled, calling out. The Raskghar were chasing them! And Mrsha heard the sounds of pursuit behind her. 
 
    They couldn’t catch her. Better that she be eaten by a monster than be caught and sacrificed. Better to step on a trap. Better—Mrsha held her wand tightly. She didn’t want to die. But at least she wouldn’t be alone. That was a terrible thing. 
 
    “Where—” 
 
    Elirr’s voice was cracked. He stopped as he came to another intersection. He and Mrsha stared ahead. Three passageways, one leading up, the other two going left and right. Something moved in the right passageway. Elirr ran left. Behind him there was a howl. But it wasn’t a Gnoll. Mrsha moved, shifting her head. She saw a shape bounding towards them, recognized the scent, the form. 
 
    Nokha. First of the awakened. Elirr gasped as Mrsha grabbed him tighter. He turned his head and ran faster. It wasn’t just Nokha—three other Raskghar were following. And by the sounds of it, at least a dozen more Raskghar were behind them. So many! They were all coming for her, Mrsha knew. 
 
    “I can’t—” 
 
    Elirr’s lungs strained as he stumbled. He ran down a corridor, leapt over a patch of dungeon that smelled of fire to Mrsha, and then froze. Something was coming down the tunnel. Elirr hesitated— 
 
    A howl rang out ahead of them. Elirr and Mrsha looked and saw a group of Gnolls. They froze when they saw the two. 
 
    “We grew lost! That way. Is it—” 
 
    “Run! The Raskghar follow!” 
 
    Elirr bellowed. The Gnolls whirled. There were at least sixteen of them. A few of the younger ones howled a warning; the rest just ran. And the Raskghar slowly caught up. 
 
    They were healthy, strong. The Gnolls had been confined for days and starved. Without the head start, the Gnolls would have already been caught. But it was only a matter of time. 
 
    Nokha was fastest. She bounded towards Elirr and Mrsha, snarling. The Gnolls howled and then one fell back. He was younger, and smelled of glue. A [Fletcher]? Mrsha saw him look back, and then brace himself. 
 
    “Run!” 
 
    He howled as he charged Nokha and the Raskghar. The other Gnolls howled as he bought them time. Mrsha saw the young Gnoll charge the Raskghar, swinging a fist. Nokha leapt and bore him to the ground. She subdued him with two brutal blows and the other Raskghar hauled the Gnoll up. Quick as a flash, the Raskghar were chasing again. 
 
    Seconds. The Gnolls looked back and at each other. They might have been City Gnolls, but some had grown up outside of Liscor. They could tell how fast the Raskghar were moving. 
 
    “Keep moving!” 
 
    Elirr’s voice was strained. His heart was beating too fast. Mrsha could feel his chest heaving. The other Gnolls ran. They heard howls around them. The surviving Gnolls were congregating towards them. But fewer howls. The Raskghar chased. Mrsha stared back at Nokha. The female Raskghar bared her teeth. She was looking at Mrsha. 
 
    We are whole. 
 
    Even if she died, let it not be like that. Mrsha struggled. Elirr growled at her to keep still, but Mrsha had her wand out. She waved it. Grass shot up, a twisting little catch of grass. A snare, like the ones the Stone Spears tribe had used. She saw Nokha’s eyes widen. The snare caught the Raskghar’s foot—and she surged forwards. The grass was strong, but the Raskghar was stronger. She ran on, on all fours now. 
 
    “Monsters ahead!” 
 
    A Gnoll called out in despair. Mrsha felt Elirr’s breath catch. She smelled it too. A foreign scent ahead. Blood. But something familiar. The Gnolls hesitated. 
 
    “Let it be monsters, then! Run! Run! Better them than the Raskghar!” 
 
    One of the Gnolls shouted. They ran ahead. Mrsha saw a confusing sight ahead of them. It looked like dozens of monsters! Other Gnolls were howling panic and danger ahead of them. But suddenly the notes changed. Mrsha heard the tone of the howl change. One of the howls echoed back to her. 
 
    Friend! And then Mrsha identified the scent. She saw one of the monsters look at her. It was tall. It had red eyes, a sword. Green skin. And it—he, was Headscratcher. The Hobgoblin looked up as he and the five Redfang Warriors led a group of at least a forty Cave Goblins. Several of the other Gnolls were wavering. 
 
    The Gnolls around Elirr froze when they saw the Goblins. But one of the Hobs—Numbtongue, threw up his hand before they could flee. 
 
    “Wait! Friends! Wandering Inn! Come!” 
 
    That was enough for the Gnolls. They ran past the Goblins, some nearly collapsing with relief. Elirr coughed and wheezed at Numbtongue. 
 
    “Behind us! Raskghar!” 
 
    “Run.” 
 
    The Hobs pointed. The Cave Goblins were already fleeing, screaming in terror. The Gnolls joined the rush. Mrsha saw the Hobs holding their ground. They stood in a line. Headscratcher. Rabbiteater. Shorthilt. Badarrow. Numbtongue. They looked…different. 
 
    Taller. Rabbiteater had a red cloak which swirled around his shoulders. It wasn’t cloth. It looked like liquid. And it smelled like blood. The Raskghar paused as they saw the Hobs. 
 
    “We have to—” 
 
    Elirr stumbled. Mrsha heard a Gnoll cry out in alarm, and then felt herself slipping. Elirr half-collapsed as another adult caught him. His face was twisted with pain. 
 
    “Too much! Someone help me!” 
 
    The Gnoll cried out and another younger Gnoll came. They helped Elirr, urging him to keep running. He moved mechanically—he’d pushed himself too hard to sprint while carrying Mrsha. The Gnoll tried to limp after the Gnolls, but they were moving too fast! The Cave Goblins were running ahead of them, and she couldn’t speak. She opened her mouth— 
 
    “The child!” 
 
    Someone shouted. Mrsha felt a pair of paws scoop her up. Another Gnoll grabbed Mrsha and they fled once more. Mrsha twisted. She saw the Hobs eying the Raskghar. The two sides froze. Five Hobs. Four Raskghar, including Nokha. Then thirteen. Then seventeen. 
 
    “They can’t hold them.” 
 
    One of the Gnolls gasped. She looked back as the Hobs spread out. Numbtongue had a guitar in his hand. His claws struck lightning. Badarrow loosed an arrow. Rabbiteater whirled his cloak as the Raskghar hesitated. They outnumbered the Hobs, but they were—nervous. They had never seen Hobgoblins before. Nokha growled, sniffing at the Redfang Warriors. She glanced at Mrsha and tensed. 
 
    Shorthilt’s sword shone. Headscratcher pointed. 
 
    “Redfang!” 
 
    The Hobs charged. The Raskghar didn’t expect that. The sounds of battle echoed behind Mrsha. She heard snarls of pain, a Goblin’s voice raised in song. The Gnolls ran. 
 
    “Where?” 
 
    “Follow—the Goblins!” 
 
    The Gnolls fled onwards. Mrsha could hear the Hobs fighting. They were standing back-to-back, trying to block the corridor. But there were so many Raskghar. She saw Headscratcher roaring. He smashed into a Raskghar, picked up the huge beast and threw the Raskghar into the other warriors. Then he turned and Nokha leapt. She slammed into Headscratcher. And she had a sword too. 
 
    The Hob was strong. He punched Nokha, making her reel back. He slashed left-right, but she was quick too. She parried the blows, their swords ringing. She moved like lightning. As Headscratcher cut down with a two-handed slash she stepped back. Her sword traced an arc. She slashed open Headscratcher’s side. 
 
    Blood flew. Mrsha heard Numbtongue cry out. Headscratcher stumbled. Blood ran from his side. He looked at the gaping wound. Then he bared his teeth. Nokha was grinning in triumph when Headscratcher’s blade cut her across the chest. She leapt back. Headscratcher advanced, screaming fury. His eyes blazed as he turned, cutting at the Raskghar who stepped back. They stared at him. Headscratcher didn’t seem to notice the blood. He whirled, stumbled—then fell. The other four Hobs closed around them. 
 
    “Redfang.” 
 
    This time the shout sounded different. Mrsha, held in the Gnoll’s arms as the Hobs grew more and more distant, saw them standing around Headscratcher. Rabbiteater had a potion in his hands as the other three tried to keep the Raskghar at bay. But there were so many. And Nokha had cut Shorthilt. 
 
    “Keep running.” 
 
    Elirr had seen it too. He shook himself free of the other two Gnolls, ran on his own two feet. Mrsha kept staring. The Hobs were falling back. But now it was only a matter of time. They were going to die. To buy them time. 
 
    Goblins. Monsters. But they had done it for the Gnolls. Mrsha remembered what Erin had said. She stared at Headscratcher as he pushed himself up. They were running now, trying to retreat. The Raskghar pursued them. 
 
    It was no good. Mrsha looked around in despair. The Raskghar would cut the Hobs down, and then catch up. They still didn’t have enough time. 
 
    Time. Mrsha stared at the Redfang Warriors. Then she looked at the Gnoll carrying her. The female Gnoll was panting with effort. Mrsha closed her eyes. Then she moved her injured legs. She leapt. 
 
      
 
    —— 
 
      
 
    So this was it. Shorthilt parried Nokha’s glowing sword as it curved towards his neck. Because he had to. The Raskghar was too fast to let him dodge. But the cost—the Hob grunted as the impact nearly knocked the blade out of his grip. He saw the enchanted blade the awakened Raskghar carried bite into his steel sword. He cursed, stepped back. 
 
    “Back.” 
 
    Someone grabbed him. Shorthilt stepped back as Rabbiteater threw his cloak around them. Nokha’s sword lanced into the blood cloak, slowing slightly. The blade hissed and steam erupted from where she’d struck the cloak. The Raskghar backed up, eying the cloak as Shorthilt and Rabbiteater stumbled backwards. The other Raskghar advanced, keeping their shields up as Badarrow loosed another arrow. 
 
    Too many. The Raskghar were overwhelming. There were…fourteen of them now. A fair fight if the Hobs had the high ground or the advantage of surprise. Or the bell. But they had closed too quickly. And the female— 
 
    Shorthilt locked eyes with Nokha. She grinned at him, her blade making her eyes shine in the darkness. He straightened, and Rabbiteater patted his shoulder. For a second, the Hobs locked eyes and nodded at each other. 
 
    Five of them stood in a line. Headscratcher, barely able to stand. Rabbiteater, crimson cloak held up as a shield. Shorthilt and Numbtongue, guarding Badarrow. They waited as the Raskghar advanced slowly. Another minute. One more minute. Then the Gnolls might make it. Then they could escape. Shorthilt hoped they would. Then they could tell Erin— 
 
    For a second the Hob allowed himself to close his eyes. They snapped open as he heard something. A howl. It was high and echoing. It came from the side. He glanced back behind him with the Raskghar. And saw her. 
 
    Mrsha sat behind them. The White Gnoll sat on her haunches, staring at the Hobs. The Raskghar. Both sides paused when they saw her. Nokha’s eyes locked onto the white Gnoll. Mrsha stared at Headscratcher, at Rabbiteater, at the Hobs. Then she threw her head back and howled. The sound was mournful, long. Shorthilt had never heard Mrsha make a sound like that. He had never known she could. 
 
    Mrsha got onto all fours. She ran with something in her mouth. Her wand. She limped at first, and then ran. She dashed past the Hobs, past the Raskghar. Both tried to grab for her. But Mrsha was too quick. She leapt and dove, as if she were playing in the inn. She ran past the Raskghar and down the corridor, then left. The Raskghar turned. They stared at the Hobs, and then Nokha barked an order. They turned and ran after Mrsha. 
 
    “Stop them!” 
 
    Headscratcher bellowed. The Hobs advanced, but several Raskghar turned. They held the Hobs back as Nokha and eight of the Raskghar fled. And the Hobs could hear more howls. Raskghar. They were coming. 
 
    “Retreat! Back! Back!” 
 
    Numbtongue was the one who said it. He grabbed Shorthilt as the Hob tried to cut past a Raskghar with a shield. Shorthilt hesitated. But Numbtongue was right. He turned, cursing in Goblin, and grabbed Rabbiteater. The three had to pull Headscratcher back despite his weakness. The Hob cursed and screamed at the Raskghar, who weren’t advancing. The beast-people stared as the Hobs began to fall back. 
 
    Alive. But more than one Hob wept tears of frustration. They stared back as they began to run, following the Cave Goblins and Gnolls. They heard a voice in the dungeon. A howl. It was desperate, tired. It came from a white Gnoll who ran as the Raskghar pursued her. Trying to buy the others time to flee. The howl echoed in the Redfang Warriors’ ears. A note of warning. Exhaustion. 
 
    But not despair. And the Gnolls paused. They looked back and howled. Dozens of voices echoed through the dungeon. They listened. The Hobs listened as they ran. They waited for an answer. But they never heard it. So they bowed their heads and ran. This time there were no pursuers. 
 
      
 
    —— 
 
      
 
    She had looked into Skinner’s eyes. She had known fear then. Ceria Springwalker had fled from him as her friends died around her. She still remembered the terror. The helpless paralysis. The despair. Now she looked at another monster just as terrible. Perhaps worse. 
 
    Snatcher. Facestealer. One of the guardians of Liscor’s dungeon. His claws were long. He carried a bloody bag of heads on sticks. He had no head. Or eyes that Ceria could see. His eye sockets were hollowed pits. And if Skinner was fear, he was helplessness. As he moved into the Raskghar camp, Ceria fell. She heard the Raskghar and Cave Goblins falling around her like puppets with their strings cut. They lay on the ground as Facestealer walked forwards. 
 
    Slowly. Carefully. The giant monster walked around Cave Goblins and Raskghar alike. Ceria didn’t understand what was happening at first. She felt like something had sapped her of strength. She tried to move—and couldn’t. 
 
    Spell. It had to be. Ceria could see Snatcher moving. He was heading towards the Gnoll cages at the back of the camp. Towards the Gnoll who’d howled. Towards Mrsha. 
 
    “Gh—” 
 
    Ceria’s lips barely moved. She tried to get up. Her arms shook on the ground. But they barely moved! What was it? She hadn’t seen the monster cast a spell. Was it an aura? Not a spell? 
 
    No. Ceria could feel something restricting her body. Something—it was magic. It had to be. She knew that because she could move. All of the others, Raskghar, Cave Goblins, Calruz, Gnolls—they were all still as corpses. But Ceria could see her arms tensing slightly as she tried to move. 
 
    Half-Elf. Descendants of magic. Ceria pushed mana into her arms. She saw ice begin to form at her fingertips, and then frost race down her arm. Not again. Not this time. She felt her arms move. She called more magic to her. 
 
    The ground froze. The ice spread around Ceria’s hands. She drew on everything she had as Facestealer walked as if he was taking a stroll. She felt her ring—the Everfreeze Ring emitting cold on her finger. She pulled from it. 
 
    And the ice grew. It pushed her hands up. Ceria shook as she stood. But she did stand. And the ice covered her legs, locking them in place. Ceria turned. She lifted her arm. 
 
    Facestealer was peering at Mrsha. It was a monster to inspire nightmares. But Ceria had already faced her nightmares in Liscor’s crypt. This time—she raised her voice. 
 
    “Back away from Mrsha, Snatcher. And look this way.” 
 
    Facestealer turned. Ceria fired an [Ice Spike]. Straight between its hollowed eye sockets. The javelin of ice flew as straight as an arrow. It hit Facestealer’s skin. And broke. 
 
    Ceria wavered. Then she raised her skeletal hand and loosed another [Ice Spike]. It struck Snatcher in the center of his chest. Again, it broke without leaving so much as a scratch. 
 
    Snatcher didn’t react. He stared at her. He seemed almost confused, as if he couldn’t believe Ceria was attacking him. The half-Elf panted with the effort of keeping her arm raised. She concentrated. She had to stop him! How? How— 
 
    His body was dark brown. Hide of some kind. But it looked lumpy. And in parts, the hide was missing, revealing a yellow interior. Bone? Or skin? Ceria focused on that. She shifted her aim as Snatcher began to shuffle towards her casually. 
 
    “Take this!” 
 
    This time she fired five [Ice Spikes], one from each finger. It was a bad shot. Four of her [Ice Spikes] missed her target, striking Facestealer’s body harmlessly. But the last hit one of the yellow patches on his body. The tip of her spear of ice struck and dug in ever so slightly. Ceria saw black liquid run from the wound. And like that, the paralysis inhibiting her vanished. 
 
    And Facestealer paused. He had no neck so he couldn’t look down. But Ceria felt a wave of terrible fury coming from it. It looked at her. Then Snatcher raised its oversized arms and charged Ceria without a word, incredibly fast. She backed up and screamed. 
 
    “Run!” 
 
    She saw the Gnolls stirring in their cages. Ceria raised her hand but Snatcher was fast. It swung at her and Ceria dove. She felt something pass over her head. She rolled, conjured a wall of ice. Before it had finished rising something smashed straight through it. Ceria scrambled back. 
 
    “Run!” 
 
    Snatcher stood over her. It swung one arm and Ceria saw it pass inches from her face. She raised a trembling hand, and then someone smashed into Facestealer from the side. Calruz. The Minotaur could barely stand. He hit Snatcher with a roar, not having bothered to draw his axe. Snatcher held still as the Minotaur struck him, at least three hundred pounds of weight behind his charge. 
 
    Snatcher’s body didn’t move so much as a centimeter. Calruz bounced off and stumbled back. He stared at Snatcher and the headless monster stared back. Calruz backed up, fumbling for his axe. 
 
    “Fight off Snatcher! To me!” 
 
    The other Raskghar and Cave Goblins were rising, some half-collapsing. Facestealer turned around as if surveying the situation. It swung its arms and Ceria felt her body deaden. Half of the camp fell back again, limp. But the effect was weaker. 
 
    “Surround it!” 
 
    Calruz bellowed. He had his axe in his hand. He raised it and shakily slashed at Facestealer. The blow was slow, weak. The axe head bounced off of Facestealer’s front. It stared at Calruz and then turned. Back to Ceria. 
 
    “[Ice Wall]! [Ice Wall]!” 
 
    Ceria pointed and formed a double-layered wall of ice, at least five feet thick. Snatcher walked forwards. He paused at the wall and drew his torso-head back. He brought it forwards and smashed through the wall. Then he swung at Ceria. 
 
    This time she couldn’t dodge. Ceria jumped backwards as the claw came hurtling towards her. She felt the impact—something compressed her side and then—and then she was weightless. Ceria gaped, half-turned as she felt herself flying— 
 
    And then she struck the ceiling of the Raskghar’s camp. And fell. Twenty feet. Ceria landed on the ground and heard something scream. She’d landed on something. A Raskghar. She would have screamed too, but pain overwhelmed every part of her. 
 
    She felt something moving under her. Ceria gasped, and then reached for a healing potion. She had to—had to— 
 
    The bottle smashed as she squeezed it tight. She ignored the glass biting into her hand, let it pour over her body. Her torn flesh began to knit. She felt the pain lessening. Then she managed to scream. 
 
    Another potion. Ceria had two. She grabbed the other and drank it. Her bones were cracking. She rolled as the Raskghar screamed and pushed her off. Ceria stood—and saw chaos. 
 
    The Raskghar and Cave Goblins surrounded Snatcher. It was turning, slashing with its claws. Every time it did, Raskghar and Cave Goblins died. One swipe sent three Raskghar flying and caved in another’s head. Facestealer grabbed—and three Cave Goblins were headless. And the weapons of the Raskghar and Cave Goblins did nothing to it! They bounced off Snatcher’s hide. And as it turned, some of them collapsed. 
 
    Paralysis. Ceria couldn’t feel it from here. She pointed her finger shakily at Snatcher, saw Calruz bellowing. 
 
    “Keep it in place! Archers! Fire! Enchanted weapons, to the front!” 
 
    Raskghar tried to obey him. Ceria saw them shooting arrows, but half of them were too weak to move. The arrows landed short of their target or struck the Raskghar and Cave Goblins around Facestealer. He turned and swept his hand. Six Raskghar and Cave Goblins died, bodies broken like twigs. He turned— 
 
    And another [Ice Spike] struck him on his yellowed weak spot. Snatcher didn’t react, but he turned. Ceria pointed at him, trembling. 
 
    “Calruz! Back me up!” 
 
    “Protect Ceria! Form a shield wall!” 
 
    The Minotaur rushed forwards. The Raskghar and Goblins tried to block Snatcher’s advance. He walked through them, swinging his arms, slaughtering them. Ceria aimed for his yellowed flesh, but this time the monster blocked the [Ice Spike]. She was backing up when an arrow struck Snatcher from behind, striking his yellowed flesh. 
 
    The monster turned. A group of Raskghar with bows was taking aim at him from the far wall. They were shaky, but far enough from him that they could use their arms. They loosed a hail of arrows which bounced off his skin. But a few struck his exposed flesh. Facestealer began striding towards them, and then turned as Ceria landed another shot from behind. He turned towards her, and the Raskghar shot again. 
 
    Turn, shoot, turn, shoot. Ceria almost wanted to laugh. But it would have been hysterical laughter—Snatcher was almost comical in how he moved! He went after whomever had wounded him last! Then her laughter caught in her throat as he turned and beheaded a Raskghar. He stared at the shocked face and carefully opened his sack. Ignoring both her spells and the Raskghar’s arrows, he put the head in the sack. Then he turned around. He seemed to realize he was being struck. He turned to Ceria and she felt a chill. Facestealer stared at her for ten long seconds as Raskghar and Cave Goblins battered him from all sides. Then he turned. 
 
    Raskghar collapsed around him. Facesnatcher strode towards one of the entrances. He stopped there, turned, stared at Ceria, and then vanished into the darkness. He left a trail of black liquid. It might have been blood. 
 
    And then it was over. Ceria stared at the empty spot where Snatcher had been. She was waiting for him to reappear, but he didn’t. She realized that the Raskghar camp was completely still. All the Raskghar and Cave Goblins were staring at the same spot. 
 
    “Was…was that it?” 
 
    The Raskghar and Cave Goblins jumped and stared at Ceria. She couldn’t take her eyes off that spot. He’d just left. As if he hadn’t felt like being here. And he’d stared at her. As if memorizing her face. She shuddered, then heard Calruz’s voice. 
 
    “Raskghar—Raskghar, seal that entrance! Tend to the wounded. Someone—open the supply of healing potions. Double—no, triple the sentries!” 
 
    His voice roused the Raskghar. They began to move shakily. Calruz turned. His eyes widened. 
 
    “Where did the Gnolls go?” 
 
    Ceria whirled. She’d almost forgotten! She saw the Gnoll cages had been forced open. The Gnolls were gone! 
 
    Some of them. A few were lying on the ground, pinned by Raskghar. Most were still in shackles. But many of the Gnolls had removed their shackles! And Mrsha! She’d gotten away too! Ceria dared to hope. But then she saw Calruz striding towards her. 
 
    “Liar!” 
 
    The Minotaur looked as shaken as Ceria, but that didn’t stop him from seizing the front of her robes. Ceria held still as Calruz roared at her. The Minotaur pointed furiously towards the cages. 
 
    “You told me she was mute!” 
 
    “She is!” 
 
    “She howled!” 
 
    “She can do that! She can’t speak!” 
 
    “Liar! Traitor! You deceived me!” 
 
    Calruz roared in Ceria’s face, covering her with spittle. His grip tightened and Ceria braced herself. 
 
    “I didn’t know that thing was going to appear! I told you the truth, Calruz! Mrsha can only howl. Or make sounds. She can’t speak!” 
 
    “That’s not what mute means!” 
 
    “Yes it is! Don’t yell at me because you don’t know the meaning of the word!” 
 
    Calruz’s eyes were wide and furious. They were turning red—but then he paused. A curious, affronted look replaced the enraged expression on his face. 
 
    “I know the meaning of the word mute. It means unable to make sounds. You are incorrect, Ceria.” 
 
    “No, it doesn’t. It means ‘unable to speak’. There’s a big difference, you giant idiot.” 
 
    “How do you know that?” 
 
    “I read it in a book. Okay, Pisces read it in a book and told me.” 
 
    The Minotaur and half-Elf stared at each other. The exchange was furious, tense. But familiar. After a second, Calruz let go of Ceria slowly. They stared at each other. Ceria was breathing hard. She pointed at the splatter of black liquid where Facestealer had been. 
 
    “That wasn’t my fault. I’m pretty sure it wasn’t. That was Snatcher, wasn’t it?” 
 
    “Yes. He sometimes approaches Raskghar camps. They can usually deceive him into leaving by pretending to be statues. Usually.” 
 
    “I didn’t know. And I didn’t lie to you. Knowingly.” 
 
    Calruz hesitated. 
 
    “That is…true.” 
 
    “I could have run. I saved your life.” 
 
    The Minotaur paused. He looked at Ceria and nodded slowly. 
 
    “Yes. You did.” 
 
    They stared at each other for a long moment. Then Calruz turned. He looked around his camp and exhaled. Slowly. 
 
    “The Gnolls fled. They’ll die in the dungeon. You there! Send a team to retrieve them!” 
 
    He pointed at a Raskghar who looked confused. The Raskghar growled. Calruz frowned. 
 
    “Already? Who? Nokha? She abandoned the camp when—” 
 
    The Raskghar backed up as Calruz snorted in anger. Ceria stared at him anxiously. 
 
    “Well? Did the Gnolls escape?” 
 
    “Nokha led a team after them the instant they fled. She will not let them run.” 
 
    Ceria prayed he was wrong. Calruz stomped away. She saw him begin organizing his camp, directing the Cave Goblins and Raskghar to physically seal the entrance that Snatcher had left by. The mood in the camp was tense, afraid. And angry. The Raskghar forced the remaining Gnolls, barely twenty now, back into the cages, beating them as if to punish them for Mrsha. 
 
    “Calruz! Stop them!” 
 
    The Minotaur looked over and shouted a word in the Raskghar’s language. The beast-people turned away sullenly and the Gnolls lay in the cages. Ceria expected them to be devastated by the failed escape attempt, but to her surprise—and the Raskghar’s—she heard laughter. The Raskghar turned, disbelieving, as one of the Gnolls sat up. 
 
    “You…are cursed.” 
 
    The female Gnoll had a bloody lip and her eye looked…wrong, as if it weren’t moving properly. Still, she grinned at the Raskghar as they snarled at her. She lifted her shackled hands, pointed. At Mrsha’s empty cage. 
 
    “You captured her. But she is your doom. White fur. Doombringer. You are doomed! Your tribe will end! That is fate! She brought it on you! Mrsha, the child of omens! You—” 
 
    A Raskghar bounded over and kicked the Gnoll in the chest. She curled up, choking, until Calruz himself threw the Raskghar back. Then both Gnolls and Raskghar were silent. 
 
    It was nearly twenty minutes before Nokha’s team returned. When they did, the Raskghar howled and gathered anxiously at the entrance to their camp, hearing them coming. Ceria ran forwards, heart beating in fear. She heard Calruz roar, saw the Raskghar make grudging way for him— 
 
    And then she saw Mrsha. The Gnoll cub was hanging limp in Nokha’s arm. She still held Ceria’s wand. The awakened Raskghar looked displeased. She growled as she walked into the camp. She had Mrsha, and the Raskghar behind her looked wounded. Had they fought monsters? Or had the Gnolls managed to fight them off? Where were the others? 
 
    “Is that the only one you managed to catch?” 
 
    Calruz’s voice was disbelieving. He strode towards Nokha, hand opening and closing as she slung Mrsha into one of the Gnoll cages with the others. Nokha turned. Her expression was furious. 
 
    “Others fled! This one ran other way! We caught! Would have caught others, but strange monsters stopped us! Goblins but not Goblins!” 
 
    “What? What? You were stopped? By who?” 
 
    Ceria listened with disbelief and bated breath as Nokha described their encounter with the Redfang Hobs. When Calruz realized what Nokha had to be describing he snorted dismissively. 
 
    “Fool! Those are Hobs! They are Goblin.” 
 
    “No! Goblins are small! Not large! They do not fight Raskghar! They obey!” 
 
    Nokha lashed out at the nearest Cave Goblin scurrying around her in fury. The Goblins shrank back as the Raskghar growled at them. Calruz shook his head. 
 
    “Hobgoblins are standard aboveground. This must have been a group that wandered into the dungeon. Somehow. They’re intelligent. Good fighters, for scum. You should have overwhelmed the five!” 
 
    “They were strong. And little white one ran other way. So we chased.” 
 
    Nokha’s ears flattened in displeasure. Calruz snorted. He cast his eyes towards the eastern entrance to the camp and Ceria saw more Raskghar dragging or carrying limp Gnolls. 
 
    “One Gnoll versus dozens? Think, fool! At least the others caught more than a single Gnoll child.” 
 
    “This one is special. White fur. Cast magic! Will sacrifice now. Get others later.” 
 
    The awakened Raskghar bared her teeth as she pointed at Mrsha. The other Gnolls were shielding her from sight protectively. Calruz’s eyes narrowed. 
 
    “That is not your decision. I am Chieftain and I say if we sacrifice any Gnoll! Understand?” 
 
    He locked eyes with Nokha. The air grew tense again and the Raskghar around Nokha grew still. The eighteen awakened Raskghar stared at her. Three had died to Snatcher. Nokha glanced around, her expression savage. Then she seemed to note the dead Raskghar and Goblins. Snatcher had barely fought save to defend himself and still a score of corpses lay on the ground. She glanced at Calruz and inclined her head ever so slightly. 
 
    “Yes.” 
 
    There was no ‘Chieftain’, or any other sign of acknowledgment. Nokha turned and stalked towards the Raskghar who weren’t working. Calruz stared at her back. His hand clenched in anger and his brows drew together, but he seemed to think twice about calling her back. He turned to look at Ceria. 
 
    “Use a potion if you need to. And find one for your belt.” 
 
    He stomped off to shout at the Cave Goblins and Raskghar laboring at the entrance. Ceria watched him go and then looked around. The air in the camp was tense. Snatcher’s attack might not have been Calruz’s fault, but the Raskghar were shaken. And they were already chafing at his restrictions. They kept staring at the remaining Gnolls. And the awakened Raskghar, led by Nokha? 
 
    They were looking at Calruz. Not fearfully, but with a calculating look in their gazes that made Ceria shiver. She stared at the remaining Gnolls in cages and at Calruz. The Minotaur looked around. He could sense it too. He adjusted the axe strapped to his back and stood taller. 
 
    “Get to work!” 
 
    The Raskghar obeyed. But it was only a matter of time. Ceria was certain now. She looked around, and then backed up to the cages. The Gnolls looked up at Ceria. 
 
    “Is she…?” 
 
    “Hurt. But not critically.” 
 
    “I’ll get you a healing potion. For all of you. If I can.” 
 
    The Gnolls nodded. Ceria hesitated, and then bent. Pretending to inspect Mrsha, she concentrated. A little fiery bug crawled out from her hands. It fluttered upwards, vanished, carrying a message for Pisces. 
 
      
 
    Gnolls escaped. Mrsha here. Raskghar rebel soon. Hurry. 
 
      
 
    The Gnolls stared at the fiery bug as it disappeared. They looked at Ceria. She gave them a slight nod and straightened. None of the Goblins and Raskghar around her had noticed. But then she turned and saw one of them staring at her. 
 
    Nokha. The Raskghar had snuck up on her from the side! She stared at the Gnolls and Ceria. At Ceria’s hands. 
 
    She’d seen the spell! Ceria felt a chill of fear, but the Raskghar didn’t immediately shout what Ceria had done. Instead, she locked gazes with Ceria and smiled. The half-Elf met her gaze. She glanced at Calruz’s back. She gave Nokha a frozen smile. 
 
    “Just try it.” 
 
      
 
    —— 
 
      
 
    Erin Solstice paced back and forth in her inn. She had a plan. It was a good one, or at least, it was simple. The best plans were simple. Except that they weren’t in chess. Chess was an ever-moving game of attack and defense and opportunity. You had to think a hundred moves ahead of your opponent. That was why computers were so good. But her plan had only one moving part. She couldn’t adjust it. It worked or it wouldn’t. 
 
    It would work. But first, Erin had to know where the Raskghar camp was. And for that, the Redfang Warriors had to return. It had been four hours. The magic door to the Goblin’s cave was open. Only a few people were in Erin’s inn. Pisces had gone out with Yvlon and Ksmvr to bring back the Gold-rank adventurers. Erin hoped she wouldn’t have to tell them her plan wouldn’t work today. 
 
    “Lyonette, have you eaten anything today?” 
 
    “No.” 
 
    “You should.” 
 
    “Okay.” 
 
    The [Princess] sat at a table and didn’t move. Erin looked at her. Lyonette stared past Erin. Apista buzzed around her anxiously. 
 
    “Have you fed Apista?” 
 
    Lyonette blinked. She looked at the Ashfire Bee and a bit of life entered her eyes. 
 
    “No. I—” 
 
    She half got up and had to put her hands on the table. Erin looked around. 
 
    “Drassi.” 
 
    “On it! I’ll get honey for Apista, and what do you want, Lyonette?” 
 
    The young woman hesitated. She sat back down. 
 
    “I don’t want—” 
 
    “Water and a bit of meat and cheese, maybe. Crackers? Yeah, crackers and meat and cheese. Just have a few bites, Lyonette.” 
 
    Erin tried to encourage the young woman. She frowned and tried to remember if she’d had breakfast. Maybe not? Well, she was in better shape than Lyonette. Erin stared back towards the Goblin cave. Then she heard a shout from outside her inn and whirled. 
 
    “Erin! Get out here!” 
 
    That was Yvlon’s voice! Erin hesitated, grabbed the knife and one of Octavia’s potions she’d put on the table and raced outside. The rain pounded her face. She blinked, nearly cut herself as she went to wipe her face, and then saw the boats. The Gold-rank adventurers had returned! And they had brought— 
 
    “Headscratcher! Rabbiteater!” 
 
    Two of the Hobs looked up. Headscratcher tried to rise, but Rabbiteater forced him down. The boat rocked as he leapt out of it and began swimming to shore. The adventurers rowed towards Erin’s inn. But another group was heading straight for Liscor. And in them— 
 
    “They found the Gnolls! There was an escape! Erin, we need stamina potions!” 
 
    “What?” 
 
    Erin stared in disbelief. Yes, some of the boats had Gnolls in them! They huddled together, staring around. The Gold-ranks were escorting them to Liscor and a cry went up from the walls. Erin saw more boats headed her way. The Horns and Halfseekers rowing boats with Gnolls in them. And Cave Goblins. And the Redfangs. Erin stared at all of the Gnolls, looking for a flash of white. But there wasn’t any. 
 
    “Mrsha? Where’s Mrsha?” 
 
    The adventurers looked at each other. Yvlon stood up in her boat. 
 
    “They think she’s captured. Erin! We need stamina potions! Now!” 
 
    For a second the [Innkeeper] wavered, but then she realized Yvlon was right. She turned and ran into her inn as Rabbiteater ran up the slope. 
 
    “Drassi, get me all our stamina potions! Some of the Gnolls are back!” 
 
    “What?” 
 
    The Drake turned. Lyonette shot up, knocking her plate of food aside. 
 
    “Is Mrsha—” 
 
    “Potions! Now!” 
 
    Erin met words with action. She grabbed her crate of potions and ran out with it. The adventurers were still rowing towards her inn. 
 
    “Catch!” 
 
    Erin threw a potion through the air. The glowing potion flew straight at Pisces, who ducked. Yvlon fielded the bottle and yanked the cork out. Erin didn’t know why they needed stamina potions, but when she saw the Gnolls lying weakly in the boats she understood. The adventurers had enough healing potions to cover them, but they hadn’t brought many stamina potions. And the Gnolls looked half-dead. 
 
    “Get them in here! Drassi, get me food! Lyonette—” 
 
    The young woman ran past Erin. She splashed into the water. 
 
    “Mrsha! Is she okay? Where is she?” 
 
    The Gnolls in the boat were rousing themselves. Some looked at Lyonette and shook their heads, but one, an older, grey-haired Gnoll with red stripes, spoke weakly. 
 
    “She ran back. She distracted the Raskghar. To save us. She freed us too. She is alive, we think. But maybe—” 
 
    Lyonette stared in horror at the Gnoll. The adventurers ran their boats aground and leapt out. They helped the Gnolls out as Erin saw the people on Liscor’s walls trying to do the same for the Gnolls there. 
 
    In the end, all the boats had to come to Erin’s inn. The Gnolls had exhausted the last of their energy fleeing from the Raskghar and now, in safety, could barely move even with the stamina potions. Erin changed the door from her cave to Liscor and had to step back as the Watch and Gnoll families flooded into her inn. She opened her pantry and soon the Gnolls were eating small portions. 
 
    “Not too much. You’ll injure yourselves. Eat only small bits. And we must check you for broken bones and other injuries. The healing potions will not heal everything. They may make some things worse, but the adventurers have taken care not to heal wounds incorrectly.” 
 
    A Drake [Healer] was cautioning the Gnolls as they sat at Erin’s tables. They ate slowly, some surrounded by their loved ones. Many were in tears as they ate simple foods. A few spoke to Zevara and the others, recounting what they’d seen and heard. 
 
    “It was the child who saved us. She used a—a—” 
 
    Elirr glanced at the Drakes and hesitated. 
 
    “She used her voice! The Raskghar thought her mute, but she howled and brought the monster down on them. We fled in the confusion, but Mrsha, she ran back when it became clear the Hobs would fall. She bought us all time to flee.” 
 
    “Mrsha. Oh, Mrsha.” 
 
    Lyonette buried her head in her hands, weeping. Erin stared at the Hobs. They were intact, although Headscratcher was still weak. They all looked like they’d healed wounds recently. None of them could meet her eyes. 
 
    “You say these awakened Raskghar were smarter? And stronger?” 
 
    “They were leaders among the others. Terrifying. The ritual—it must be stopped. And the Minotaur is insane. I saw him beat the half-Elf when she tried to stop him. But I think—I think neither will be alive much longer. The awakened are too intelligent. They will dispose of both if they are not stopped.” 
 
    The Horns and other adventurers exchanged uneasy looks. Zevara just nodded. Another Gnoll spoke up. 
 
    “We remember where they’ve gone. But I am sure—the Raskghar keep their camps watched. And there are so many. They will surely move their camp tonight.” 
 
    “And if we attack them, they’ll just fight us off. We don’t have enough bodies!” 
 
    Keldrass pounded a scaly fist into his other clawed hand. Zevara glanced at him and shook her head. 
 
    “The fact that any of you were able to escape is a miracle. Mister Elirr, I know you and the others must be exhausted. But if you’ll speak to our [Strategist], I’d be deeply grateful. Rest assured we’ll try to save the others if at all possible.” 
 
    Again, she glanced at the Gold-rank adventurers who looked away. Some of them shook their heads. Elirr bowed his. 
 
    “We owe Mrsha a debt we cannot repay. To think we blamed her—and the Goblins! They saved us.” 
 
    “Yes. Them.” 
 
    Zevara met Erin’s gaze. She shook her head. 
 
    “We’ll get a full accounting of this later. For now, let’s bring you back to the city. The Council will want your statements and then we’ll issue an announcement. Solstice, we’ll settle the costs later. Is that fine?” 
 
    “What? Yes. Go on.” 
 
    Erin nodded. She was talking with Numbtongue. The Hob’s head was bowed. 
 
    “We tried. But there were many. And the female one—” 
 
    “I understand. You weren’t supposed to fight them. It’s okay, Numbtongue.” 
 
    The Hob looked up wretchedly. 
 
    “But Mrsha—” 
 
    Erin grabbed the Hob’s shoulder, squeezing hard. 
 
    “We still have a chance. Did you find the Raskghar camp?” 
 
    “Yes. But it is…what is the word? Fortified. The adventurers will not take it. And there are many Raskghar.” 
 
    “I know. But you know where it is, right?” 
 
    “Yes.” 
 
    “Then come with me. Drassi! Change the door as soon as I’m through. Then let us back when everyone’s in Liscor!” 
 
    Erin pushed past the crowd and headed to her magic door. She slapped the red mana stone on, opened the door, and strode through. She heard an exclamation behind her and an oath from Zevara and slammed the door. She looked around. 
 
    “Pebblesnatch! Where’s Pebblesnatch?” 
 
    The Cave Goblins looked up. They stared at Numbtongue and raced over. Erin looked around wildly and saw a familiar face. Pebblesnatch and a bunch of smaller Goblins looked up from Erin’s magic chessboard. They’d constructed a very tall tower out of the ghostly chess pieces. They scrambled back guiltily as Erin marched over. 
 
    “It’s okay. Pebblesnatch, I need your help. Will you listen? Numbtongue, can you translate?” 
 
    The Hob nodded. The Cave Goblins could understand Erin well enough, probably thanks to Calruz, but the Hob translated with word and gesture so Erin was certain that Pebblesnatch understood every word she said. She crouched next to the Cave Goblin. 
 
    “The Raskghar are bad. They kidnapped Gnolls. And they’re mean to you and the other Cave Goblins. The adventurers have been fighting them. So have the Redfangs. But the Raskghar have some of my friends. Two people very important to me. I want them back.” 
 
    Pebblesnatch stared up at Erin with round eyes. She glanced at Numbtongue and at Erin. She nodded hesitantly, but then gave Erin a Goblin shrug. Numbtongue didn’t have to translate. Erin smiled ruefully. 
 
    “Yeah, that’s bad, but what can you do about it? Well, there is something. The Redfangs found the Raskghar camp. And I have a plan to get back my friends. But I need your help. It might be dangerous, but not too much. And it will save my friends. Will you do it, Pebblesnatch?” 
 
    The small Goblin looked alarmed. She looked at Numbtongue. The Hob stared at Erin. The young woman looked from Numbtongue to Pebblesnatch. 
 
    “I won’t ask her to steal a key or anything. It’s very safe. So long as you can get her there. Can you?” 
 
    “We can.” 
 
    Numbtongue nodded at once. Pebblesnatch began to quiver. She looked at Erin and the [Innkeeper] could tell that Pebblesnatch was afraid to see a Raskghar again. Erin reached out and touched Pebblesnatch’s hands. 
 
    “I know it must be terrifying. But you’re the only one I can ask. The Hobs can’t do it. And you—well, your name is actually important. Pebblesnatch. It’s part of how I came up with my plan, actually.” 
 
    All the Goblins looked astonished at that. Pebblesnatch touched her chest. Erin nodded. 
 
    “It’s true. And I know this is a lot. I know it’s scary. But I need your help. You’re the only one who can do it. So will you?” 
 
    The small Goblin stared up at Erin. She hesitated. She looked at Numbtongue and the Hob nodded. But the Cave Goblin was still afraid. She met Erin’s eyes. The young woman stared into hers. 
 
    “Please?” 
 
    Pebblesnatch wavered. Then, slowly, she nodded. Erin smiled. 
 
    “Thank you. It’s very simple. All you have to do is take these—and do exactly what I say.” 
 
    She reached into her pocket and pulled something out. Pebblesnatch’s eyes went round and the other Cave Goblins gasped. Numbtongue stared at Erin, and his eyes lit up in sudden comprehension. 
 
    “Ah. Good plan.” 
 
    Erin turned and smiled at him. 
 
    “I know, right? I thought of it myself. Now, I need Pebblesnatch to go now, but we need to time this exactly right. So here’s what we’re going to do…” 
 
      
 
    —— 
 
      
 
    “Keep all the camps on alert. Snatcher may strike at them. I want the watches doubled, but no patrols. They’re dead if they run into him. Go!” 
 
    Calruz was giving commands like normal. The Raskghar he was addressing bowed its head and moved with speed. Like normal. But the mood in the camp was on edge. 
 
    It was strange for Ceria to think of ‘normal’ and ‘not normal’ after only having been in the Raskghar camp a few days. But she could tell that the Raskghar were growing discontent. Calruz would have called it insubordinate. Ceria just thought they were finally confident enough not to need him any longer. And the source of that confidence were the awakened. 
 
    They were intelligent. They would keep being intelligent when the moons fell. Of that Ceria and Calruz were now sure. The other Raskghar seemed nervous about the absence of the full moon, only one more day away. But the awakened? They moved about without fear, followed by a pack of lesser Raskghar who ran to fulfill their every whim. And Nokha led them all. 
 
    It was like two tribes, now, really. Calruz strode about, giving orders, but the awakened did the same. And while they moved when he looked at them and told them what to do, there was an air of…expectancy. As if they were waiting to strike. 
 
    But they kept watching Calruz for now. Because he was still important. Ceria saw Nokha listening, pretending to be listening at attention as Calruz dealt with an issue that had reared its head in one of the smaller camps. 
 
    “How many sick? And what are the symptoms?” 
 
    The Raskghar growled. Calruz frowned and made Nokha translate. 
 
    “Hotness. Shaking. Throwing up. Blood in…leavings. And lumps. Yellow pus.” 
 
    Nokha gestured and Ceria made a face. Calruz wrinkled his bull’s nose. 
 
    “And the cause? Did they not cook their food again? What monsters did they eat?” 
 
    “No, Chieftain. They say it was adventurers. A few Raskghar were wounded by…arrows? And spells. They thought it minor, but the wounds grew worse. Now many are sick.” 
 
    Calruz cursed. He looked at Ceria. 
 
    “Poison.” 
 
    “Or plague.” 
 
    Ceria felt a bit sick. She knew some adventurers used those tactics, but it was cruel, even against Raskghar. And dangerous. She’d heard stories of adventurers who’d used poison against rats and killed thousands in major cities, or spread disease for hundreds of miles by accident. The Adventurer’s Guild was very strict about that sort of thing. Calruz frowned. 
 
    “Quarantine the camp. That means no one goes in or out. Not Cave Goblins, not Raskghar. No one touches the sick. Burn the bodies.” 
 
    The Raskghar didn’t like that. They tried to argue until Calruz cuffed the scout across the face. He glanced at Ceria as the Raskghar whined and Nokha barked at him sharply. 
 
    “Anything else, Springwalker?” 
 
    Ceria had to think. 
 
    “No healing potions. That can help with some diseases, but it might spread the plague faster. And…wash with hot water? There’s not much we can do without seeing what it is. And I’m not going to inspect it in person.” 
 
    The Minotaur nodded grimly. 
 
    “True. If we had an [Alchemist] or [Healer], we might try something. But we don’t. Quarantine the camp. Do as Ceria says. The surviving Raskghar and Cave Goblins will remain in place for…” 
 
    He glanced at Ceria. She shrugged. 
 
    “Four days after getting better? And don’t bring them here.” 
 
    Calruz nodded. 
 
    “Four days. They’ll patrol with healthy Raskghar or Cave Goblins to make sure they’re well.” 
 
    The Raskghar whined unhappily, but Nokha snapped and he went. Calruz growled under his breath. 
 
    “Adventurers. Damn them. I need to make sure they haven’t infected any other camps. Where are my other scouts?” 
 
    He looked around and stomped towards some Raskghar who were eating by a fire. Ceria and Nokha were left. The half-Elf eyed the Raskghar. The awakened smiled. 
 
    “You know things about adventuring. Like Chieftain.” 
 
    “Yup. More than you do.” 
 
    Ceria smiled and Nokha bared her teeth. 
 
    “True. We need Chieftain. He is smart. Knows much.” 
 
    “Even if he won’t let you kill the Gnolls? Even if you’re smart when the moon isn’t full?” 
 
    Ceria saw Nokha’s grin waver. The Raskghar looked concerned. She glanced swiftly at Calruz and back at Ceria. The half-Elf kept her smiling mask up. 
 
    That’s right. We know. 
 
    But far from being nervous, Nokha instead just smiled again. 
 
    “Yes. We still need. Someone who knows what we do not. Very important. Chieftain is valuable. Important. But won’t let us sacrifice Gnolls. Too bad.” 
 
    “Yeah, well, you’ll have to live with it. Unless you want to take his place? But oh wait, then you don’t have Calruz. Shame about that, especially if you run into something like infected Raskghar, huh?” 
 
    The half-Elf smiled mockingly. Nokha nodded. She drew closer suddenly. 
 
    “Yes. Very bad. If Chieftain was only one. Good thing we have two.” 
 
    She grabbed Ceria’s arm suddenly. The half-Elf tensed. She raised a fist, but too slow. Nokha leaned forwards— 
 
    And licked Ceria. 
 
    The action was so surprising that Ceria forgot to hit Nokha. She spluttered and tried to back up, but Nokha licked her across her face. Her tongue was rough and wet. Ceria twisted out of her grip. She wiped at her face. 
 
    “What in the name of tree crap was—” 
 
    She backed up and saw Nokha smiling at her. The Raskghar stood back, smiling. Ceria stared at her, and then remembered something about animals. They liked to mark their territory, didn’t they? Was that— 
 
    “Unacceptable!” 
 
    Calruz had seen the entire thing. He stormed over and Nokha backed up. The Minotaur snarled at her, much like a Raskghar himself and she backed up. 
 
    “Forgiveness, Chieftain.” 
 
    “Back to your work!” 
 
    Calruz roared at her. His fist clenched, but Nokha moved out of range before he could strike. She sauntered back to the other Raskghar, who had of course been watching. Ceria scrubbed at the saliva, blushing. That had felt like more than just a challenge against Calruz. It had been an attack on multiple levels. She was his companion, and that had felt like an oddly sexual jab from Nokha against Calruz as well. She glanced sideways at Calruz to see what he thought. 
 
    The Minotaur was clearly furious. He stared at Ceria, clenching his hand, and spoke through gritted teeth. 
 
    “Why did she do that?” 
 
    “She was telling me that she only needed one of us for our knowledge. She’s not afraid of you, Calruz.” 
 
    The Minotaur breathed heavily. 
 
    “No. She’s growing bolder. I should crush her. But if I do, the Raskghar might revolt. I need her to challenge me. That is their custom. This is—provocation. The next time she does that, blast her with magic.” 
 
    “I was going to, but she’s quick!” 
 
    “Do it faster next time. This is an affront on my honor. On my reputation! I have to make a reply, demonstrate—” 
 
    Calruz broke off, muttering to himself. Ceria eyed him and sidled away a step. 
 
    “Lick me and I’ll punch you.” 
 
    The Minotaur glanced at Ceria. Then he snorted. Ceria laughed and Calruz joined in. The Raskghar looked back at them, and Nokha’s smile vanished for a moment in annoyed confusion. The two adventurers laughed louder, and Ceria felt a bit of madness herself take over. Every day it felt like the old Calruz again. And not. Here they were, fighting to keep him Chieftain of a Raskghar camp. And being licked! She laughed and laughed. 
 
    And knew it would be over soon. 
 
      
 
    —— 
 
      
 
    Evening fell on Liscor. Not that you could tell in the rain. Relc Grasstongue grumbled as he stood on the walls. 
 
    “When’s it going to stop? Next week? The week after next? It should end soon, right? It has to! There’s not enough water in the sky for all this. And why do I have to stand guard duty right now? For the sixth straight day? I wanna patrol, but no…I’m too high-level to patrol in a nice warm tavern for an hour or two. Captain Z makes me stand here because I’m the highest-level [Guardsman] in the city. Which is true. I’m awesome. But still.” 
 
    His griping went unheard by the other [Guardspeople] who were actually patrolling the walls. It was a slippery, wet beat and Relc was standing beneath a temporary awning out of the rain. Occasionally one of them would shoot him a dirty glance or make a comment, but they generally left Relc alone. Because if a monster or Raskghar attacked, he’d be the first one into the fight and everyone knew it. 
 
    Still, that didn’t mean they had to stand near him. Relc stood alone, leaning on the battlements and yawning while scratching his tail until a pair of crisp footfalls made him look around. He blinked and waved as a Drake with red scales marched towards him. Wing Commander Embria’s armor was polished and she walked swiftly with her enchanted spear in hand. A helmet was on her head and her posture was perfect. Relc waved at her as he leaned on his spear and the wall. 
 
    “Hey kid. What’s up?” 
 
    Embria stopped in front of Relc. She turned to face him and stared down at Relc, which was a trick since he was taller than she was. Her voice was cold. 
 
    “Senior Guardsman Relc.” 
 
    “What?” 
 
    “Senior Guardsman Relc.” 
 
    A note in Embria’s voice made Relc pause. Embria stared at him without a trace of affection. 
 
    “We are on duty. You will address me by my rank.” 
 
    The Drake paused. He looked at Embria and then straightened and gave her a grudging salute. He looked past her head as he spoke. 
 
    “Yes. Wing Commander Embria.” 
 
    His voice was hurt. Embria colored, making her red scales turn a darker shade. She nodded and Relc went back to leaning on the battlements, not looking at her. Embria looked around quickly and hissed. 
 
    “Stand up straight! You’re on duty!” 
 
    Relc looked back at Embria, clearly upset. His tail swept the wet stones beneath his feet as he replied. 
 
    “I’m not in the army anymore. The Watch doesn’t make us keep perfect posture except when we’re talking to Captain Z.” 
 
    Embria hissed at her father, keeping an eye out for passing [Guardsman] or her [Soldiers]. A few had been assigned to man the walls at regular intervals. 
 
    “You’re a former [Sergeant]! You should remember how to stand at least!” 
 
    “My former commander never made me stand at attention. He was cool.” 
 
    Relc folded his arms, looking peeved. Embria hesitated. 
 
    “Wing Commander Weillmet? He’s dead.” 
 
    “What? No.” 
 
    The big Drake froze. He stared at Embria. 
 
    “When?” 
 
    The Wing Commander had to think. She shook her head. 
 
    “About a year ago. During a holding action at Shivering Straits. His flank was exposed—a division from Oteslia’s Second Infantry overwhelmed his position.” 
 
    “Damn. I didn’t know.” 
 
    Relc turned away. He stared at the water surrounding Liscor in silence. Embria stared at his back. Her tail moved restlessly. 
 
    “You didn’t hear? The army sends back regular reports—” 
 
    “I don’t read them. Too many names I recognize and a lot I don’t. Plus, it’s always about where we’re fighting next, who’s paying us. It’s always the same stuff.” 
 
    “I’m…sorry. Wing Commander Weillmet was a good officer. I served with him for a few months. He taught me a few spear techniques.” 
 
    “Yeah. He always was good with the spear. Nearly as good as I was, but he was a better leader than a soldier. Man…so why are you up here, Wing Commander?” 
 
    Embria colored again. She stepped up and stood next to Relc. After a moment she relaxed her posture a tiny bit. 
 
    “I…wanted to talk with you.” 
 
    “You can find me at my home. I’m on duty. Can’t casually chat and all that.” 
 
    “You’ve been pulling double shifts all week.” 
 
    “That’s Captain Z’s fault, not mine. I just follow orders.” 
 
    Embria bit her tongue. She stared at Relc’s side. The Drake was staring into the waters, his expression bleak. After a moment, Embria went on. 
 
    “It’s about the Human.” 
 
    “Erin?” 
 
    “Yes. I have…questions. You know I’m here for more than just defense of the city, don’t you?” 
 
    “Yeah, yeah. Making sure we’re not getting eaten by the Antinium, prodding the Council in the tails, all that. How’s that going?” 
 
    Embria ignored the question. 
 
    “One of the things I was instructed to look into were the Antinium. I know what you think—but they’re acting oddly. And the other Hives have been…irregular of late. When Xrn, the Small Queen was sighted in Liscor, the High Command was alarmed.” 
 
    “Oh, so that’s why they sent you? Not because of the Goblin Lord running about?” 
 
    “It was one of their concerns. Father, you know this is an issue. And the Small Queen and the Slayer—” 
 
    “Klbkch.” 
 
    “—They both went to her inn. The Human’s.” 
 
    “Erin’s. They have names, you know.” 
 
    “Why?” 
 
    Relc paused. He stared across Liscor’s lake and then responded slowly. 
 
    “Well, you know, back in the old days, I guess people were tired of saying ‘hey you’, all the time. So they invented this thing called names, and most people—” 
 
    Embria stomped on Relc’s tail. He bit back a shout and whirled. She glared at him. 
 
    “Don’t evade the question!” 
 
    “I don’t know, okay? Erin’s special! Klb likes her and that blue Antinium likes her too, I guess! She plays chess with Workers!” 
 
    “But why? Why do you and everyone else listen to her?” 
 
    Embria raked her claws across the spines on the back of her neck, clearly frustrated. She gripped her spear and twirled it. 
 
    “Every time something happens, not only does Watch Captain Zevara listen to her, but Wall Lord Ilvriss—a Wall Lord—listens to her! And your [Strategist]! And everyone else! They listen to her opinion even when she says the most idiotic things! And apparently Zel Shivertail himself stayed at her inn! Why?” 
 
    “Because she’s Erin.” 
 
    This time Relc pulled his tail out of the way of Embria’s foot. He cradled it protectively as she stared at him. 
 
    “I don’t know, kid. All I know is that Erin has something. But I have no idea what that is. She likes Goblins, she plays a mean game of chess apparently…and she’s just different. But I can’t say why. I just go to her inn because I like the food. And because she called me a Dragon.” 
 
    The Wing Commander snorted and turned away. Relc stared at her back for a while, and then let go of his tail. It curled up a bit, and then he sidled a bit closer to her. He leaned on the battlements. 
 
    “You know, I think it’s because people like her. They didn’t at first, but Erin grows on you. Like a mushroom.” 
 
    “And what? They don’t like me? Is that why I have to request to join every planning session and why Watch Captain Zevara keeps forgetting to notify me of important events?” 
 
    “Yeah. Probably.” 
 
    Embria clenched her claws into fists. 
 
    “I came here to defend Liscor!” 
 
    “Too late. And the army’s never here. And you came in the wrong way, kid. You strode in and expected to take command. That’s not how it works.” 
 
    Embria sagged. She leaned on the battlements, looking dispirited. 
 
    “I know. I just—I’m trying to do my job, Dad. Why is it so hard?” 
 
    Relc eyed Embria in alarm. His tail hesitated, and then nearly went over to touch Embria’s. At the last moment it stopped. He cleared his throat and looked around uncertainly. 
 
    “I think it’s because people don’t know you. But I’m sure they’d like you. I mean, you’re my kid. So why don’t we go and say hi to some people? Get your face out there? Buy some people some drinks?” 
 
    The young female Drake stared into the lake. Then she turned her head. 
 
    “That was your best idea?” 
 
    “Yeah.” 
 
    “I see.” 
 
    The two stood there for a while. Then Embria raised her head. She turned it and stared. Relc looked around as well. Both Drakes heard a loud, familiar voice. 
 
    “Yeah, I know it’s off limits! I need to speak with whoever’s up there! Is it Captain Zevara? No? Where is she? Okay, who’s up there? I know it’s someone important? Olesm? Embria? Okay, well then let me talk to her! Excuse me! Excuse me!” 
 
    They saw Erin push her way up the steps. The Gnoll [Guardsman] tried to stop her, but not very hard. He stepped to one side as Erin spotted Embria and Relc. 
 
    “Great! You’re on my list! Hi, Embria right?” 
 
    “What are you doing up here?” 
 
    Embria barked at Erin. The young woman paused. Embria grabbed her spear and pointed it at Erin. 
 
    “Are you insane? We are under martial law! Access to the ramparts is forbidden! I could execute you here and now!” 
 
    “Yeah, yeah. Look, I need to talk to you. Now.” 
 
    To the female Drake’s shock, Erin reached out and pushed the spearhead away from her chest. She advanced and Embria stared at her. 
 
    “I’ve got a plan. Relc, can you tell Zevara I need to speak with her? And Klbkch! I definitely need Klbkch. Get them to meet me in the inn in like, five minutes. Be there or be square. Got it?” 
 
    Relc covered a laugh as Embria spluttered. 
 
    “You can’t just order a Watch Captain—I’m a Wing Commander! What are you talking about? A plan?” 
 
    “That’s right. And you should be there. Bring a few [Captains] so they can listen if you want. I’m getting Ilvriss and Olesm now. Relc?” 
 
    “On it! Is this plan going to be awesome?” 
 
    “So awesome. Or we die.” 
 
    Erin gave Relc a thumbs up. He grinned. Erin turned to go, but Embria’s spear shot out. 
 
    “Hold it.” 
 
    Both Erin and Relc looked at Embria. The Wing Commander looked beyond peeved. She stared at Erin, anger written all over her face. 
 
    “This is insane! Da—Senior Guardsman Relc, get back to your post! You, Human. Why should we listen to you or follow your orders?” 
 
    “Why?” 
 
    “That’s right. You’re no [Leader]. You run an inn! What gives you the right to order anyone about?” 
 
    Erin gave Embria the blankest look the Drake had ever seen on someone who wasn’t a corpse. She thought for a second, and then shrugged. 
 
    “You don’t have to follow my orders. I just thought you’d want to be part of my plan. I don’t need you. I could use your help, but you need me more than I need you. So…see you maybe?” 
 
    The Wing Commander gaped at Erin. The young woman went to push aside her spear, but it didn’t budge. Relc coughed. He lifted the spear up and Erin ducked under it. 
 
    “Five minutes! Or ten! I can’t run that fast. All the Gold-ranks are going to be there! I’ll tell everyone my plan, then we have to hurry and get ready! Find Zevara and Klbkch!” 
 
    She ran down the battlements. The Gnoll [Guardsman] stared at Embria and then decided he needed to follow Erin. Relc and his daughter stood together. Embria looked at Relc. He grinned. 
 
    “See that? That’s why. You coming?” 
 
      
 
    —— 
 
      
 
    “Yes, I don’t think Pallass can commit any more adventurers. It’s not a question of cost—they’re not willing to empty their city and they’ve sent two thirds of their Gold-ranks to Liscor already. They do have a Named Adventurer, but they can’t force him to comply. Yes, I’ve tried to approach him directly. But I’m banned from entering the city as you know—” 
 
    Ilvriss was speaking into his personal scrying orb to someone in Salazsar. He and Olesm sat in the meeting room usually used by the Council in their infrequent meetings. Now it was a war room complete with a map of the dungeon. Olesm was poring over the transcripts of the Gnoll prisoner’s accounts of the dungeon. He was trying to piece together an image of the Raskghar camps. And he was succeeding, much to his chagrin. 
 
    “Too many Raskghar. If we fill the corridors like this and this—we can’t complete the encirclement. But without more adventurers, we can’t hold these positions. Especially against the awakened. If they can beat a Hob—what’s Headscratcher’s level?” 
 
    Olesm was muttering to himself as he did calculations. Each time he studied the numbers of the Raskghar his heart sank. Just too many to take on with all the Gold-ranks. If they were defending it was doable. But the objective was to free prisoners and the Raskghar could run or encircle the Gold-ranks. They had to do something other than a full-scale assault. Use subterfuge. Unfortunately, even the best Gold-ranks like Seborn had flatly refused to try and infiltrate the Raskghar camp. 
 
    “We must do something. Some of the Gnolls are free, but the rest will be sacrificed. Can you hire a Courier to send an artifact—yes, it’s worth the risk! No, the Heartflame Breastplate can’t solve this issue! The Selphid wearing it can fight a hundred Raskghar in it, and there are thousands in the dungeon! I don’t care about the cost! Give me a solution! Salazsar has—” 
 
    Ilvriss was arguing passionately with his fellow Salazsarian Wall Lords and Ladies. He had really committed all he could to the dungeon. Olesm had to admire that. But his fellow nobility from Salazsar were removed from Liscor’s situation. Ilvriss had been talking with them for the last hour and gotten nowhere. But Olesm had hopes. If he could get Salazsar to send some of their elites or adventurers of their own—or just one of the artifacts that the Walled Cities held in their vaults, maybe— 
 
    “Hey! Let me in!” 
 
    The Wall Lord glanced up with Olesm. They both heard the shout from below. Olesm closed his eyes. He recognized that voice. 
 
    “Hey Ilvriss! Hey! I know you’re up there! Your guards won’t let me in! Move aside! I need to talk with you!” 
 
    Olesm looked at Ilvriss. The Drake covered the scrying orb with one claw and motioned him towards the window. The [Strategist] looked outside. Sure enough, there was Erin. A pair of Drakes were trying to usher her away, but she was shouting up at the windows. 
 
    “I have a plan! I need you to come to my inn! Now! It’s about the Gnolls!” 
 
    Ilvriss paused. He looked at Olesm. The [Strategist] gave him a weak grin and shrug, but part of him stirred. Erin couldn’t have a plan. He had no plan and he was a [Strategist] now! But she played chess. And it was Erin… 
 
    “Hold on. I need to address this. Stay near the orb. We haven’t finished our discussion.” 
 
    Ilvriss snapped into the scrying orb and placed it on the table. He stalked over to the window and unlatched it. He shouted down at Erin as the two Drakes began to haul her back. 
 
    “Hold! Solstice, what are you talking about?” 
 
    Erin fought free of the Drakes and waved her arms up at Ilvriss. 
 
    “I have a plan! It involves you and Olesm and Zevara and Embria! They’re all coming to my inn! I think!” 
 
    Ilvriss glanced swiftly at Olesm. The [Strategist] whispered. 
 
    “I haven’t heard anything from Captain Zevara. But Erin probably talked to her just before this.” 
 
    The Wall Lord nodded. He called down at Erin. 
 
    “You can’t have a plan.” 
 
    “What? Why not?” 
 
    Ilvriss glared at Erin. 
 
    “There is no way you can resolve this situation. I’m sorry, but there isn’t. Not in this case. The Raskghar are a threat, not a stain on your inn’s floors you can wipe away. This is not something you can make a difference with, Solstice.” 
 
    “I can with your help! Believe me!” 
 
    “She is quite good at strategy, Wall Lord.” 
 
    Ilvriss glanced at Olesm with irritation. 
 
    “Good at strategy doesn’t change facts, Swifttail! There are thousands of Raskghar! We’ve been racking our brains trying to figure out how to assist the Gold-ranks. What can she do that we can’t?” 
 
    “Hey! I heard that!” 
 
    In the streets, Erin raised a fist and shook it at Ilvriss. The volume of her shouting rose. 
 
    “You think I can’t help? I can’t fight, but I can think! And my plan needs you, Ilvriss! It needs you, and Klbkch, and Zevara—it needs everyone! Only I can pull it off. Because I’m me!” 
 
    The Drakes hesitated. Olesm stared down at Erin. He put down his papers and grabbed an ink pot, some fresh parchment and a quill. Ilvriss stared at him. 
 
    “What are you doing?” 
 
    “Going to her inn.” 
 
    “What? That’s ridiculous. Stay here. Swifttail! I command you!” 
 
    Ilvriss reached out. Olesm turned. He had a hand on the doorknob. 
 
    “Apologies, Wall Lord, but I believe Erin.” 
 
    “But she’s just—” 
 
    “Erin. She killed Skinner. And I believe she’s the best chess player in this world. Better than Niers Astoragon. She saved me from Liscor’s crypt. I’m going.” 
 
    Olesm threw the door open. He disappeared out of it. Ilvriss turned back to the window. He stared down at Erin as Olesm hurried past her. 
 
    “You can’t do anything. If you could—what can you do that we cannot?” 
 
    The young woman stared up at him. Her voice echoed from the houses. The rain fell, but Erin shouted over the roar. 
 
    “I am Erin Solstice! I’m the craziest Human you know! And I have a plan! I can save the Gnolls! I can save Ceria! I can save Mrsha! Look me in the eye and tell me I can’t!” 
 
    She met Ilvriss’ gaze. The Wall Lord stared down at her. Then he turned. He strode down the steps and out the door. He folded his arms as he met Erin in the rain. 
 
    “Let’s hear it.” 
 
    She grinned. Erin was wet and sweaty. She was dirty from falling once. But her eyes were alight. And Ilvriss dared to hope. 
 
    “I’ll give you the cliff notes as we run to the inn. Come on!” 
 
    She ran with Ilvriss following her and cursing at his adjutants to keep up. By the time they got to the inn, Relc, Klbkch, Zevara, and Embria were there. So were Pisces, Yvlon, Ksmvr, the Halfseekers, Griffon Hunt, the Silver Swords, and every Gold-rank captain. They stared as Erin ran inside. She turned to face them. 
 
    “I have a plan. It’s very simple. Ready? Here it is.” 
 
    She spoke. They listened for five minutes. Then they argued, and then agreed. Zevara, Embria, Ilvriss, and Klbkch raced out of the inn. The Gold-rank Captains were hot on their heels. They ran into the city. Erin stood in her suddenly empty inn. She turned and looked at those remaining. Lyonette was staring at Erin with hope. Olesm was smacking himself on the forehead. Relc just grinned. Erin smiled at them all. 
 
    “Let’s do this thing. Come on, we need to get ready. Get those tables out of the way! Move, move, move! Time is running out!” 
 
      
 
    —— 
 
      
 
    It was early nightfall when the Raskghar finished restoring order to their camp. The dead Raskghar and Goblins were removed or processed into food. Two of the exits were fortified, sealed off in case Snatcher returned. Calruz had the Raskghar on high-alert. And the Cave Goblins were busy at work. 
 
    It always amazed Ceria how many there were. And how subservient they were. The Raskghar seemed to have a limitless supply of bodies—Cave Goblins were always moving in and out of the camp, bringing water, supplies from other spots, or fixing stuff up. Performing tasks the Raskghar wouldn’t. She saw a group of Goblins butchering a dead Raskghar, carefully removing the bones to be placed with the dead. And another group was constructing mobile barricades. 
 
    “We might be able to drag them into place if Snatcher returns. Or block the adventurers. We have a supply of metal and wood—but it’s limited. We have more metal than wood, actually. The Goblins occasionally go above to forage for wood, but Liscor is limited in that as well. Hide works best for most structures.” 
 
    Calruz grimaced as he pointed out the old and often moldy wood the Cave Goblins were lugging into place. They had crude nails and hammers and were creating metal sheets. Ceria saw the Raskghar supervising the task. They didn’t do any of the work themselves, but they made the Goblins work faster with calculated blows. She saw one small Goblin flinch as a Raskghar swung at her. She redoubled her pace, bringing nails to the Goblins making a large sheet of metal that could be used to block the tunnel entrance. 
 
    “It won’t stop Snatcher. You saw how strong he was.” 
 
    “Not if he fights. But you saw him. It. That thing only looked for heads. And it barely paid any notice to anything else, even when it was being attacked.” 
 
    “Because we did nothing to it! If it wanted to, I bet it could kill half your camp by itself. And you want to move locations with it hanging about?” 
 
    Calruz snorted. 
 
    “Of course. The adventurers could have our location. We move again! We’ll take care on the trip, that’s all.” 
 
    He glanced around. Ceria folded her arms. The other Raskghar looked at each other. Some shook their heads. Nokha and a few of the awakened growled. She perfunctorily dipped her head. 
 
    “Dangerous, Chieftain. Would be better if we had more awakened. Stronger.” 
 
    “No. We keep the Gnolls as prisoners. Under watch. And I’ll question the small one now. I want to know how they got out.” 
 
    Nokha growled. 
 
    “Little white one used magic.” 
 
    “Impossible. Gnolls can’t—” 
 
    Ceria began to object, then remembered what Calvaron had told her once. She bit her lip and stared at Mrsha. Calruz raised his eyebrows. 
 
    “They can’t use magic, correct?” 
 
    Before Ceria could reply, Nokha jumped in. 
 
    “Can. This one is special. White fur. Must sacrifice. Tonight!” 
 
    “I said no.” 
 
    Calruz bared his teeth. Nokha’s hackles rose. She looked at her companions. Ceria saw the other Raskghar look up. The Goblins froze as they dragged the sheet of metal towards one of the walls, ready to be shoved into position. There were five entrances to the Raskghar camp. Two had been sealed, and now three metal barricades were in place. The Cave Goblins crept around them, reinforcing the solid slabs of metal. Watching the Raskghar. 
 
    They could sense it too. Calruz stared at Nokha. 
 
    “Are you questioning your Chieftain?” 
 
    The awakened Raskghar hesitated. She looked at the others and then looked back. 
 
    “Yes.” 
 
    “I see.” 
 
    Calruz’s voice was calm, but a dangerous light had entered his eyes. Ceria looked from Nokha to the other Raskghar and backed up a step. They moved back as well. Calruz stood taller. He was still bigger than Nokha, but she was huge. The one-armed Minotaur and awakened Raskghar faced each other. Their voices grew louder. Now everyone was listening. 
 
    “I am in command. And I say that the ritual is performed when I desire. I will reward those I see fit.” 
 
    “When? Ritual makes Raskghar powerful now. And white one is special. Raskghar will sacrifice her. Grow even stronger. I will sacrifice her.” 
 
    Nokha licked her lips. Calruz stared down at her. 
 
    “You? And what would you do with all that power?” 
 
    “Lead Raskghar better. Grow. Sacrifice. Grow. Hunt more Gnolls. Grow. That is the purpose of the Raskghar.” 
 
    “Your purpose is what I decide it is.” 
 
    Calruz’s voice was cold. His eyes glinted as he looked around. The other Raskghar were silent, but they were watching Nokha. The Minotaur reached behind his back. He drew his axe and Nokha backed up a step. Calruz looked around, his axe’s head glowing in the faint light. 
 
    “I am your Chieftain. I, and no one else! You do not tell me what the Raskghar’s purpose is! I am in command! If you go against me, you are challenging me! My authority! Are you doing that Nokha? Because if it is a challenge, there is only one answer.” 
 
    He held his axe up. Nokha bared her teeth. 
 
    “You are weak. Chieftain. You are soft! You do not understand Raskghar. You are weak. One armed. And you trust her.” 
 
    She pointed at Ceria. The half-Elf’s breath caught. Calruz turned his head. Raskghar were moving. The awakened moved behind Nokha. Calruz looked around. No one had come to stand behind him. He bared his teeth in a terrible grin. 
 
    “It seems I should. Ceria, to me.” 
 
    Ceria moved forwards a bit. Nokha laughed. She looked from Ceria to Calruz. The awakened were at her back. Eighteen versus two. Calruz muttered to Ceria. 
 
    “Keep the others back. I’ll kill Nokha and put an end to their challenge.” 
 
    “Oh, thanks. Sure you don’t want me to take on the entire tribe?” 
 
    Ceria eyed the awakened. They were spreading out. But she could raise a wall of ice, box herself and Calruz and Nokha in. If they were fast. She tapped Calruz on the arm, drew a circle in his fur. He nodded. He’d clear the area with his axe while she worked. Nokha noticed the motion and bared her teeth. 
 
    “You trust her. But she is traitor. You said so yourself.” 
 
    “Not as traitorous as you, apparently.” 
 
    Calruz stared at Nokha. His eyes were turning red. The muscles in his arm bulged as he lifted his axe. Ceria braced herself. She knew he had Skills she hadn’t seen. And judging from the way the awakened Raskghar eyed him, they knew some of them. The tension grew deadly. But Nokha still wasn’t done. She looked at Ceria and the half-Elf saw her grin grow wide. 
 
    “But she told them everything. With a spell.” 
 
    A deathly silence fell over the room. Ceria gulped. She saw Calruz freeze. And then, slowly, the Minotaur turned towards her. And when he stared at her, his eyes were red. And oh, so very mad. 
 
      
 
    —— 
 
      
 
    Mrsha saw it all. The end. Her body hurt so much. Her head spun. But she was not alone. The Gnolls held her. The remaining ones sat together, waiting. They watched the standoff between Calruz and the awakened. 
 
    Around the room, the Raskghar were standing, forming a large, rough circle. They watched Calruz, their Chieftain, face off against Nokha and her awakened. Behind them the Cave Goblins scurried to and fro. They were watching too. They kept their heads low, not daring to make a sound. Mrsha saw the Goblins working on the large metal sheets propped up against the walls. Others were building more cages. She saw a tiny Goblin run past them with a few nails and a piece of unshaped metal. She began hammering it into one of the metal sheets. The sound was background noise, though. The center of the room was silent. Calruz had just turned to Ceria. 
 
    “What spell?” 
 
    “Fire. A bit of little magic. It flies up and vanishes.” 
 
    Nokha grinned. Her awakened were spreading out around Calruz and Ceria. They didn’t have their weapons in hand, but they were tensed. But the Minotaur wasn’t looking at them. He stared at Ceria. 
 
    “A spell. A fiery—you told me you didn’t know [Message].” 
 
    “I don’t. I told you that.” 
 
    Ceria backed up. Mrsha could see her grinning desperately, holding up her hands. Calruz turned. His grip on his axe shifted. 
 
    “But you know other spells. Spells from Wistram. Didn’t you tell me once that you knew a spell to talk with an old friend? With him? The [Necromancer]?” 
 
    “Uh—no?” 
 
    Calruz looked like he was growing larger. Mrsha felt the madness rolling off him. She stared at him, at Nokha. If he won she wouldn’t go free. If Nokha won—they’d die tonight. Mrsha wished she had Ceria’s wand, but it had been taken. She wished Ceria had her wand. 
 
    “Look, Calruz. Nokha’s making all this up. She’s trying to divide us! We have to work together!” 
 
    Ceria’s smile was frozen as she tried to desperately talk down Calruz. But now the Minotaur was focused on her. 
 
    “The attack. You swore to me that it wasn’t your fault. But you were lying. Did you send them another message after that? Have you told them about the city? Did you tell them about the secrets?” 
 
    For a second Ceria wavered. She hadn’t expected that question. 
 
    “No—what? I would never—” 
 
    “Liar.” 
 
    Calruz let go of his axe. He reached out and grabbed Ceria’s arm. She tried to twist away. 
 
    “Calruz, listen—I never did anything to hurt you. The Raskghar are going to attack you! Remember?” 
 
    “I trusted you. I called you my friend. I told you my secrets. Even when you tried to kill me, I trusted you. And this is how you repay me? With treachery? With this?” 
 
    Ceria’s smile was still on her face. She twisted. Calruz stared at her. His voice grew louder. 
 
    “Betrayal! I am surrounded by it! Betrayal! Treachery! You will be first, then the Raskghar!” 
 
    He let go of Ceria. Then his arm swung. He backhanded her. The blow spun the half-Elf. Ceria heard a crack. It sounded like bone breaking. Ceria’s head jerked. Her head snapped back. She fell. Mrsha made a tiny sound. No. 
 
    Ceria lay on the ground. Her face was shattered. Mrsha saw a piece of skin lying on the ground. The half-Elf jerked, looked up. Calruz stared at her. 
 
    Ceria’s face was broken. But something wasn’t right. There was no blood. And her smile was still there. But—crooked. Ceria’s smile was frozen on her face. Frozen on her face. No. It was her face. And as Ceria rose, the mask of ice broke. And beneath it she was scowling. 
 
    “I’m getting tired of being hit in the face.” 
 
    Calruz stared at Ceria. The mask of ice fell to pieces, colored water landing on the ground and melting. The Raskghar stared. Mrsha stared. Even she hadn’t smelled the mask! Had Ceria made it out of her sweat? 
 
    And now the half-Elf’s body was changing. Frost vapor poured from her arms, her hands. It formed a layer of ice over her robes, her skin. Her skeletal hand. Ceria’s voice was cold as a glacier. 
 
    “Frost armor. Illphres always said her masks were tougher than steel. You want to hit me Calruz, give it your best shot. But watch out for spikes.” 
 
    The Minotaur stared at his hand. It was bleeding. Ceria’s ice mask had torn his skin. He looked at Ceria. She grinned at him. 
 
    “Yeah, I cast a spell. So what? You kidnapped me. You kidnapped the Gnolls. What was I supposed to do? But guess what? Right here, right now, I’m not your enemy. They are.” 
 
    She pointed with a gauntlet made of ice. The awakened stared at Ceria. They smelled wary. Mrsha saw them look at Nokha. The female Raskghar bared her teeth. She had a hand on her sword. 
 
    “Your treachery is unforgivable.” 
 
    “Probably. But you have bigger problems.” 
 
    Ceria shrugged. She stared at Calruz and narrowed her eyes. The Minotaur looked at the other awakened. He stared at her uncertainly. 
 
    “Give me one reason why I could trust you.” 
 
    The room was silent. The Raskghar waited. Mrsha waited. The Cave Goblins moved and watched. Ceria looked around. She closed her eyes, then spoke. 
 
    “Death before dishonor. I’ve lied. I’ve betrayed you. But I haven’t compromised my honor.” 
 
    Calruz froze. Ceria pointed at him. The half-Elf stared at the Minotaur. 
 
    “What do you have to give them, Calruz? Glory? I don’t have that. But I do have honor. So if you’re coming, come. The Horns of Hammerad don’t run.” 
 
    She spread her arms. The Raskghar tensed. Calruz stared at Ceria. He looked at his axe. He bent and lifted it. He and Ceria charged. The Raskghar leapt forwards. Ceria ran at Calruz, her frost armor covering her body. He raised his axe and swung. She ducked. 
 
    “[Whirlwind Cleave]!” 
 
    The Minotaur roared. He swung his axe and the glowing green edge extended. His arm flashed and he spun. Three of the Raskghar jumping at him were caught by the enchanted axe. Calruz cut through them all. Blood splattered Ceria’s armor. She rose and shot an [Ice Spike]. A Raskghar howled in pain as it pierced his shoulder. Ceria conjured a wall of ice, blocking two more. She and Calruz stood back-to-back. Nokha and the other awakened snarled. 
 
    “Horns of Hammerad!” 
 
    Calruz roared. Ceria laughed. 
 
    “Horns! Forward!” 
 
    They spun, taking on the Raskghar, blade and spell. Mrsha saw the lesser Raskghar watching. The awakened advanced slowly, spreading out. The Gnolls clung to the bars, watching, hoping. 
 
    And the Cave Goblins backed away. They saw the fighting between Chieftain and awakened. They scurried towards the exits of the Raskghar camp. They disappeared past the metal sheets lying against the walls. Mrsha saw them streaming out, breaking into a dead run. None of the Raskghar noticed. Their eyes were on the battle. But Mrsha caught something as the Goblins moved and stirred the stale dungeon air into a breeze. It blew at her and she smelled something. 
 
    Oil. Salt. A warm room and a young woman. The scent of floorboards, of a crackling fire. A place where good food was always there and where she was safe. A loving mother. 
 
    Home. 
 
    And then Mrsha saw the Goblin who was the source of the scent. She was standing by one of the metal sheets. She had a hammer in hand. She’d pounded something into the sheet. A piece of unshaped metal. A round, crude little thing. On the flat piece of metal it was an irregularity. Excess. But as Mrsha stared at it she noticed something. The round bit of metal was at the right spot. If you looked at it just right, it looked almost like a door— 
 
    And then Pebblesnatch reached into her pocket. She pulled something out. A shimmering stone that glowed bright purple. It shone with magic. The stone was small, slightly rounded. A mana stone to be precise. But if you wanted to, you could call it a pebble. And she placed it on the door. 
 
    And Mrsha howled. The fighting Raskghar froze. Calruz turned his head as he swung his axe with a snarl. Ceria turned, her finger raised, tracking Nokha. The awakened Raskghar growled in fury. She looked at Mrsha and stopped. Because the Gnoll was pointing. 
 
    Every head turned. Raskghar. Gnoll. Minotaur. And Ceria’s. The others frowned as they saw Pebblesnatch standing by the sheet of metal with the crude bit of metal attached. They stared at the glowing mana stone. Ceria’s eyes widened. Nokha stared at her and barked an order, pointing at Pebblesnatch. But it was too late. 
 
    The Cave Goblin grabbed the doorknob and heaved on it. The piece of metal the Cave Goblins had built was thick. It was propped up against the wall, just a sheet of metal. There was nothing but dungeon stone behind it. But as Pebblesnatch dragged the door open, light shone through. The Raskghar flinched back, snarling in confusion. They shaded their eyes, and then stared. 
 
    There was a room on the other side of the door. A room filled with warm light. Rich, hardwood floorboards filled the common room of the Wandering Inn. A merry fire burned in the fireplace. The air smelled of good food, and the inn was warm and pleasant. But in that moment, what everyone’s eye was really drawn to were the people. 
 
    They stood in ranks. Gold-rank adventurers, lined up. The Horns of Hammerad minus one, the Halfseekers, Griffon Hunt, the Wings of Pallass, the Flamewardens. Every Gold-rank team in the city and Silver-rank ones behind. And behind them were the Watch. Ranks of Drakes and Gnolls stood side-by-side with armored [Soldiers] led by Embria. Relc and Klbkch stood behind Zevara. Ilvriss and Olesm stood to one side with the Wall Lord’s personal retinue. Ilvriss’ sword was bared. 
 
    And behind them were the Antinium. The Painted Soldiers stood in ranks, led by Pawn, Anand, and Belgrade. Bird sat on a table, bow in hand. The adventurers, guardsmen, soldiers, and Antinium stared at the Raskghar in silence. The Raskghar were frozen. 
 
    And then a young woman stepped into view. Erin Solstice stood in the doorway, a broad smile on her face. She had a frying pan in one hand. She waved at the Raskghar with the other. She spoke in the silence. 
 
    “Hey. Welcome to my inn.” 
 
    The Raskghar stared at her in horror. Erin’s smile widened. Then she stepped out of the way. Jelaqua Ivirith strode forwards. She pointed, her golden-red armor burning with magical fire. 
 
    “Charge!” 
 
    She leapt through the door, her two-handed flail already swinging. The adventurers roared and surged through the door. Jelaqua bore down on the nearest Raskghar, her flail smashing into the beast-woman’s head. The Gold-rank adventurers charged past her, throwing spells and loosing arrows. Bevussa flew over the heads of the others, slashing at the Raskghar from overhead. 
 
    “Silver Swords!” 
 
    Ylawes ran forwards with Dawil and Falene at his back. He crashed into a Raskghar, ramming the stunned beast-man with his shield. Dawil swung his hammer into the Raskghar’s side and Falene blasted another with a shower of fire arrows. 
 
    The Raskghar broke out of their stupefaction. They howled and tried to fight. But the wave of Gold-rank adventurers overwhelmed the first row of Raskghar, and the second. The Raskghar found themselves engaged in a melee as the [Warriors] pressed them from the front. The [Mages] and [Archers] held the back around the door. They poured through as the awakened Raskghar howled in alarm. Calruz spun, shouting orders as he and the other Raskghar tried to stem the onslaught. 
 
    There were over a hundred adventurers. But there were at least ten, no, maybe twenty Raskghar for each adventurer. The Raskghar formed a line, rushing forwards. The adventurers held their ground, shouting. Mrsha scrambled to see as the Gnolls howled. Where were the others? But the door was blank. Erin’s inn had vanished. Vanished? 
 
    And then Mrsha saw the light. 
 
      
 
    —— 
 
      
 
    The last adventurer charged through. Erin slammed the door. She ripped the purple mana stone off and grabbed another one from the tray beside the door. She heard Zevara and Embria shouting as she fumbled with the dark brown mana stone. 
 
    “Guardsman! Follow Wing Commander Embria’s soldiers!” 
 
    “Captains! Prepare the charge!” 
 
    A row of Drakes in colored armor marched forwards. They stood in front of the door as Erin slapped the mana stone into place. The [Captains] shouted, their voices overlapping. 
 
    “[Daring Charge]!” 
 
    “[Shieldwall Formation]!” 
 
    “[First Strikes]!” 
 
    “[Bravehearts]!” 
 
    Wing Commander Embria raised her spear. Erin reached for the door handle and yanked open the door. The Raskghar’s camp appeared in front of them. But from a different angle. The Raskghar were all clustered on the other side of the room and the Gold-rank adventurers were facing the doorway. They turned in disbelief as the light from the inn poured towards their backs. 
 
    “Now! [Blades of Glory]! Charge!” 
 
    She raced through the doorway towards the Raskghar. The Drake [Captains] were next. Then the [Sergeants]. Then the [Soldiers]. The 4th Company of Liscor’s finest crashed into the Raskghar like a wave from behind. 
 
    “Men! After me!” 
 
    Zevara ran through next, Relc and Klbkch hot on their heels. The [Guardsman] of Liscor followed, screaming war cries. Their blades glowed and they threw themselves at the larger Raskghar without hesitation. Erin saw Ilvriss run through with his personal retinue of Drakes. The Wall Lord pointed his sword and shouted. 
 
    “To me! Cut them down! Leave none of these monsters alive!” 
 
    Olesm ran with him, sword held aloft. Erin waited until the last Drake was out the door and then slammed her door again. This time she heard the Antinium move forwards. 
 
    “Soldiers, prepare yourself. We enter combat.” 
 
    Anand’s voice rang out as the Painted Soldiers tensed in front of the door. The two [Tacticians] stood to one side, as did Pawn. Yellow Splatters’ fists were raised. He and Purple Smile waited as Erin nearly dropped the black mana stone. She slapped it on the door and looked at the Antinium. 
 
    “Ready?” 
 
    Belgrade and Anand nodded. 
 
    “We have already applied our Skills. Proceed!” 
 
    Erin threw open the door. Again, the Raskghar camp appeared in front of her. Again, the perspective was different. 
 
    Three metal sheets. Each one had been placed at one of the entrances to the Raskghar camp. Each one at a different spot. Erin didn’t know how Pebblesnatch had managed it, but the logic had been simple. Why attack from one spot if you could attack from three? 
 
    Chess. 
 
    The instant the door opened Yellow Splatters thundered through. He spoke not a word. And neither did the other Soldiers. They charged silently. 
 
    A wall of black bodies smashed into the Raskghar from the side. They were so preoccupied with the Watch and Embria’s Soldiers and the adventurers that they didn’t hear the Antinium. Their only warning was the sight of Yellow Splatters running towards the nearest Raskghar. The beast-man turned, eyes wide, and brought up his shield. Yellow Splatter’s fist punched through it and then the Antinium knocked the Raskghar to the ground. He pounded the Raskghar with all four fists as the Antinium streamed forwards, a tide of them— 
 
    “We go in too. Pawn, stay with us.” 
 
    Belgrade and Anand strode forwards. Pawn walked after them, swinging his censer. Erin wanted to stop them, but the Antinium walked behind the lines of Soldiers. And then it was just Erin. She looked around. Her inn was empty. Her chairs and tables were piled up at the dais in the back. Even so, her inn had been packed. Now there was only her, Bird, Lyonette, and Apista left. Erin stared at Bird. He had his bow out and was aiming it. 
 
    “Do I have permission to shoot, Miss Erin?” 
 
    “Yes.” 
 
    Erin stepped back from the door. Bird nodded. He knelt and drew an arrow. He took aim and loosed in a fraction of a second. His arrow shot past a group of fighting Soldiers, so close to one that it nearly grazed the Soldier’s eye. The Soldier didn’t flinch. The Raskghar that Bird’s arrow struck did. Bird drew another arrow and loosed it. And another. And another. His four hands moved so fast Erin couldn’t keep track. He loosed one arrow and then used his other hands to loose another. The arrows flew in a steady stream, as if Bird didn’t have to aim. 
 
    And he didn’t, in a sense. The Raskghar were everywhere. And there were so many of them! More than all the people fighting. But they were boxed in from three sides. And their opponents had been waiting for this moment. 
 
    Guardsman. Soldiers. Adventurers. Antinium. One side alone couldn’t beat the Raskghar. The adventurers couldn’t take the fight to them in the dungeon. The Antinium couldn’t bypass the traps. The soldiers and guardsmen couldn’t abandon Liscor. People like Ilvriss could fight but couldn’t handle the dungeon’s confines. But a battle? In a battle it was different. 
 
    Erin stared through the door. The Raskghar were disorganized, afraid. They had never expected their enemy to commit so much to one assault. If Liscor’s defenders died here, the city was lost. But that was the thing about strategy. You went all in. And this was all Erin had. 
 
    “Bird, I’m changing the door back to the adventurer’s side. They need support.” 
 
    “Yes, Erin. The pretty bird lady should not die.” 
 
    Erin slammed the door. Bird leaned out of the way as she plucked the mana stone off and slapped the purple one into place. She opened the door and Bird began loosing arrows. The Raskghar howled. Some of them pointed at Erin’s door. She gritted her teeth. 
 
    “Yeah, come on. Try getting in here. Bird, you get ready to move back if they rush us. Lyonette?” 
 
    Erin looked around. She looked for the [Princess]. Lyonette was staring into the door. She had a sword in her hands. Erin stared at her. Apista buzzed up in front of Erin’s face. 
 
    “Lyonette? What are you—” 
 
      
 
    —— 
 
      
 
    Chaos. The battle in the Raskghar’s camp was utter chaos. The three sides tried to hem the Raskghar in, but there were so many! The organized battle line began to fracture in places. But the Gold-ranks pressed ahead. The Silver Swords fought back-to-back. The Flamewardens incinerated patches of Raskghar while Bevussa’s team flew above. But they weren’t the tip of the spear breaking into Raskghar lines. 
 
    “There. You. Are!” 
 
    Jelaqua howled as she spotted the Raskghar in enchanted armor. The Raskghar turned and she crashed into him. The Selphid battered on his helmet with her flail as he struck her armor with his axe. The two cleared a space as they swung at each other. Raskghar tried to come to the armored Raskghar’s aid, but arrows cut them down. Halrac advanced, loosing arrows at point-blank range. 
 
    “Halrac! You’re in too far!” 
 
    Revi shouted at the [Scout] as he covered Jelaqua from behind. Her summoned warriors were clearing the left flank for the adventurers. Her giant Face-Eater Moth was causing havoc among the Raskghar and Typhenous was blowing apart their ranks with spells. But Halrac was surrounded. The Raskghar charged at the archers. 
 
    Halrac loosed an enchanted arrow, blowing two Raskghar apart, and then turned as one with an axe bore down on him. He dropped his bow, and drew his shortsword. He stabbed the Raskghar through the hide armor on its chest and turned. He cut at the Raskghar charging him from the right, dodging backwards, blade flashing. The Raskghar howled in dismay. 
 
    “Duck!” 
 
    The [Scout] flung himself down. He grabbed his bow and rolled, sheathing his shortsword as an adventurer heaved a trip vine bag at the Raskghar. It exploded, wrapping them in vines as Halrac leapt back. Jelaqua and the armored Raskghar fought on, heedless of the vines. Halrac turned, raising his bow, and an awakened Raskghar charged him. The first arrow Halrac loosed froze the Raskghar’s shield arm and raised buckler, but the awakened Raskghar just hurled the shield down. It charged Halrac, stone axe swinging. Halrac reached for his sword, narrowing his eyes— 
 
    And a hand grabbed the awakened. It twisted as Moore lifted it. The half-Giant roared at the Raskghar. 
 
    “Where is Mrsha?” 
 
    The Raskghar bit and clawed at Moore. In response, the giant threw the Raskghar into a clump of the others. The awakened Raskghar’s body cracked as it landed among the other Raskghar. They fell down, screaming in pain and then looked up as Moore swung his staff. The half-Giant punched and Raskghar disappeared. His body rose above the others as he threw Raskghar to the ground. 
 
    “Mrsha!” 
 
    Raskghar tried to fight him. But a shadow moved behind Moore. Seborn stabbed a Raskghar in the back, leapt, rolled, and cut another one before vanishing again. To his right, Relc grappled with an awakened Raskghar. 
 
    “Gah! You’re pretty strong!” 
 
    The former [Sergeant] grunted, his muscles straining as he fought with the Raskghar for possession of his spear. The awakened Raskghar’s eyes widened in disbelief as Relc forced the spear tip towards its chest. It backed up, arms straining— 
 
    And Klbkch’s blades pierced its chest. The Antinium twisted his swords and the Raskghar collapsed. Klbkch withdrew his blades and looked at Relc. The Drake blinked at him. 
 
    “I had him.” 
 
    “Evidently.” 
 
    Klbkch turned, blades flashing. Relc grinned and spun his spear. The Raskghar backed away as the two charged forwards. 
 
    “Hold the line! Let the [Mages] cut them down! Hold!” 
 
    Zevara fought in her section as the Watch strove to keep the Raskghar pinned. While the Senior Guardsmen moved independently, the rest of the Watch fought shoulder-to-shoulder, not budging an inch. Zevara spat fire and cut with her sword. She saw the Raskghar charging on her left and ran to reinforce that spot. But before she got there she heard a voice. 
 
    “On the left!” 
 
    Embria charged with the [Soldiers] under her command. The [Captains] effortlessly cleaved into the Raskghar as the lower-level [Soldiers] rushed to follow. Embria whirled her spear, stabbed a Raskghar through the throat, and cut another across the face. She turned and saluted Zevara. The Watch Captain returned the salute. 
 
    “Salazsar! To me!” 
 
    Ilvriss stood on another part of the front lines. The Wall Lord fought with his small retinue of Drakes, not budging an inch. The Raskghar fell back in front of him—the Wall Lord’s fury was a physical thing, pressing at them, beating down like invisible fists. He turned and pointed. 
 
    “There! Someone stop those Raskghar!” 
 
    A group was headed towards Erin’s open door. The Antinium charged to intercept. Purple Smile swayed as he jabbed, punching and fighting two Raskghar at once with his four arms. The other Soldiers overwhelmed the group of Raskghar with their bodies, throwing themselves on the Raskghar with a fury even the beast people couldn’t match. But some of the Raskghar escaped. They ran for Erin’s inn, ignoring Bird’s arrows that pierced their hides. One charged at Erin, howling— 
 
    And she slammed the door in his face. The warrior collided with the stone wall full-force. He lay there, stunned, until one of the Gold-rank adventurers stabbed him in the back. Light flashed from the other side of the room as Erin opened her door behind the Watch. 
 
    The battle was going one way. The Raskghar fell back, howling in fear as they were pressed from every side. They were strong. Cunning! Larger than their opponents! But these other races had magic. They blew apart the Raskghar from afar, and when they were injured they pulled back and used healing potions. The Raskghar, for all their numbers, didn’t have nearly as many healing potions. They had artifacts, but not enough. 
 
    And the Cave Goblins were gone. It was only Raskghar who fell and died. The awakened tried to rally them, but the Raskghar were breaking. Nokha, snarling, turned, and howled for her brethren. But she heard only three answering howls in the chaos. The awakened were dying! She felt fear run through her and looked around. 
 
    They had to flee. This battle was lost. But before they could go, they had to take the special one. 
 
    Mrsha. The fighting had kept clear of the cages. Nokha cut with her enchanted sword, killing the [Soldier] who was rushing at her and bounded through the fighting. She leapt towards Mrsha’s cage. The Gnolls inside cried out as Nokha tore the bars open. One tried to tackle her—she ran him through. 
 
    Mrsha fought as Nokha reached into the cage. But the Raskghar ignored her biting. She bared her teeth and turned. Flee! She looked towards the exits and then saw someone standing in front of her. 
 
    “Put her down.” 
 
    Lyonette held a sword in her hands. Nokha stared at her and grinned. She lashed out, her glowing sword cutting at Lyonette’s head. Mrsha screamed. And Lyonette parried. 
 
    It was a perfect moment. All the weight behind Nokha’s thrust vanished. Her blade missed Lyonette and the young woman stabbed. Nokha felt a burst of pain radiating from one shoulder. She turned, wrenching the blade out of her shoulder. She swung again, knocking Lyonette’s blade away. The sword tore loose from Lyonette’s hand and went flying. The young woman stared up as Nokha lifted her sword. 
 
    “Bee attack! Go Apista!” 
 
    Nokha heard the voice, but it made no sense. She turned her head and Apista jammed her stinger into Nokha’s cheek. The Raskghar howled and tried to tear the Ashfire Bee off. Apista flew up as Lyonette scrambled for her sword. The Raskghar whirled. Enough! She turned, eyes blazing— 
 
    And saw Moore. The half-Giant’s arms bled, but the thorns and vines covering his body were bloodier still. With Raskghar blood. Nokha’s ears flattened. She sliced at his arm, cutting deep— 
 
    Moore picked her up, broke the arm holding Mrsha like a twig, and threw Nokha. She slammed into a far wall, screaming, and vanished in the melee. Moore bent. Mrsha stared up at him. The half-Giant rasped. 
 
    “Mrsha. Are you alright?” 
 
    She nodded. Moore’s bloody face turned into a smile. He sat with a groan, bleeding. The Gnoll heard pounding footsteps. 
 
    “Mrsha!” 
 
    And then Lyonette was holding her. The [Princess] clutched the Gnoll and Mrsha clung to her chest. The two stood like that for a moment as the fighting continued around them. And then Seborn appeared. 
 
    “To the door! Now!” 
 
    They turned. Erin was standing at the door. She waved at them and threw her frying pan. It clocked a Raskghar bearing down on them. Erin waved them into the inn and then saw a Raskghar coming from behind. Bird looked for an arrow. 
 
    “I am out of arrows. Oh dear.” 
 
    “Out of the way! [Minotaur Punch]!” 
 
    The Raskghar’s head snapped back. It snarled—and Erin slammed the door in its face again. She yanked the mana stone off and turned. Lyonette was holding Mrsha. Erin smiled. Then she saw Moore collapse. Seborn yanked a potion off his belt as the half-giant lay on the floor. 
 
    “Tend to Moore! This isn’t over yet! Bird, get more arrows!” 
 
    “I will find more. Are any shops open?” 
 
    Erin ignored him. She yanked open the door. The Raskghar were beginning to break. But now she had only one question left. 
 
    “Ceria? Where’s Ceria?” 
 
      
 
    —— 
 
      
 
    Calruz stood in the center of the Raskghar ranks. He shouted, ordering them forwards. They struggled to obey. But the adventurers cut them down. They were using [Fireballs], blasting the Raskghar apart. Calruz roared in fury. This wasn’t how it was supposed to be! If the Raskghar could pull back, if they could fight in choke points— 
 
    But something in him knew the truth. It was too late. They’d been taken by surprise. It was over. The Raskghar began to break, fleeing for the three exits, some trying to remove the barricades they’d painstakingly erected. Their morale was broken. Some fought on, but too many were fleeing. 
 
    “So this is it.” 
 
    The Minotaur stared around. His axe was heavy in his hand. He turned, staring at the three sides as they closed in. Despair made Calruz close his eyes. He had been so close! So close— 
 
    But some part of him was glad. It was a whisper, but it rejoiced. At last. Let this be an end. Calruz turned. Which side should he throw himself on? The people of Liscor, outraged over the Raskghar’s crimes? The adventurers, conquering the dungeon? The Antinium, the faceless, numberless foe? Each one was fitting. But before he could decide, a voice called his name. 
 
    “Calruz!” 
 
    He turned. Ceria stood behind him. Her armor of ice was cracked. Blood ran down her head. But she was alive. He was glad of that. But then three others moved to join her. Calruz paused. 
 
    An Antinium stood in front of Ceria, wearing a cloak, holding a dagger and shortsword and magical buckler in his three hands. Next to him stood Yvlon Byres, her armor bloody, gripping a sword with both hands. Beside Ceria stood Pisces, holding a rapier in one hand, his other hand glowing with magic. A creature of bone loomed behind him, a horrific spider of jagged edges. Calruz stared. 
 
    “This is it, Calruz. You lose.” 
 
    Ceria looked tired. Her hand trembled with exhaustion as it pointed at Calruz’s chest. But her eyes were steady. The Minotaur stared at her. 
 
    “So this is your new team. They aren’t worthy. Not of the Horns of Hammerad.” 
 
    “That is quite debatable—” 
 
    “Shut up, Pisces.” 
 
    Ceria turned her head to address the [Necromancer]. When she looked back at Calruz, she was smiling slightly. 
 
    “So you say. But here we are. The Horns died in the crypt, Calruz. All but you and I. But here we are.” 
 
    “True.” 
 
    Calruz felt his heart beating as he stared at the four Horns of Hammerad. He looked around, laughed, and raised his axe. 
 
    “Fitting! Then let’s make an end of it! Come! Show me what the Horns can do! Grant me death! For honor! For glory!” 
 
    He charged. The Horns spread out. Calruz’s first swing was blocked by the Antinium. His buckler emitted a field of energy that blocked the swing. The Antinium swung with his dagger and shortsword. Calruz knocked away both blades. He turned and Yvlon swung her sword. 
 
    The impact nearly threw Calruz back as he blocked. The sword was enchanted! He struck her, and Yvlon’s arms buckled as she blocked the blow with her sword. But her arms did not falter. They did not break. She swung her sword and Calruz stumbled back— 
 
    And an [Ice Spike] struck his chest. The tip broke off in Calruz’s skin. His toughened hide resisted the force of the blow, but Calruz turned towards Ceria. And Pisces stabbed him from behind. 
 
    The tip of his rapier penetrated Calruz’s back. But like the spell, it didn’t go through Calruz’s flesh. The Minotaur turned, swinging his axe and Pisces blurred out of the way. Yvlon blocked another swing and stumbled back. The Bone Horror slashed Calruz across the chest. He roared. 
 
    “[Hammer Blow]!” 
 
    He cleaved through the thing’s head. It fell, lifeless. Ceria raised a wall of ice as Calruz rushed her. His axe smashed through the thick ice. Calruz turned. Yvlon was trying to flank him. The [Necromancer] was blasting him with electricity. Where was— 
 
    Ksmvr stabbed Calruz in the leg with his dagger. The Flamecoat Dagger sparked. And Calruz’s flesh ignited. The Minotaur screamed, his entire body aflame. He swung wildly and Yvlon’s blade cut a wide gash down his front. Pisces hit Calruz with a blast of air that knocked the Minotaur back. He tried to see. But the flames— 
 
    Cold. Something struck Calruz. It smothered the flames, put him out. Calruz groaned, pain wracking his body. He looked at what had hit him. 
 
    Snow. He looked up. Ceria Springwalker smiled at him. She lifted her skeletal finger and pointed at Calruz’s forehead. The Minotaur met her gaze. And smiled. He dropped his axe— 
 
    And the [Ice Spike] struck him between the eyes. The Minotaur fell. Ceria walked towards him. She knelt, her eyes filled with tears. Calruz stared up, his eyes wide and blank. Ceria bent. 
 
    “Stupid Minotaur. You always did have a hard head.” 
 
    Blood ran down Calruz’s head. The Minotaur laughed weakly. 
 
    “I suppose I did.” 
 
    He stared up at Ceria and reached out. She caught his hand. 
 
    “It’s over.” 
 
    “Thank you.” 
 
      
 
    —— 
 
      
 
    In the end, they stood and counted the dead. Of the Raskghar, there were too many to number. Of the attackers, well… 
 
    Erin watched as Halrac knelt and closed a Gnoll’s eyes. Nailren bowed his head, weeping. The Watch stood around their fallen, as did Embria’s [Soldiers]. The Antinium stared down at the broken bodies of their own. The symbols of the fallen soldiers would appear on the Hive’s walls. 
 
    The dead. Was it selfish that Erin had only known a few of them? Her friends had lived. It had been the low-level ones, the brave adventurers and guards who had volunteered to fight the Raskghar that had paid the price. 
 
    And yet, the mood wasn’t depressed. It wasn’t joyous either. It was…relieved. The Raskghar had fled. But only a few hundred. Their camps were still there, and perhaps some of the awakened lived. But this attack had shattered them. They would not menace Liscor again. 
 
    “It’s over.” 
 
    Zevara leaned on her sword panting and coughing exhaustedly. Keldrass was doing the same. He offered her a jar and Zevara eyed it before lifting it up. The air blowing from the magical artifact dried the blood on her face until she held it to her mouth and breathed from it. When she lowered it, she was breathing easier. 
 
    “We have lost good Drakes and Gnolls this day. And Humans as well. But this was a victory. A triumph.” 
 
    Ilvriss stood straight, although he looked as tired as anyone else. He bore a scratch on one cheek and he had buried two of his followers. But his gaze was clear. 
 
    “We saved the people of Liscor. We crushed the Raskghar in their homes. Was it worth the price? I think it was.” 
 
    “Not to mention the captured artifacts.” 
 
    Embria pointed at the dead Raskghar. The armored Raskghar that Jelaqua had finally killed, the Raskghar with the invisible bow—and far more. They had fallen with their brethren, and the adventurers had dragged their bodies out. Ilvriss nodded tiredly as the Gold-ranks looked at each other. 
 
    “We will take custody of the artifacts. We can divide it later according to each group’s contributions. And I will pay the full bounty for the freed Gnolls. Although—” 
 
    He brightened up a bit. 
 
    “—I suppose that Liscor’s involvement will mean that a portion of the bounty is rendered null.” 
 
    “Actually Wall Lord, I think that Liscor would like to claim whatever portion of the bounty possible. If only to provide the Watch pay for exceptional service and compensate the dead.” 
 
    Zevara cleared her throat, clearly embarrassed. Ilvriss sighed. 
 
    “Of course. But later. We will leave the dead here, I take it. Let the monsters have the Raskghar. We’ll destroy the doors—” 
 
    “And the prisoner?” 
 
    Everyone fell silent. Erin looked over at Anand. He and six Soldiers stood around Calruz. The Minotaur knelt, shackled, his head bowed. He did not look up, though his body was badly burned and he bled from two wounds. Zevara hissed. 
 
    “Take him to the Watch’s prison. We’ll begin the trial as soon as we can figure out all that he’s done.” 
 
    Ilvriss nodded coldly. Embria looked at her [Soldiers] and the Antinium made way. The Drakes yanked Calruz to his feet and forced him through the magic doorway. A few of the adventurers stirred. Erin saw Ksmvr, Pisces, and Yvlon look at Ceria. But the half-Elf just shook her head. Her eyes were pained as she watched Calruz go. 
 
    “He has to pay for what he’s done. Madness or not. I’ll…be there to testify.” 
 
    The other adventurers looked at the Horns. Ilvriss turned and nodded. 
 
    “We will look forwards to a full report. But later. For now—” 
 
    He wobbled and caught himself. The Wall Lord looked around. At Antinium, Drakes, Gnolls, a Selphid, Humans…for once there was no scorn in Ilvriss’ eyes as he met Erin’s. 
 
    “This was a victory. We accomplished it working together. Perhaps…no, let us say no more than that. All races came together in Liscor’s hour of need. Dwarf. Human. Drake. Gnoll. Selphid. Drowned Man. Half-Giant. Garuda.” 
 
    “And Goblin.” 
 
    Ilvriss looked at Erin. The young woman looked around. The exhausted warriors looked at her. Erin raised her voice. 
 
    “And Goblins. You may not like it. You don’t have to change your mind. But this was all thanks to Goblins. They fought for this. And it was a Goblin who opened the way.” 
 
    She pointed to Pebblesnatch. The Cave Goblin was staring at a dead Raskghar. She touched her former master and then looked up. She flinched as all the eyes found her. Erin nodded. 
 
    “You all fought. I’ll never forget that. But give the Goblins their due. They helped. And that is the truth. And the truth does not change. All of you saved the people I love. And Goblins.” 
 
    Ilvriss looked at Zevara and Embria. He wavered, then nodded curtly. 
 
    “So be it. And Goblins. And now—and now I think it is time. People of Liscor. Let us return home.” 
 
    And they did. The tired adventurers, the Watch, the soldiers and Antinium left the dungeon. The Raskghar camp lay abandoned. The dead remained where they had fallen. In time, monsters crept along. They devoured. And a lone figure walked, collecting heads. A skeleton danced around, giddy, laughing without a voice. But that was the dungeon. 
 
    Erin walked back into her inn and saw off every last person, thanking each one she could. She saw Lyonette go upstairs, still holding Mrsha and refusing to let go. She looked at Ceria and saw the half-Elf had changed. But she spoke little of it. She watched as all her friends went to their beds, and then slowly walked into her kitchen. She lay down on the floor in her nest of blankets and sighed. She closed her eyes. 
 
      
 
    [Magical Innkeeper Level 36!] 
 
    [Skill – Natural Allies: Goblins obtained!] 
 
      
 
    [Inn – Local Landmark: Liscor obtained!] 
 
      
 
    “Ah.” 
 
    Erin smiled for just a moment. Then she fell asleep in truth. And in a cave not far from her inn, a group of five Goblins stood in silence. They stared into the dungeon and then looked at each other. The Cave Goblins watched. The Raskghar were dead. But it was not their new masters that stood in front of them now. The Redfang Goblins turned, their red eyes flashing, and the Cave Goblins watched. They listened, and the ones below looked up. They felt it. 
 
    Something new. 
 
    

  

 
   
    Author’s Note 
 
      
 
    In an odd twist of fate, Book 8 of The Wandering Inn will come out at the same time as Volume 8 ends. The e-books are coming out faster these days, but they are still behind, and I hope that if you’re following along, you understand the e-books or audiobooks are not the same as the volumes in the web serial. 
 
    …Mostly due to length. I believe I was told that Volume 8 could become…8 books? Because it is over a million words long, and the audiobooks/e-books benefit from being shorter. Plus, I don’t think Andrea Parsneau, the narrator, wants to do a single million word audiobook. 
 
    Could anyone download that? At any rate, the story is continuing to be read! Which amazes me because we’re close to 10 million words of The Wandering Inn and people still enjoy it. When they don’t, I think it’s a sign, but I appreciate you all reading this e-book and hope you enjoy the other books to come. 
 
    All 100 of them. Possibly. Thanks for reading, 
 
    --pirateaba  
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    More from the Innverse 
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    The Last Tide: Book 1 
 
      
 
    The Last Tide is the story of Solca Vis, a young woman who has been magically transported from the Philippines to the Innverse.  
 
      
 
    Rather than landing near any nation or continent on earth, Solca finds herself at the end of the world. A [Fisher] by class and a fisherwoman by trade, Solca Vis will discover what classes, levels, monsters, and magic are at the place where even [Stormcaptains] and the bravest of adventurers fear to sail. 
 
      
 
    An Innverse story created in collaboration with Cloudscape Comics.  
 
      
 
    Book 1 available now in softcover and ebook versions. 
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    store.wanderinginn.com/thelasttide 
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