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Chapter 1


The Rat, the Witch, and the Trophy Case
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Beaverton High School, Winter Break

––––––––
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PETRA THRUST HER DAGGER into the heart of the rat beast, twisted the blade and yanked it out, spattering her face with blood. Jack, fending off another one of the creatures with his staff, yelled, “Be careful with the trophy case!”

Beaverton High’s athletics display, which was dominated by Jack's accomplishments and those of Tim’s older brother, had taken a beating in the developing battle. The case was first cracked by a rat soldier’s saber, then shattered altogether by a cleave from the Rat King Nimbus’s battle axe, and finally covered with the blood of the foul creature that had intended to end Petra’s life.

Another rat stepped over the body of its fallen compatriot and squared off with Petra. The rat folk might be considered rather cute if they weren’t bloodthirsty creatures with mangy fur and scars all over their bodies where hair no longer grew. Ignoring the vicious fangs, leather body armor, and foul breath, their eyes were round saucers.

Tim had even made the mistake of attempting to befriend the Carntlings when they had first gathered outside the school. “They are just adorable. How bad could they be?” he had said, seconds before the creature nearly chopped off his arm at the shoulder. It didn’t bode well for them to lose any of their warriors in the first round of battle, so Sissy had elected to stay behind to prevent Tim from bleeding out.

That left Aiden, Jack, Petra and the duplicitous teacher, Mr. Jackson, versus a horde of beasties from another dimension at their local high school. Even though they were no longer in the hulked-out bodies of adventurers who fought vast hordes of orcs on a typical Sunday afternoon, they could still hold their own in a fight.

It was as if all the knowledge of flipping daggers into the necks of beasties was still locked away in Petra's muscle memory. If she didn’t think too hard about it, she was a badass ninja halfling in a twenty-two-year-old Teaching Assistant’s body. She easily slit the throat of the creature in front of her before it could even brandish its saber. Without a second thought, she whirled around and threw daggers into the skulls of two others, then pulled two more blades from her belt just in time to stab two additional attackers.

Jack, on the other hand, did not inhabit the body of a warrior, but rather a magic user, so while Petra was racking up the body count, he struggled with the same one that had gotten the jump on them as soon as they entered the building. Jack had landed a lucky blow and disarmed the thing with his quarterstaff and had been attempting to land another blow ever since.

Aiden was in the same predicament. A vast majority of his fighting technique was honed with fire magic, so out in the real world, he seemed useless. He flicked a lighter in the corner, desperately trying to produce a flame with some Metallica lyrics.

Petra would have been overwhelmed if it weren’t for Mr. Jackson. Luckily, the guy had been practicing sword fighting and medieval combat long before Petra knew there was even the remotest possibility that a world like Lord of the Rings was real. Petra and Mr. Jackson had fought their way into the building towards the administrative offices, to which the Rat King Nimbus himself had retreated when the fighting got too thick.

Petra vaulted over one of the last rats heading for her, simultaneously stabbed it in the back, and thrust her other dagger into the kidney region of one flanking Mr. Jackson. The teacher thrust his sword clean through the rat struggling with Jack, and Petra removed her weapon from the body behind her and slit the throat of the one in front of her.

Just as the last rat creature’s body dropped to the floor, Toby burst in the front door with an AR-15. Even though he had never officially visited Carnt, Lovantus owed the man a life debt or some such nonsense, and Toby had unofficially become part of the group.

Toby screamed, shot up the remains of the school trophy case with the fully automatic weapon and blew away any chances that Jack’s legacy would be preserved for future generations. The kid could barely control the gun, and it almost hit Petra before he realized that all the adversaries were dead.

“What are you doing?!” Petra screamed. “You can’t bring that in here! It’s a school!”

“I just thought,” Toby stammered, “it would help.”

“Where did you get that anyway?!”

“It’s my dad’s hunting rifle.”

“What is he hunting with that thing, dinosaurs?!”

“I personally think that it will be very useful,” Jack said, and tossed his quarterstaff to the side. “Now give it here before you hurt someone with it.”

Jack attempted to take the AR from Toby, but the kid pulled away and said, “It was my dad’s. My mom would kill me if she knew I took it out of the gun safe, much less let anyone else touch it.”

“Would you two cut it out?” Petra chided them. “Stop messing around with that thing before you hurt someone.”

Before anyone had time to react, the Rat King Nimbus burst from the principal’s doorway with what was left of Sokol’s head used as a skull cap. The creature was twice the size of his minions. Its leather armor was adorned with bones, and it held two mammoth battle axes in either hand.

“I am the Rat King Nimbus,” it bellowed. “You will tremble at my power, and yield to my—”

The speech was cut short when the gun misfired during Toby and Jack’s bickering. A bullet penetrated the skull of the Rat King and it toppled to the floor. Toby and Jack glanced sheepishly at each other and gave a weak grin.

“Give me that,” Petra yanked the AR-15 out of Toby’s hands and shoved it towards Mr. Jackson.

“What am I supposed to do with it?” Mr. Jackson asked, while he held the thing as if it were toxic waste.

“You’re the ranking adult,” Petra said. “You figure it out.”

Nimbus roared and jumped to his feet. It lunged and grabbed Toby by the neck. Petra was quick. She flung a dagger, and it whizzed past her compatriot's head and stuck Nimbus in the eye. It loosened its grip enough that when Jack thumped it in the chest with the staff, it dropped Toby and stumbled backward. 

Out of weapons, Petra pulled one of her daggers from a body and jumped on the rat king. She brought her blade down again and again until her face was covered in the creature’s blood. When the thing stopped squirming, she turned and slumped to the ground. The others stared at her with amazement and probably some fear.

“Why didn’t the gun kill it?” Toby grimaced.

“Yeah, you hit that thing in the head,” Jack said.

“Creatures from Carnt can only be killed by enchanted weapons, and Lovantus left a stash of them,” Petra said, while Jack helped her to her feet. 

“Ha!” Aiden exclaimed, while brandishing his Zippo lighter. “I know what’s wrong. It’s out of fluid. I got some in my van, if you think we're going to encounter more of them.”

Petra surveyed the trail of rat bodies that led from the front door of the school to the administrative offices. The place was in shambles. The front door was busted off its hinges. Blood was spattered all over the walls, and anything fragile, glass, or perishable had been destroyed during the battle. Not to mention that Principal Sokol’s brain had been dug out of his skull for headgear.

She was about to call her mom for some legal consultation when Aiden said, “So, I guess we clean it up?”

“Clean it up? Clean it up?!” Petra said. “There are bodies in our high school!”

“We have today, and all of Sunday, too. I figure we could get a lot done in a day or two.”

“Even if we did scrub this place down, there are bullet holes in the wall!” Petra said.

“I was only trying to help,” Toby said.

“Yeah,” Aiden said. “But don’t they clean it up on Buffy, The Vampire Slayer? I mean, you figured they must have put Xander on body removal.”

“First off,” Petra said, “that is a fictional TV show and the vampires turned into dust! Sweeping was the most they ever had to do! Second, there is no way we are hiding this. Even if we somehow disposed of a zillion rat bodies, bought a new trophy case, and new trophies.”

“I vote we do that,” Jack said.

Petra ignored him. “Sokol is dead. Somebody will come poking around. They will do a forensic investigation, and we will all be the prime suspects! I don’t fancy the idea of spending time in a CIA black ops site answering questions about our time in Carnt any more than you, but at least we won’t be under suspicion of covering anything up.”

“But what if we use bleach?” Jack suggested.

“Bleach? Bleach? Did none of you watch CSI?!”

“Guys,” Sissy yelled from the entrance, “Tim is looking really bad.”

They raced out the front door to the parking lot. There were rat folk corpses littering the front entrance and the pavement. They were lucky it was a Saturday, and the nearest road was far enough away that no one would notice unless they drove into the school. Tim was resting on a concrete block in the middle of a roundabout, the saber still stuck in his shoulder.

Jack reached for the blade and Sissy scolded him. “Don't remove it. He’ll bleed out.”

Tim’s eyes were rolled into the back of his head. He mumbled something about going to church choir.

“I think I can cast a spell,” Jack said.

“Magic doesn’t work here,” Petra said.

“How do you remember how to fight, then?”

“Muscle memory, I don’t know.”

“In Carnt, this wound would be easy. A little water, a magic song. He’d be good to go.”

“We aren’t in Carnt!” Petra yelled.

“Just give me a chance,” Jack said. “Ameria was able to use magic near the end there.”

“She’s a power mage! Probably the most powerful.”

“At least let me try.”

“Fine, but if he gets any worse, I’m calling 911.”

“Great, I need some water. Anyone have a water bottle?”

The party was silent.

“I got a diet soda in my pocket,” Aiden said, and pulled out a can from his oversized jacket.

“You carry diet soda on your person?” Sissy pondered.

“I always have some,” Aiden said. “You never know when you need some caffeine. I got more in my van.”

“It’s liquid.” Jack shrugged and grabbed the can. Aiden dashed towards his car.

“I’m calling 911,” Petra said, and searched her clothes for her phone. She remembered it was back in her vehicle. She dashed toward the parking lot that wasn’t too far away and heard the hiss of the top being popped, then the sound of Jack’s singing.

“Waters cleanse, the sun shares its bounty, the pain washes away, away.”

Petra had to admit, the guy had a voice. If he weren’t the captain of the football team, he’d have a long tenure as a theatre dork ahead of him. As it stood, it was his senior year, and he’d probably only get in one production before being shipped off to military school or wherever the guy’s parents would no doubt force upon him.

Petra got to her car and dug around. It was a mess of fast-food wrappers, to-go coffee cups, and children’s toys. Luckily, her mom had picked up Jonathan before the murderfest. She heard Jack say, “It’s not working.”

“Maybe try a different song,” Aiden suggested. “Zafosaul says magic comes from the gut. Maybe it’s not working because you don’t feel a deep connection to the song.”

Petra found her phone and walked back toward the group. “Maybe it’s not working because magic doesn’t work here!”

“Mr. Jackson cast a spell to get us there.” 

“That was with the aid of the Moon Mistress,” Mr. Jackson added unhelpfully.

Jack held the saber in Tim’s shoulder with one hand and the soda in the other. After a moment, he thought hard and sang Single Ladies by Beyoncé. He poured the beverage on the wound. Petra dialed 911 into her phone. There was a brief moment where her hand hovered over the submit button.

However, she never made the call. The wound began to glow, and the soda washed the blood away. Jack removed the sword from Tim’s shoulder and the gap closed and sealed as if nothing had harmed him.

“Wait.” Sissy eyed her boyfriend, who grinned at the healing job he had performed. “That’s the song you feel a connection to? The 'shut up and get married' song? Jesus, Jack! We're in high school!”

Mr. Jackson said, “So, magic works. Then maybe I can do my necromancy.” He pulled a pocketknife from his jeans, and walked over to the corpse of one of the creatures they were fighting. He cut his hand and sang Comfortably Numb by Pink Floyd. The body shriveled into dust.

Aiden returned with a half-empty twelve pack of soda. He also had his lighter. He flicked it and said, “Refilled the flame.” He noticed the sword and armor bits left over from Mr. Jackson’s sorcery and said, “Let me take care of that.”

Aiden flicked the lighter, belted out some heavy metal, and a spout of flame erupted forth and melted the sword into a puddle that then evaporated away under the intense heat. Tim sat up and saw the group watching in awe of what happened.

“What did I miss?” Tim asked.

“I think we are on Xander duty,” Petra said.
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Chapter 2

Mothers of Carnt and Other S.H.I.T.
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All-Seeing Tower, Winter’s Heart

––––––––
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PIP RECKONED THAT SHE was a no-nonsense woman and would raise a no-nonsense son. However, the exact opposite was the truth. Her sweet little Dukie-poo always seemed to be caught up in the details that didn’t seem to matter much. For example, a nickname like Dukie-poo was merely a cutesy thing a mother would call a son.

LeDuke, on the other hand, did not agree and had slaughtered an entire room full of nobles when she called him that in public. Pip attempted to explain that it’s just a name and the nobles wouldn’t care. He, however, was worried that Dukie-poo would be immortalized in halfling corn art.

Today was no exception. LeDuke had spent the better part of three hours picking out his robes. It also didn’t help that ever since the traitorous Fweb ran off with the moon mage Jenny, Motar had been promoted to butler. Since the orc’s head injury prevented it from doing anything fast, it took an hour for them just to get through the shades of crimson.

“It doesn’t matter what robes you’re wearing,” Pip told her son. “They are going to be looking at your undead army at their doorstep and not your robes.”

He didn’t listen to her. Just shooed her away like she was an old maid rambling on about how she knew better. Pip could see the forest for the trees while she wasn’t even sure if her son would see a tree until he smacked into it. LeDuke had planned to march his armies to the gates of Traldalor, demand Lovantus’s surrender, and propose marriage to Lady Ameria. Pip knew that it wasn’t as simple as that.

The Traldalorians wouldn’t just give up their city because a horde of undead showed up at their doorstep. People fought for what they believed was right. Pip knew that if it was her farm, she’d whack anyone with a pitchfork who came to take it from her.

Not that she doubted her son’s ability to win the battle. He'd proved to be a competent enough commander during his original siege of the world. However, she worried about his ability to lead afterward. Ordering orcs and goblins around was one thing, but people were a different matter. They rebel, refuse, and are difficult to manage without an even temper.

Her son was anything but even-tempered. He'd strung a man by the entrails for stepping on a punchline of his joke. It happened on a day when her son was feeling merry and festive. Pip feared that if LeDuke took the reins as the Traldalorian king, there would soon be no subjects left for him to rule. 

Not that he would listen to her – his own mother. The one who birthed him and brought him up in the world. She had even given him his first pig to slaughter when she found out he had a gift of necromancy. It was better than him using the village boys to practice his dark arts, which was liable to get him burned at the stake.

The plain fact was that LeDuke wouldn’t be where he was if it weren’t for his mother, and she didn’t get any thanks or even an acknowledgement. She didn’t see what was so hard about appreciating your mother. Of course, she hadn’t yet heard about Mother’s Day, either. It was a strange custom from Jenny’s people. Pip had learned about it back when Jenny was still at the tower.

“It’s lovely,” Jenny had crinkled her face and said to LeDuke when he had proffered her a necklace made from the teeth of his enemies. “But don’t you think it’s a better Mother’s Day present? You know, killing your family's rivals?”

“Mother’s Day?” LeDuke had said. “What in Carnt are you talking about?”

“A holiday... honoring your mother...”

“Why would we do that?” LeDuke had said. “She already has my birthday and my coronation day, not to mention my first kill and national hairpiece day.”

“Oy,” Pip had butted in. She was mostly an afterthought in LeDuke’s attempts to date Jenny. However, she needed to set the record straight. “I don’t wear a wig. I just like them, is all. See this, all natural.” Pip had taken her long gray hair out of a ponytail.

Even though LeDuke had forgotten about the moment, Pip couldn’t get it out of her mind – Mother’s Day, a holiday where sons must be nice to their mothers. It was something that not only LeDuke needed, but all Carnt.

Pip imagined mothers everywhere had the same problem as her, going unnoticed for all their contributions to the world. She figured that she had a lot in common with Lovantus’s mom. Even though they were on separate sides of the battlefield, she knew that the entire Silent Legion didn’t give one ounce of gratitude toward their mothers.

What’s the point of ruling the world if you can’t change anything about it? Pip would ask herself. If her son was the most powerful person in the world, then she’d be able to change it for the better. Her first would be the creation of Mother’s Day. However, if Lovantus was anything like her child, then she needed buy-in from the other mothers, too.

Pip left her fretting son to choose his robe and climbed to one of the top floors of the tower where a tired old goblin named Guk managed the battery. The ceiling was dark, and she could see the eyes of all the bats high above their heads. Guk, a gray-greenish goblin with warts larger than his nose, was asleep in the corner. Pip shook the creature awake, and he yelped, “Be careful of the steel!”

Pip looked down at her hands. She was wearing steel bracers. It was a gift, not from her son, but a nobleman who wooed her to curry favor with LeDuke. Her offspring saw through the “shallow attempts” to date his mother and had the man’s head on a pike the next day. It was a shame. The man was handsome, and Pip got lonely from time to time.

“They weren’t even close to touching you,” Pip said.

“Still, if you’d be mindful of it all the same.”

“I’m not the one with a steel allergy. Ever thought about a leather body suit? Wear leather armor at least.”

“What are you talking about? I can’t buy armor with my wages.”

“You don’t get wages.”

“Don’t rub it in. Now, are you here to send a bat or talk my ear off?”

Guk and Pip had a special relationship with each other. He was one of the few goblins in the entire tower who didn’t fear getting skewered by her son. Mainly because her son never sent messages by bat. Whereas Pip was in constant correspondence with her friends from the village. She’d often send them Winter Holiday cards with a newsletter about what her son was up to, including an artist’s rendering of the gory details.

One of them even wrote back once with a single word, STOP. Pip figured it was Cheralame. That woman appreciated a good joke. However, today was not about sending letters to her pals stuck in the farm life. She needed to gather the mothers of Carnt before their sons got themselves into too much trouble.

“I need you to send several bats.”

“Several. Where might these bats be going to?”

“Traldalor. The Great Forest. Other parts of the Vale. I imagine even to the dwarves of Hindred Home.

“Begging your pardon, but wouldn’t the Sky Lord be suspicious if bats go to the halls of his enemies on the eve of his march?”

“I’m his mother. He wouldn’t touch me.”

“It wasn’t you I’m worried about. You don’t become an elder goblin by rocking the boat too much.”

“Don’t worry about him. If he has any questions, send him my way. I’ll be happy to tell him what I’m doing. Not that he cares, mind you. He hasn’t listened to me since he killed the village medicine man and ran away to join the Orcish army.”

“That doesn’t give me any assurances about my safety.”

“If it’s your safety you’re concerned about, then you shouldn’t work in a necromancer’s tower. You should work at a kitchen in an abbey.”

“I like my bats.”

“Then quit wasting my time and send them.”

“Right, what’s the message you want me to send?”

“To whom it may concern, we need to meet urgently... before there is any bloodshed between our houses... also...um... I like what you’ve done with the banners.”

“Banners, Milady?”

“Yes, banners. All royal palaces have got to have some sort of banners. Who do you think does all the decorating? Certainly not my son. He wouldn’t lift a finger to clean his room.”

“And to whom will this be going?”

“The matriarch of all the great houses.”

“I’ll send those out right away.” He paused. “If the Sky Lord asks... what should I say? Assuming he lets me live long enough to say anything.”

“Don’t you worry about that. I can handle my boy. But just in case, keep this between you and me.”

“That’s also not reassuring.” Guk shrugged and pulled out some scrolls from his writing station. 

“I’ll let you get to it,” Pip said. Soon, the mothers of Carnt would be a force their kids could no longer ignore. However, Pip needed a name for her new alliance. MoC was the first thing that popped into her mind. However, unlike her son, she’d workshop it awhile and figure out the best designation for the group.

When LeDuke was young, before he joined the Orcish armies, he had tried to form a collective of mages to defend the people of Carnt from magical attack and called it the Sorcerers Hex Intervention Team. Wizards had not lined up to join S.H.I.T., but did LeDuke listen to his mother’s advice? Oh, no. Not at all.
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Chapter 3

Stichin’ Bitches and Other Hazards of Knitting
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Toby’s Basement, Mid-January

––––––––
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PETRA COULDN’T BELIEVE she was in the nerd club in Toby’s basement. “A great many DnD modules took place here,” Tim had said, failing to impress her even the slightest bit. The place was a fusion between man cave and nerd haven. There was a corner with shelves of miniatures, a painting set, and a magnifying glass with a light for pewter statues coloring. There were shelves of complicated board games, RPG books, and many Lord of the Rings posters.

The non-geek part of the basement consisted of the couch across from a TV and video game station. Jack and Sissy sat on the sofa, out of place in the den of geek. Toby, Aiden, and Tim had gathered around a computer, ogling ratling women in armor that was impractical for combat, as it amounted to nothing more than a metal bikini. It had originally started as a quest to identify the creatures they fought. It ended with pictures of large-breasted, furry women.

That left Mr. Jackson and Petra on the loveseat, staring awkwardly forward. To not encourage any more conversation than necessary with her creepy coworker, she blurted out, “Alright, when you are done with your circle jerk, we have some important matters to discuss.”

“Have you seen these?!” Aiden said. “They are freaking hilarious. Like someone has the hots for rat women.”

“That’s not so weird,” Tim said.

“Enough,” Petra said. “What makes people get off in their own home should be of no concern to you. If they want to dress like Han Solo banging Chewbacca, more power to them. If your fantasy is ratwoman Xena, then that’s your business. However, when rat people kill our principal and we cover it up, that’s the important shit we need to talk about.”

“I don’t see what the big deal is,” Sissy said. “The magic cleaned everything up.”

“Yeah,” Jack responded. “Aiden was even able to fix the trophy case.”

“Got the bullets out of the wall, too!” Aiden added.

“Thank god the trophies weren’t harmed!” Petra snarked. “A person has died!”

“I dissolved his body with the rest,” Mr. Jackson said. At the time, it seemed the right thing to do. From the looks of it, Nimbus had ritually sacrificed the man in his own office and was fashioning the bones into armor. They had gotten lucky that Sokol was the only one in the building that winter break. Other than a principal who literally disappeared from existence, there wasn’t a trace of the incident at the school. 

Petra didn’t like the fact that there was any thread for the authorities to investigate. Unlike the TV shows where weird stuff seemed to happen week after week and the entire town had collective amnesia, someone would come poking around, and they would need to be ready for it.

“It doesn’t change the fact that he has gone missing, and somebody might come looking for him. All of us were at the school the day of his disappearance,” Petra said.

“We’ll say he called me to help with a project, and since we all have been working on a project together...” Mr. Jackson suggested.

“And when they pull your phone records?”

“Well, I...”

“We can call Mr. Jackson’s phone with Sokol's phone,” Aiden said.

“After the fact?” Petra shot it down.

“What’s the project we are working on?” Tim said. “I mean, we can just say we are the Carnt literature club. Or can we? Maybe we can workshop my book.”

“We are not workshopping your book.”

“We have to work on something!”

“School related!”

“Guys, guys!” Sissy interjected. “If there is one thing I have experience in, it’s the coordination of school activities. Disappearing Honeybee Homecoming, that was all me. The Black Lives Bake Sale. Also, me. Carousal for Climate Change. Yours truly.”

“I’ve never been to any of those,” Tim said.

“Do not blame your lack of friends on my event planning,” Sissy said.

“I’m his friend,” Toby added.

“My point exactly!”

“Okay, fine,” Petra said. “Sissy, you invent us a club that we can use to meet up without arousing suspicion. Mr. Jackson can be the faculty advisor, and I’m the TA he roped in to help. But don’t make it too interesting. We don’t want some rando joining, or worse, blurting out our secret to the whole school. That still doesn’t help us with the Sokol problem.”

“Maybe he ran away,” Jack said. “We can say we saw him packing a suitcase, maybe humming John Denver.”

“In his office at school? Why did he leave his car in the parking lot?! Unless we want to be the prime suspects in a true crime podcast, we need to think of something that sounds reasonable.”

“I got it,” Aiden said. “We could be the knitted dog sweater club.”

“You’re not serious. Are you serious?” Petra glared.

“I mean, I already have a lot of inventory, so if anyone wanted to see it, I could show them. Maybe we stopped by the school for some supplies. Mr. Jackson saw that Sokol was out and decided to take over for him.”

“But are knitted dog sweaters stupid enough to discourage other students from joining the club?” Tim asked.

“It’s knitting! Have you ever been to a yarn store?” Petra said. “It’s women who make my grandmother look like a spring chicken. No one joining a knitting club.”

“How do you know who shops at yarn stores unless...wait, Petra, do you knit?”

“It’s what I do with my Grandma Petra. It’s our thing. The point is that I am always the youngest person there by fifty or sixty years. Trust me when I say there is no one that will be interested in joining our club.”

***
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A FEW WEEKS LATER, school started again. The students and faculty seemed unaware that rat-people ritually murdered the principal. Sissy assumed that she would go back to being the queen of the school. However, she knew something was wrong from the moment she walked into the building. 

Three girls approached Sissy in the hall. They were wearing all manner of hand-knit clothing, from slouchy beret to fingerless mittens and thigh high socks. One of them even had a “Stitchin’ Bitch” pin that no doubt was adorned for the occasion and would be removed before a teacher spotted the curse word.

“We saw on the school Insta that you are the president of the Dog Sweater Knitting Club,” Zoey said. Her beanie was the slouchiest, no doubt establishing her alpha knitting status. The funny part was that Sissy saw the three in the halls all the time yet hadn’t quite connected that knitting was their thing. She assumed they thrifted, like any fashionable Portlander.

“Oh, yeah,” Sissy said. “I’d love for you to join, but we already got so many new members.”

“Us? Join you? That’s hilarious. I’m the President of the Knitting Club. You may have been cool as a cheerleader, but this is our territory. We don’t lower our standards to animal sweaters. I also have more followers than you on TikTok. There’s only one knitting influencer in the Beaverton area, and it’s me.”

“You tell ‘em, Zo,” her friend, Zoe, with the thigh high knit socks, said.

“Um, thanks for telling me,” Sissy said awkwardly. “I have class...”

“You don’t have to be so rude about it. Here I was about to extend the olive branch of peace and friendship. Thought maybe I’d let you sit in the room while I record one of my videos. But clearly, you have ulterior motives. I have my eye on you. Come on, Zoe, Zoie. Let's leave Dog Sweater here with the rest of the mongrels.”

The three turned in a huff and charged down the hall. The pre-Carnt Sissy would have set to work cooking up a social media embarrassment campaign. However, being a paladin had taught her to choose her fights wisely. The evil beings that had invaded her high school not more than three weeks ago seemed the higher priority versus being the best knitting club.

She turned toward her class and headed down the hall. Along the way, she saw Petra. Sissy figured it was as good a time as any to tell her about their rival knitting club. However, she saw Jack coming down the hall with his jock friends. Sissy grabbed Petra by the arm and pulled her around the corner.

Petra yanked her arm free. “What was that for?”

Sissy frowned and said, “You’re the one worried about arousing suspicion. Don't you think it would be odd that we are suddenly friends?”

“You’re worried that your cheerleader squad will no longer think you’re cool?”

“No...yes... well, maybe a little.”

“Fine, whatever. I’m not here to make friends. I’m here to make sure my boy is not eaten by whatever comes through next.”

“What makes you so sure Nimbus wasn’t it?”

“A moon mage opened a portal to a hell dimension and tried to get a giant ass demon to squash us!”

“Okay, fair point. So, what do we do about it?” Sissy asked.

“I don’t know. I’m not Giles. In fact, we don’t even have a Giles. The closest we have are a bunch of dweebs who follow Jenny on Instagram! That’s not a bad idea. Maybe we should ask them. At the very least, we should check up on Jenny.”

“Great, so what do you want me to do about it?”

Petra sighed, “Nothing right now.”

“The knitting club,” Sissy blurted out. “Seems like there is already one at the school, and they don’t take kindly to competition.”

“So?”

“So?! I need you to not file the paperwork. We’ll think of another club.”

“It’s too late, I dropped it off this morning,” Petra replied with a shrug.

“Can’t we take it back?”

“Won’t that look more suspicious? Besides, it’s a good cover, and it’s already done.”

“I suppose my efforts yesterday of securing a space in the yearbook for a group photo and my talks with the animal shelter for a dog-walkathon weren’t wasted.”

“You did this all yesterday?” Petra said, and mumbled something about her Sunday being spent making sure Jonathan didn’t climb the refrigerator, jump in front of the MAX train, and end up in a polar bear enclosure. “By the time we went to bed, I was so exhausted, I fell asleep in my kid’s bed, and he’s not potty trained as well as I’d like!”

“I have goals I want to accomplish,” Sissy said. “I don’t have time to sit around and play video games all weekend.”

“I’m going to let that one slide because you are good with a sword, and I don’t think your magic will burn down the school. Right, well, since we aren’t going to be doing any real knitting, I’m assuming this rivalry will blow over.”

“Good, because I think they are still investigating Sokol. I saw a cop pull up this morning when I got here.”

“Why didn’t you lead with that?!”

“I don’t know, I figured it was bound to happen. It’s not like they are pointing the finger at us anytime soon.”

A voice came over the loudspeaker. “Petra Zaslavsky to the administrative office. Petra Zaslavsky to the administrative office.”

Petra rolled her eyes and turned back towards the main hall of the school.
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Chapter 4

One Lord Too Many
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The Burning Hills, Winter’s Heart

––––––––
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SIR GREY AWOKE ON A stone bed padded with animal hides. His memory was patchy. He remembered the duel with Ulmond of Helfra, and a sword in his gut. He glanced at his stomach, and saw bloodied bandages caked with healing herbs. He attempted to sit up and a fiery pain burned through his abdominal region.

Sir Grey plopped back down on the bed, and a familiar voice said, “Don’t use your muscles. You’ll break the stitches.”

“I need to move. Lovantus could be retaking the throne as we speak.”

“Bleeding out from your gut won’t make you any more fit to rule.”

“Who is it that speaks so brazenly to their lord?”

A figure in a black cloak came from the other side of the room. It was a woman with brown hair and a demon tattooed on her face. He would recognize her anywhere. It was Lady Mordock, his loyal warlock servant.

“Where have you taken me? We must get to Traldalor at once,” he demanded.

“You are in no shape to be traveling. We are safe here with the Fuego Clan.”

“The Fuego Clan? Those mountain men? You can barely understand what they are saying, and I heard they have relations with their goats.”

“Must I remind you that the clan leader has graciously let you stay instead of turning you away, which would have meant your death?”

“Do you think they’ll try to have relations with me? I mean, I don’t mind a romp with a man every now and then, who doesn’t? But think, something that has been inside of a goat being inside me. Makes me shudder.”

“They do not have sex with goats!” Lady Mordock yelled.

“Why didn’t you lead with that?”

“I didn’t think it was relevant.”

“How can that not be relevant? All I know of the Fuego Clan is what they are saying about them in Traldalor. In fact, this is the most I have ever heard you speak, like, ever.”

“I only speak when something needs to be said, and right now you aren’t listening to me.”

“Right, well, out with it. I don’t have all day.”

“You’re convalescing in bed... You know what? Never mind... The Fire Lord has decreed that I should help you, and here I am helping you. Traldalor has no king, sire.”

“What do you mean, no king?”

“Godric Timberloaf III was assassinated.”

“Timberloaf? But Lovantus is the king.”

“That’s just it. Lovantus has disappeared, and Godric strolled into town with the Gauntlet of the One True King.”

“Godric? Who is this Godric that could best Lovantus, but get killed by a halfling?”

“I never said it was a halfling. At any rate, Godric was a common brigand, sir.”

“That’s not right. There’s more to the story. A common thief would not survive an encounter with Lovantus, even if the barbarian was feebleminded. Where is the Gauntlet now?”

“It’s in the possession of a halfling. Claims he has the right to the throne.”

“You see!” Sir Grey said. “This is exactly the problem with using a magical artifact to decide on a liege – a halfling could become king. It should be decided by birthright like any sensible government system.”

“That’s just it. The human lords and ladies won’t have a halfling on the throne, and the halflings and their human sympathizers are rebelling in the streets. Traldalor is in chaos. All over a piece of corn art.”

“All the more reason that I must get back. I will lead the humans to victory in these corn wars.”

“That is not the true threat, sire.”

“What could possibly be more threatening than open rebellion in the streets of the capitol?”

“The Sky Lord. His undead armies have risen.”

“We beat him once. We’ll do it again.”

“They include the ranks from all the armies, ours as well as theirs, that fell at the Battle of the Four Armies.”

If Sir Grey’s face were to turn whiter, he could have been mistaken for a vampire. He sat back and, after a moment, said, “Can the Fuego Clan fight?”

“They are the most ruthless in the land.”

“Good. We’ll need to rally as many allies as we can muster.”

“I’ll send a dispatch to the elves and the dwarves.”

“Whoa, whoa. I never told you to do that. Why would we include those half breeds in our army? See what good it has done for us? We gave the halflings a place to stay and now they are defiling the city. To think that I would share a victory with the elves and dwarves. This is the time to score a victory that will be sung throughout the ages. We will show the world the true might of men... and women... I don’t want people to think I’m a misogynist. Women can be in the army, too. Also LGBTQ+. They can fight, too. In fact, the best axe hurler I have ever met was a they. A beard and breasts—”

“Just stop talking.”

“Right, rest up. We’ll march in the morning. Meanwhile, get me your clan leader. And, just in case, this isn’t goat fur I’m lying on, is it? I mean, I know you said that they don’t, but just in case they do, I don’t want to entice them.”

“Oh, Fire Lord, grant me patience,” Lady Mordock muttered.
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Chapter 5

Math Class, Fairy Dust, and Other Sleeping Magics
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Beaverton High School, First Day of Spring Semester

––––––––
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PETRA WAITED IN THE administrative offices. A police officer conversed with Principal Sokol’s pushing-into-her-70’s Administrative Assistant, Margret Mary Thatcher, no relation to the British Prime Minister. Though, Petra understood why she chose to go by Margret Mary. Most of the students called her MM. The ones who ran afoul of her would use the moniker for foul word play in phrases that shouldn’t be uttered by a human tongue.

The receptionist, Jody, was much younger, barely out of college, a redhead in hipster clothing. She had tried to make friends with Petra, as she was the only other employee around Petra’s age, but Petra unintentionally gave her the cold shoulder. Not out of any dislike, just being a supreme introvert and a single mom didn’t help her make many friends.

Jody and Petra did have one thing in common. The students made them feel ancient by high school standards. If there was one way to make adults feel old, it was by choosing a profession that dealt with teenagers all day. A common sport for teens involved figuring out the best ways to make the elders wring their hands and throw them up in the air.

“What’s going on in there?” Petra asked casually.

“Police stuff, I guess. Something to do with Sokol’s disappearance. Say, do you think red is my color? I got them done this weekend.” Jody presented her nails and thereby crushed any more thoughts of inquiry. Petra was now stuck in one of her least favorite girl-to-girl conversations – fashion, especially the hipster stuff that Jody seemed to like. Spiked bracelets, studded collars, fishnets, and black skirts were Petra’s style. Oversized glasses and sweater vests made her want to hit people. Which wasn’t a good impulse with the police around. 

Petra had been interrogated by police before. However, it was for shoplifting, and they had let her go via a ride to her house and a talk with her mother. She would almost rather have spent the night in jail than deal with the fallout from her mom. However, this was different – a man was dead, and she knew more than she could let on.

After an agonizing amount of time passed, Margret Mary walked out of Sokol’s office and said, “Petra, sorry it took so long. I didn’t think it would make you late. I hear you are working in Mr. Jackson’s class this semester.”

“I’m sure he’ll get by without me.”

Despite the guy lying and almost killing them last semester, she had requested being assigned as his teaching assistant. She had a hunch that the ratlings weren’t the last thing she’d see from Carnt. Considering that magic was working for them and hadn’t been for Ameria and Lovantus for most of last semester, something was happening, and Petra intended to find out what. It was better for her to work with a teacher that knew what was happening than for her to constantly make excuses. 

Perhaps Mr. Jackson wasn’t worth entirely writing off as scum, and maybe, at the very least, he could secure the others spare hall passes for the eventuality that monsters would storm the place during school hours. She needed to be ready for all possibilities. Petra knew Carnt wasn’t done with her yet, and even at risk of getting fired from her job at the school, she had spare daggers on her person.

Not a good look if the cop decided to search her.

Much to Petra’s relief, MM pulled out a sheet of paper and said, “You forgot to attach an appropriations sheet.”

“A what?” Petra said, almost a little too loudly. Thankfully, the cop in the next room seemed to be more interested in Sokol’s office than her.

“It’s an itemized list of everything you intend to purchase with school funds. Mr. Jackson can help you create one.”

“Mr. Jackson?”

“He is the faculty advisor for the club, right? The one you are assisting him with?”

“Right, yes. I’m sure he can help us figure it out,” Petra said and snatched the paper, anxious to get to work for once in her life.

“While I appreciate your ambition, the funds are limited for each club, and I just don’t think radio ads would be in your budget for your dog-walkathon. However, you could print flyers. A little elbow grease goes a long way for distribution.”

“Right, thanks, MM,” Petra said, and made herself scarce.

***
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SISSY WANDERED TO THE back of the classroom, where Tim sat next to her. Aiden was there, too, though he was near the window and looked stoned. Sissy couldn’t quite get a handle on what was happening. The people she thought were her friends, other cheerleaders and popular girls, had taken up all the front seats in class. There was a dork mathlete named Terence sitting in Sissy’s spot, and her friends didn’t kick him out. They simply said, “There was space in the back for you and your nerd club.”

Sissy couldn’t understand what was happening. She had only canceled plans with her friends a couple times over break, and they were all for good reasons, not that she could tell them that. She canceled a Portland thrifting trip to kill ratlings, didn’t show to movie night to strategize with the group about what to do if other things from Carnt showed up, and canceled maybe a few times more to get Dog Sweater Knitting Club up and running.

Before she could ponder anymore, the teacher, Mr. Cleary, wrote math equations on the board. They were lucky the man wasn’t too aware of his surroundings, so even though phones were banned in class, if they were careful, they could get away with swiping out a line or two and go unnoticed. However, if he spotted a tilted head that wasn’t writing in a notebook, he’d saunter over to the student with his phone bucket. The offending phone could not be retrieved till after school.

Tim messaged her in the Buffy group chat, “Why was Petra called into the office?”

“IDK,” Sissy tapped out.

“There’s a cop in Sokol’s office,” Aiden wrote.

The chat erupted with questions and worries.

“Relax. If they thought he was murdered, they would have an entire forensics unit down here by now,” Sissy interjected.

She looked up from her phone and saw Mr. Cleary standing next to her desk with the cell phone bucket. She swiped out of the app, locked the screen, and tossed it into the bin. The rest of the class involved not quite being able to concentrate on math.

***
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AFTER CLASSES LET OUT for the day and students purged themselves from the halls, Sissy wandered her way back to Mr. Cleary’s classroom. The door was ajar, and she knocked while pushing it open. “Mr. Cleary, I’m here for my phone. I apologize. I won’t do it...” 

Her words drifted away when she saw Mr. Cleary face down at his desk. She went to check on him and discovered that he was still breathing. After a few attempts to shake him awake, she heard rustling from the back of the classroom.

There was a diversity poster showing hands of every skin tone forming a circle around the words, “MATH IS FUN!” above a shelf with various toys like Legos, blocks, and other objects Mr. Cleary used for his hands-on demonstrations, as if they were all in elementary school. She inched her way closer and saw one of the toy bins was shaking. Sissy reached into her waistband for a sword. She had taken to ankle length skirts this semester as they could hide a sword.

An orange block flew out, followed by a blue one. She heard the chatter of something inside. Sissy dodged the blocks and moved as quietly as she could toward the bin. She yanked it open, and a pixie flew out. Unlike Tinkerbelle, this creature looked like a miniature Scottish highlander with blue skin and silver hair.

The creature had a beefy chest and muscular legs and would make a great romance novel cover if one ignored the fact that he was only six inches in size. Sissy was quick to react and grabbed the thing by its leg before it flew away. She brandished her sword menacingly.

The miniature man pulled out dust from his pocket and used his wings to blow the glittery substance her way. A wave of intense sleepiness was about to overwhelm her when Jack burst into the room. He aimed his water bottle at her and sang Bad Habits by Ed Sheeran. 

A waterspout erupted from the bottle. It soaked both Sissy and the pixie, neutralized the dust, and knocked them both over. Sissy jumped to her feet in one maneuver and saw the pixie retching on the floor. It had taken a mouthful of water and dust. Its wings were too wet to fly and only sputtered limply behind its back.

Considering most of the fae folk Petra said she encountered in the Woods of Volunar weren’t murderous, even if they could be assholes, Sissy put her weapon away. She lifted the creature from the ground and placed him on a counter. Jack sauntered over with his water bottle that looked as if it had imploded.

“Just me luck,” the creature said in a Scottish accent. “A paladin and a water wizard.”

It attempted to flutter its wings, but they were still useless.

“Your luck?” Sissy said. “What about him?”

She pointed to Mr. Cleary, who was still snoozing on the desk.

“He almost sat on me,” the miniature highlander said. “Would have crushed me if I dinna put him ta sleep. He’ll be fine. Wake up in an hour or two with the best sleep he’s had in his life!”

“What were you doing back there?” Sissy nodded to the bin.

“I saw ye magic stones. Seeing if there was a teleportation rock I could use.”

“Why? Where are you planning to teleport.”

“Back home, lassie! I don want ta be here!”

“Nor do I. What’s your name?”

“Muir.”

“Sissy. Well, Muir, how’d you get here?”

“You don know? You dinna capture me for me sleeping powder?”

“No, we are a very long way from Carnt.”

“Like, how far? When me wings dry, I’ll fly home.”

“Like another dimension. We are on Earth.”

“Earth?” the pixie said, incredulously. “The world o’ legends?”

“You've heard of it?”

“Who hasn’t? With all the Helfran artifacts around.” The pixie glanced around the room. “You could make more money selling the artifacts in this room than me dust is worth.”

“We aren’t going to Helfra anytime soon. You still haven't answered how you got here.” Sissy relaxed more around the creature. At first, she thought it was a spy for that Sir Grey fellow. However, she was beginning to think that he happened to appear in their world exactly as Nimbus and his goons had.

“I was flying through the woods, minding me own business, when an orange portal appeared. I’m not one to fly into strange vortexes, but it sucked me in! I ended up under the butt of a large man attempting to crush me, and I put him to sleep. Now, if I’m done with ye’ questions, I will go. Perhaps I can make it home, perhaps not, but least I can do is try.”

“I wouldn’t advise that,” Sissy said. “The people of Earth, they aren’t friendly to your kind. They’d probably lock you up and study you if they found you.”

“You two seem friendly enough.”

“We are the very rare exceptions. Now, before that man wakes up and has the government put you in a cage, I suggest coming with us. We have a safe place for you.”

“Right,” Muir said. “Considering you dinna steal me dust when you had the chance, I’ll throw in me lot with you. You did ask me my name. Most humans don’t care about our names, only what magic we can give them.”

“Babalador told my friend Petra that she should always ask the name of a fae or they get all butt hurt. Her words, not mine.”

“You know the Fairy Supreme? Why dinna you lead with that?! Any friend of Babalador is a friend of Muir.”

“Good, because I’m going to need you to trust us once again. We are going to smuggle you out of here.” Sissy nodded to Jack.

He took off his backpack, unzipped it, and motioned to Muir. The fae glanced at the bag, then Sissy, and finally Jack. He fluttered his wing, and it was still wet. He shrugged and said, “I suppose if you were going to steal me dust you woulda done it, but I’m warning you. If I detect any funny business, it’s lights out for the both o’ you, and I might just use the kind that puts you out for a thousand years.”

“You can do that?” Jack said in awe.

“What do you think happened to the famous Earth bards George and John? The king of Helfra has ‘em sleepin’ until he can get Paul and Ringo. He also has most of Menudo and three of the members of ‘N Sync.”

“And I thought musical acts play at casinos when they die,” Sissy snarked.

“What?”

“Never mind. Get in the bag.”

The fae climbed inside as instructed. Sissy retrieved her phone, and they made a hasty exit before Mr. Cleary woke up.
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Chapter 6

Goblin Healthcare and Other Fairy Tales
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Jenny’s Ice Cave, Winter’s Heart

––––––––
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FWEB HONESTLY HAD NEVER felt better in all its life. Sure, its mate was dead, and they had suffered a massive defeat. But Jenny did not lift a finger to take her loss out on her goblin servant. In fact, she seemed the opposite of the brutal dictator, LeDuke. When she was mad or flustered, which she had been a lot since their plan to open a portal to Earth had failed, she apologized to Fweb for getting too rambunctious.

Fweb couldn’t care less about her outbursts of anger because they were never directed at it. She would read through a magical tome, curse, and toss the thing off the table. Then she’d say she was sorry and would seek to retrieve the book herself. In fact, she did most things herself, and always asked Fweb when she needed help.
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