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      ZYLL hunched on the buckboard, squinting through rain that drove sideways and slantways and downways and hellsways. It streaked like quicksilver through a globe of light centered on the lantern swaying beside her.

      Her shaggy, saturated, and increasingly cranky pony glopped onward through the mess of the road.

      The little goblin’s orange hair dripped into her eyes, and her bottlebrush pigtails lay sopping on her shoulders, despite the wooden awning above her. A squashy hat sagged equally sodden on the crown of her head.

      As they slithered and trundled down the hill, she spied a blur of yellow tucked into a valley, the scattered lanternflecks of a tiny village. The night’s destination.

      “Hup hup, Round Boy!” she called, giving the reins an encouraging flick. “Toasty toast yonder!”

      He snorted in an aggrieved way but picked up the pace, mud splashing up to cake his fat belly in filthy stalactites.

      When Round Boy drew up short in front of the village inn, his hooves slid a few inches through the slop as the weight of the cart pushed him forward. The pony shook himself out like a wet dog. This didn’t make him appreciably drier or cleaner.

      In the weak light coming from leaded glass windows, Zyll could just read the sign swinging from an iron bracket above the door—The Slippery Trout.

      She hugged her greatcoat tighter around herself and then patted the pockets. There were a lot of pockets. In fact, it was fair to characterize the coat as being made entirely out of pockets, a tailor’s madness of different colors and fabrics.

      Extinguishing the lantern, she sprang down into the ooze of the street, her bare feet sinking in up to the ankles. Zyll squelched her way to Round Boy’s side, unharnessed him, and led him into the sloping stable. Each footstep was a laborious, sucking extraction—for the both of them.

      The goblin didn’t mind that there was no stablehand to greet them. She was used to tending her own stewpot.

      Round Boy whinnied in relief as they entered the shelter of the stable. He began to steam at once. A solitary lantern hung on the wall nearest the inn, as far away from the hayloft and fodder as possible.

      Six other horses dozed in the stable, content in their stalls. Three fit geldings, a blocky warhorse, a sturdy mare, and a tiny, short-haired pony with blue ribbons braided into her mane.

      Clucking to Round Boy, Zyll urged him into an empty stall, removed his harness and gear, hung them up to drip, and fetched her pony an armful of fodder. As she passed, she glanced over the tack of the other animals, all hung on saddle racks to dry.

      “Night night, Round Boy,” she murmured, heading back out into the night and toward the promised warmth of the inn.
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        * * *

      

      WHEN the door thumped closed behind Zyll, she was greeted by the sharp silence that follows a beheading.

      The great-room was dominated by a misshapen hearth choked with popping logs that blazed with heat and light, although darkness still piled up in the corners.

      Shadows leapt and danced up the stonework, away from the massive, wooly head of a prairie ox mounted above the mantel.

      The elderly roof was clearly unequal to the storm outside. Raindrops pittered and pattered on the flagstones and the scarred tables scattered about.

      The bristle-bearded innkeeper, frozen in the act of distressed hand-wringing, stared at Zyll from behind a counter with his mouth open.

      In the center of the room, two bodies lay supine on the flagstones.

      To the left, a plum-vested man spread-eagled in a congealing pool of blood, with the haft of a knife standing up from his chest.

      To the right, a rattkin in a blue coat, her form breathless but otherwise unmarked.

      Behind them, silhouetted by the hearthlight, stood five figures in tableau.

      A knock-kneed local warden with a tin badge shaped like a candle on his vest and a spotty face that had probably never felt the edge of a razor.

      An elven woman with hair so frosty silver it called to mind the squeal of ice on a frozen lake, and form-fitting clothes as black as the bottom of one.

      An apple-cheeked dwarf in a dressy scarlet doublet with a lute case slung over her shoulder.

      A stone-fey priest in emerald robes bearing the symbol of Ard, with gray mustaches you could have tied around his neck thrice if you wanted to.

      And last, a hulking tapenti warrior corded over with muscle and rough scales, clad in a golden tabard, his hand halfway to the hilt of the bastard sword strapped across his back.

      Zyll took all of this in, nodded to herself, and trotted to the innkeeper, her bare feet trailing muddy prints.

      The little goblin grabbed the edge of the bartop and stared up at him with enormous red eyes as she shed water into an ever-growing puddle.

      “Round Boy, he is in the stable-y,” she declared, somehow stuffing a sentence that should never have tasted a Z full to bursting with them.

      The innkeeper did not appear to know what to do with this information.

      “Grackle pie,” she continued, rolling the R, and stretching the vowels to their limits.

      She patted her many pockets until she found the one she was looking for, withdrawing a handful of copper bits which she piled onto the counter.

      Then she bared a mouth absolutely crammed with razor-sharp teeth in something that was ostensibly a smile.

      “I…er…what?” stammered the innkeeper, with a note of desperation in his voice.

      Zyll paused in the act of squeezing the rainwater out of her hat and frowned, momentarily hiding her dangerous grin. “Ehh, how do you say…black…bird? Pie?” She hooked her thumbs together and helpfully flapped both hands, then mimed shoving something into her toothy mouth and made appreciative noises as she chewed imaginary bird-stuffed pastry.

      The innkeeper shot a pleading glance toward the crowd in the middle of the room, who remained arrested in astonishment, before leaning over the bar and whispering, “Er, ain’t got no blackbird pie. Got yesterday’s stew though?”

      The goblin’s mouth thinned into a very long horizontal line, and she stared back balefully. Then she reached up and prodded the coins, as though he might not have noticed them.

      An ominous silence ensued, broken only by the plink of raindrops.

      “I’ll…just get a bowl of that stew then, shall I?” said the innkeeper hopefully. When Zyll didn’t protest, he backed slowly away, then turned to flee through a cloth-draped doorway into the kitchen.

      Zyll’s eyes followed as though she could see right through the wall.

      “Is that the Gatewarden? A goblin?” stage-whispered the young warden.

      Zyll’s long, pointed ears caught the murmuration of uncomfortable shrugs that followed. She didn’t bother turning around.

      “This is ridiculous,” complained the elf, in arctic tones she clearly expected would carry. “Are we actually waiting for her to have a little nibble?”

      The tapenti warrior grunted reluctant assent.

      “Now, now, Ivorine,” soothed the priest. “She’s come a terrible distance in a short time. Let’s be charitable, at least.”

      “Must’ve galloped the whole burnin’ way to make it from Cardus this fast,” added the dwarf. “’Least the messenger didn’t waste any time.”

      The innkeeper reemerged from the kitchen bearing a wooden bowl of stew and a long-handled tin spoon. He set them on the bartop, then swept the copper coins into his hand as if they were in danger of vanishing.

      Zyll grabbed the bowl and did an about-face, hooking a nearby stool with her free hand and dragging it bumping and squealing across the flagstones. The gazes of all those assembled followed her the entire way in unanimous perplexity. She tipped the stool upright directly in front of the hearth, beneath the head of the prairie ox. Settling onto it with a sigh, she stuck her muddy feet out to toast before the flames.

      A raindrop splashed on her hat. The goblin peered upward, then scooted the stool two steps to the left.

      After prodding the stew with the spoon and muttering something about birds, she began shoveling it into her mouth in great, gulping bites.

      “Are we even sure it’s the inspector?” demanded the elf.

      Zyll glanced idly her way as she chewed. A pair of delicate magestones in the starburst shape of the Illusionist’s Guild dangled from the woman’s wrist cuffs. Poniards of black steel girded her waist.

      “Why ask us?” asked the tapenti in a voice like a rockfall. “Just like you to whine from the backline while somebody else⁠—”

      “It’s all right!” the warden piped up. His reedy voice strove for authority, with limited success. “I can take care of this!”

      He approached Zyll, and she met his gaze with a widening of the eyes, sucking on her spoon.

      “Er, excuse me, miss. You’re here from Cardus, aren’t you?”

      Zyll thought about that for a moment, then shrugged and nodded.

      “See?” said the warden, turning back to the group with an expression of relief.

      “Anybody could have come from Cardus, you infant. She hasn’t said a word to confirm she’s a Gatewarden, and I don’t see any lantern. If she’s—! Oh, hells, what does it matter? Clearly, the killer is one of these two.” Ivorine swept an arm out to indicate the stone-fey priest and the tapenti warrior.

      “I say!” cried the priest, doing his best to look affronted. “What a baseless assertion! We’ve been waiting for this fine, er, woman, to arrive and do her job. Let’s not get ahead of ourselves.”

      “We all heard it.” The illusionist jabbed a finger at the perforated man in a puddle of blood. “Poor Magentum here accused somebody of being a thief. Azula yelled something or other.” She indicated the body of the rattkin. “And then there was a third voice—a man’s voice—that shouted, ‘Now you’re both going to die.’ Are you telling me you think this fool did it?” Ivorine pointed at the innkeeper, who now sported an injured look.

      “Do we know for sure there wasn’t another guest? Maybe a traveler who entered in the last few hours?” asked the gawky warden, with a hopeful expression.

      “No other guests,” said the innkeeper. “An’ I lock up when I turn in.”

      The priest stroked his mustaches. “On the subject of a man’s voice. Cerise, I’d venture to say that you do often adopt a…how shall I put this…a commanding tone.”

      The dwarf balled her fists. “Good thing you’ve got all that practice prayin’. Might want to put it to use.”

      “And I’d never kill nobody with a knife,” growled the tapenti warrior. “Plus, there’s not a mark on Azula.”

      “You’re making my point for me, Xanthus,” retorted the elf. “Do you see anyone else in the room that can crush the life out of somebody with their bare hands?”

      The tapenti’s face couldn’t decide whether to be insulted or delighted.

      “Please, please,” pleaded the warden. “We’re standing over two corpses and⁠—”

      “One,” said Zyll.

      The group lapsed into another astonished silence.

      “What?” demanded the elf flatly.

      The goblin didn’t answer, instead hopping to her feet with her empty bowl and trotting back over to the bar, shedding dried mud the entire way.

      Zyll slid the bowl onto the counter, thought better of it, and snatched back the tin spoon. Maintaining fierce and unblinking eye contact with the innkeeper, she licked the spoon clean with a sharp, pink tongue, then slipped it into one of her pockets.

      He flapped his mouth open and shut, pointed weakly at the pocket into which the spoon had vanished, and then deflated all at once.

      Turning on her heel, Zyll ambled over to the sprawled bodies.

      “This one, she is not being dead.” She nudged the rattkin’s body with her mud-encrusted toes.

      “She’s not breathing!” cried the priest. “Nor does she have a pulse. I checked. Twice.”

      The goblin stuffed a hand into a big, red pocket and withdrew a slender and very human-looking bone. Grumbling, she tucked it away again and searched through several other pockets in rapid succession, producing a fistful of silverware, a witching rod, an amulet wreathed in glowing green sigils, and at last, a folded paper fan.

      She flipped it open, knelt so that her feet disappeared beneath the hem of her patchwork coat, then flapped it rapidly beside the rattkin.

      Not a whisker stirred in the breeze.

      Standing again and snapping it closed, Zyll nodded. “Is casty-spell. See? Feel the stone, yes?” She waved a finger at the actually-dead purple-clad enchanter and the mica-flecked magestone belted at his waist. Its teardrop shape foundered in the pool of blood.

      The priest bent and stretched out a hand, doing his best not to soil his boots or his mustaches in the crimson puddle. He rested two fingers on the magestone, then lurched erect again. “It’s still warm from a casting!” he exclaimed. “This is a stasis cantrip! She isn’t dead after all. Huzzah!”

      Zyll shrugged.

      “You are the inspector!” cried the warden.

      The goblin studied him and the tin candle on his vest, then brightened and rummaged through her pockets again. Withdrawing a similar badge, she puffed on it, burnished the metal with a sleeve, and held it at arm’s length to admire. A pin shaped like a silver lantern gleamed in the firelight.

      “I’ll be blowed,” muttered the hulking warrior.

      The warden’s entire body went slack with relief, as though a current running through him had suddenly ceased. “I knew you were the one they sent. Oh, thank the Eight. I can’t tell you how glad I am to hand this off to somebody qualified. I don’t normally have to deal with much more around here than drunks or maybe a sheep on the run. I’m Bartholomew, by the way.”

      He extended a hand, which dropped lower and lower as the seconds passed without an answering gesture.

      The goblin eyed the descending appendage as though it were a fish on the end of his arm.

      “Gods, the boy just wants your name,” muttered Ivorine.

      “Zyll.” Another smile with entirely too many edges in it.

      “Well, um, Gatewarden Zyll,” Bartholomew continued. “These, uh, gentlefolk are⁠—”

      “Eight hells,” said the dwarven bard, rolling her eyes. “Let me tell it. If there’s one person here who oughta deliver the introductions and backstory, it’s the lady who does that for a livin’.”

      “And not much else,” hissed the illusionist.

      “I’m Cerise,” said the dwarf, ignoring the elf. “You’ve heard plenty from Ivorine already. This is Xanthus.” She indicated the tapenti warrior, then the stone-fey priest. “And Olivus. She’s Azula. And there’s poor ol’ Magentum.” A nod each for the deathly and the dead. “Been crewin’ together for, oh, two months now?”

      “I’m so sorry for all of your loss,” offered Bartholomew, nodding woefully at the corpse.

      “Mmm,” said Ivorine, wincing a smile.

      Olivus tried to adopt an expression of pious regret.

      “Magentum was a solid guy,” said Xanthus. “Didn’t deserve that.”

      “Oh, spare us the crocodile tears,” muttered the elf.

      “Shows what you know. Tapenti don’t have tear ducts.”

      “Is it exhausting to reach for the point and miss it, over and over again?”

      “Anyhow,” Cerise continued. “We’d struck on a bit o’ luck after clearin’ out a whole clutch of pescadines in a lake north of here. Turns out they’d waylaid somebody with deep pockets⁠—”

      “Eaten somebody with deep pockets,” interjected Xanthus helpfully.

      “Who’s tellin’ this?” Cerise leveled a glare at him. “Ahem. Leavin’ behind a whole lockbox full o’ silver, some trinkets an’ talismans. Plus that crappy knife.” She pointed at the one currently buried in the rapidly cooling Magentum.

      “Azula snapped that up right away,” added Xanthus, drawing another annoyed glare from the dwarf. “Who the hells knows why. Damn thing’s a butter knife.”

      “Sharp butter knife to cut through a sternum.” Ivorine sniffed.

      The tapenti flicked his tongue dismissively. “More likely somebody strong punched it in there good. Not that I’d bother.”

      Zyll cocked her head to the side and examined the hilt of the murder weapon. It appeared to be white steel, scarred with a bunch of hashed notches that were embedded with grime.

      “Anyhow,” said Cerise, for the second time, and at twice the volume. “We hunkered down here to wait out the rain. Figured we’d divvy up the loot in the mornin’, when we could argue over how much the talismans were worth. But based on prior experience, we don’t trust each other that much. So we left the lockbox in the innkeep’s room for safekeepin’, and Magentum set up a ward that would scream bloody murder if it left the inn.

      “Everybody was tired and turned in. For my part, ’til the shoutin’ started, I was dead to the world. But when we all piled back down here, they were actually dead. Leastaways, Magentum was.”

      “And the loot’s gone,” rumbled Xanthus.

      “And the ward never triggered,” supplied Olivus, tugging anxiously at one of his mustaches.

      “And I also heard that third voice hollerin’, ‘Now you’re both gonna die’,” finished Cerise.

      The priest cleared his throat and reluctantly muttered, “As did I.”

      Xanthus crossed his arms and huffed.

      “Then we allowed this fetus to keep us corralled while he sent for a higher authority,” said Ivorine, favoring the young warden with a wintry smile. “That about catches you up.”

      Zyll blinked at the elf, as though only just noticing that she had been speaking.

      “So, you all met one another on the stairs?” asked Bartholomew, making a game attempt at helpfulness.

      “These two were already in the hallway when I came out,” said Cerise, pointing at the elf and the priest.

      “I was last,” declared Xanthus, his grin smug.

      “Odd, that. For the frontline fighter to bring up the rear,” purred Ivorine. “Or maybe you had to take the long way around and up the back staircase?”

      “I didn’t even know there was a back staircase!”

      “Remind me, Xanthus,” said Cerise, “exactly how many expeditions have you been on where you were the sole survivor? Four?”

      “That’s only if you don’t count folks in a coma.”

      In the middle of this bickered recounting, Zyll had wandered disinterestedly over to a nearby table, which was still host to some dirty bowls and utensils. One by one, she selected pieces of cutlery and secreted them about her person. She held up an example of the sharper variety and addressed the group. “Shankling was in box?”

      “The knife? Well, no, I suppose not,” replied the priest. “Azula cut the bread with it at dinner, as I recall, and I think we must have left it on the table. It’s just an old knife. Although I imagine if we discovered it was actually valuable there would have been a discussion in the divvying up.”

      “One less share now,” observed Cerise. “Huh. Maybe your slice’ll be fat enough to pay off that gamblin’ debt, eh, Olivus? Or are you gonna try to convince us it’s a tithe to Ard again?”

      “How dare you! Nobody grumbles more about the size of their share than the bard.”

      “That’s because it’s the smallest.”

      “It’s only logical, since you bear the least risk!” The priest drew himself up with great dignity.

      “But, you’re all stalwart companions!” interrupted Bartholomew, clasping his hands earnestly. “Arguing over shares when a friend lies dead at your feet? You can’t let money strain the bonds of friendship!”

      “They’re more like contractual obligations,” confided Xanthus. “Besides, I still wanna know why Magentum was down here in the first place.”

      “The same reason this light-fingered little sneak was creeping around,” said Ivorine with a sneer at Azula. “If anyone was going to make off with the choicest cut in the middle of the night, it would’ve been her. Maybe she convinced the fool to cancel his ward and split the silver two ways.”

      “Rattkin did not steal loot,” declared Zyll. “But. Yes. Was, how do you say, ske-daddle-addle-ing?” She walked two fingers across a palm.

      “How the hells could you know that?” demanded Xanthus.

      “The tummy belts, they are whsscht.” The goblin drew a finger across her throat in time with the sound.

      “The what?” Bartholomew’s brow wrinkled.

      “She means the girth straps.” Ivorine’s eyes narrowed as she studied the goblin speculatively. Her expression was, for the first time, not disdainful.

      “Yes!” agreed Zyll with another surpassingly wide grin. “All excepting shorty horse.”

      By popular vote, Bartholomew ventured into the rain to confirm this.

      Several minutes later, he returned through the front door, sopping wet and nodding in surprise. “All but the pony. Not cut all the way through, but if anybody cinched the straps tight, they wouldn’t have been riding far.”

      “But why?” exclaimed Olivus, a hand to his breast. “After all we’ve endured together?”

      Zyll appeared to have lost interest and sat cross-legged by the fire, excavating the last of the dried mud from between her toes with a salad fork.

      “Oh, who gives a shit,” said Cerise. “Where’s the loot?”

      Zyll regarded them all with her big red eyes for a long moment, and without looking, she pointed at the prairie ox head mounted above the fireplace.

      The priest cleared his throat. “Er, not to quibble, but by my recollection, the lockbox wasn’t so…hairy.”

      Zyll held her hand out beneath the ox’s chin.

      After a confused second, Bartholomew whispered, “Are we supposed to look at her hand, or at the puddle under it?”

      Their gazes tracked up to the ox head, and then further to the ceiling above, where water beaded between rough timbers. A drop swelled and wobbled there before streaking down and through the taxidermy to splash on the goblin’s upturned palm.

      The prairie ox wavered, like a reflection in still water disturbed by a mild breeze.

      “Is illusion,” said Zyll, drawing out the oo far longer than was strictly necessary.

      Ivorine suddenly went very, very still.

      Three angry gazes settled on her.

      The ox head blinked out of existence, and there, hanging from a peg, was a canvas sack bulging with the unmistakable shape of a lockbox.

      “Well.” The elf fretfully tossed her silver hair. “I was just keeping it safe. I don’t trust a one of you. I mean, look at this mess!” She threw her arms wide. “You should be thanking me for protecting it!”

      The temperature in the inn dropped twenty degrees in an instant.

      “Oh, come on. I was only waiting until this disaster was sorted out,” she huffed.

      “Ya know,” said the bard, “I bet an illusionist could make their voice sound pretty manly, too.”

      Then everyone was shouting at once. Steel was bared, arcane energy gathered, and Cerise hefted her lute case like an axe.

      Behind them, the innkeeper wailed, “But what about my ox head!”

      “Hold on! Hold on!” cried the warden, waving both hands above his head. “Aren’t we forgetting what’s really important here? There’s a dead man on the floor! A, um, friend of yours? Isn’t that more serious? Who the hells was the third voice?”

      The clamor did not abate.

      Zyll rolled to her feet and tramped over to the warden. Locking eyes with him, she patted his arm consolingly.

      “Do they even care?” he asked, defeated.

      After delivering a final pat, she splashed through the pool of blood, while the four party members inched closer to spilling even more of it.

      Hitching her coat up, she bent over the corpse, grabbed the knife handle, and yanked it out of the mage’s chest with a wet, ripping sound.

      She brandished it aloft, looking bored, as she waited for the squabbling adventurers to settle down.

      By degrees, their attention fell upon the bloody blade, and quiet consumed the inn once more.

      Zyll narrowed her eyes at the knife and shook it a little, flinging gobs of tacky blood in all directions. “Who is voice?”

      “Uh,” said the knife. “Well, I guess that would be me.”

      It was hard to say who swore the loudest.

      When the fresh commotion died down, the goblin pinched the knife by its bolster and flipped it around, pointing to the etchings along its hilt. “Third voice is Elder Blade.” She tested the edge of the knife with a thumb and curled her lip. “Just not very good one.”

      “Hey!” exclaimed the knife.

      “But…but…Elder Blades are legendary,” sputtered Cerise, still brandishing her lute case like she was going to behead someone with it. “Steel like snow, edges like winter frost, cast from the souls o’ great heroes…”

      “Definitely talks though,” observed Xanthus.

      “Look, my steel is still pretty snowy,” complained the knife. “But you piss off one blacksmith, and he reforges you into dinnerware. Trust me though, the whole hero’s soul thing definitely survives the process, okay? I’m still very Elder.”

      “You make bargaining, yes?” demanded Zyll, tapping the blade with a finger in a way that suggested poking somebody in the forehead.

      “All right, yes,” said the knife, testily. “Me and Azula over there—great kid—came to a bit of an agreement. She has me reforged into my former glory, and I direct her to fabulous riches and untold power. Bibbity-bobbity. Both of us win, right? So, the plan is, we head off together, disappear into the night before somebody else figures out how incredibly valuable I am and demands that I belong in their share of the take. Of course, I convince her to leave her bit behind, right? To balance the scales a little? I mean, that’s basically altruism. Soul of a great hero, yeah? You get it.

      “But then we sneak downstairs, and this guy ruins it.” Somehow the knife managed to indicate Magentum’s corpse. “Lurking in the shadows, this loser accuses us of stealing the lockbox! Because he already tried for it and found it missing.”

      “See?” cried Ivorine, but only glares were returned her way.

      “And Azula wasn’t even after it!” exclaimed Bartholomew.

      “Yeah, kid, I just said that? Anyway, Azula denies it, and I’m obviously keeping my mouth shut because we both know adding me to the conversation isn’t going to help. Then he’s winding up a spell, and my little buddy is waving me around in a real dangerous way. Words are exchanged, and I shout, ‘Knock it off, or you’re both gonna die!’ Then some leaping and casting and stabbing and, well, here we are.”

      The warden stroked his hairless chin. “So that means…if the lockbox hadn’t been hidden in the first place, nobody would have died at all.”

      The elf blanched.

      Olivus addressed the blade, aggrieved. “You’ve been in the room the whole time, and you could’ve cleared all this up right from the start!”

      “Have you ever tried to get a word out with your head jammed into somebody else’s chest?”

      Zyll held the knife up in front of her face and addressed it directly. “What is name, hmm?”

      The knife sighed, which was weird for something with no mouth. “Bradlee.”

      “Breadlee,” agreed Zyll.

      “I…I can’t tell if you’re legitimately mispronouncing my name or engaging in terrible wordplay. What accent is that? Is this a bread knife joke at my expense?”

      The goblin extracted a handkerchief from one of her pockets and wiped the blade clean.

      “Oh thanks, that’s much better! But about the ‘Breadlee’ thing—hey, wait!”

      Zyll thrust him into a pocket, from whence issued indignant but muffled objections.

      The room lapsed into yet another bewildered silence, which had been happening a lot.

      “Okay,” said Zyll.

      Then she walked out, trailing bloody bare footprints behind her.

      Bartholomew raised a hand in a confused gesture of farewell, even as a weak protestation died halfway up his throat.

      Then a clamor of fresh accusations, fleshy thumps, the sizzle of an arcane impact, and a lot of swearing followed Zyll out the door, until the noise was swallowed by the storm.
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        * * *

      

      WHEN Cuthbert ducked out of the rain into The Slippery Trout, he was still shaking his head. “Damnedest thing,” he said. “I thought I saw a prairie ox head stashed behind some barrels…” He trailed off, water spilling from the brim of his hat as he surveyed the room.

      A semi-conscious rattkin slumped against a pillar, hands bound behind her.

      A harried local warden—he couldn’t have been more than eighteen—defended a small lockbox with an inexpertly-waved shortsword.

      A leaking corpse stiffened in a puddle of crimson.

      A dwarf, a tapenti, a stone-fey, and an elf ringed the warden, as far apart from one another as they could manage.

      They all looked like they’d been rolled down a stony hill at high speed.

      He just spied the wide eyes and gray hair of the innkeeper peeking over the side bar.

      Mud and blood had been tracked everywhere.

      “Who the hells are you?” cried the dwarf.

      “I believe there was a call sent for an inspector?” Cuthbert tapped the Gatewarden’s badge on his lapel.

      “But what about…” began the beleaguered young man with the sword.

      Everyone in the room who was not Cuthbert exchanged a glance.

      A little affronted, Cuthbert pulled the door closed behind him. “Look, I’ve ridden hard through the night in absolutely dastardly rain. The least you could do is offer me a hot bowl of whatever’s on the grate before I get on with it?”

      The innkeeper rose from behind the counter and regarded him with narrowed eyes. “Hmph.” He disappeared into the back.

      “Very hospitable of you,” muttered the Gatewarden. “Now, who’s going to fill me in on what’s going on here?” Putting his fists on his hips, he eyed the kid with the blade.

      Before anyone could answer, the innkeeper returned with a bowl and a spoon. He offered the stew but withheld the silverware, waving it significantly. “Look, I don’t know how they do things where you come from, but ’round here, we expect the spoon to stay in the building. That other inspector of yours had a mighty strange affection for cutlery.”

      “I…what other inspector?” demanded Cuthbert.
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