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Chapter One

 
“And so it was, many many years ago, that we all came to Fortis Regnum.” The wavering old voice drifted through the room, falling like a soft mist on the ears of a fresh schoolroom of young nobles, the future generations who would rule the immense castle. “Driven from our own land, we traversed mountain and hill under the valiant leadership of Peter the Perfect, first king in a long line of- Of- ACHOO!”
His sneeze trembled the room, and a great cloud of dust exploded upward in front of him. He staggered backward and shook his head. The children all looked around.
“What is it, master?” One of them jumped up and raced to the side of their professor. “Are you okay- ah- ACHOO!”
He sneezed as well. Within moments, the rest of the classroom was sneezing violently, shaking the very foundations of the building. Dust billowed, slowly engulfing the room, and the professor staggered toward the doorway.
“Quickly! We need to get out of here!”
“What is it?” The students raced after him. “Is it a dra-choo! A dra-choo! A dragon?”
“No, something far worse.” The professor threw the door open, and a great cloud of dust poured out after the group as they stampeded into the hall. “It’s the Dire Dust Bunnies of Darkest Doom!”
“Oh no!” One of the girls in the class started to run down the corridor. “Should I call a warrior?”
“No.” The professor shook his head slowly, and the crowd of students drew to a halt. He drew in a deep breath, then slowly pulled the door shut. A sign labeled “Dirty- Needs Cleaned” appeared on it, and he crossed his arms. “We need to call a maid.”
###
[Name: Elara]
[Occupation: Maid. Level: 50]
[Subclass: Seamstress (Level 25), Cook (Level 2)]
[Skills:
	Sweep Dust


	Rapid Tidying


	Wipe Glass


	Scrub Floors


	…]



[Items:
	Non-Magic Broom


	Non-Magic Needle


	…]



“Elara! You’re needed, pronto!”
Elara sat up in bed as her best friend, a rather big-boned, red-headed woman named Patricia came bustling into her dormitory. The woman swept open the curtains on the window, letting in a blast of sunlight. Elara winced and rubbed her eyes. She stood up and stretched, and Patricia snatched her maid’s attire off a nearby nightstand.
“What’s the matter?” Elara yawned. “You look like you just saw the Dire Dust Bunnies of Darkest Doom.”
“I did!” Patricia nodded.
Elara’s blood turned to ice. “And you just had to come wake me up?”
Patricia shrugged. “I opened the door, took one look, and knew I couldn’t take them on by myself! We’ll need a whole team of maids, and I trust you more than anyone else.”
“And I, you.” Elara blinked the last of the sleep out of her eyes, changed into her maid’s uniform, and snatched up her broom. “I’ll need a feather duster, a pillow-beater, and a bucket of soapy water. Which room?”
“Professor Dorberson the Three Hundred Twenty-Eighth’s classroom.” Patricia pointed upward. “Up in the Twisted Spire of Iron!”
“I’ll be there in the blink of an eye!” Elara nodded. “You get the rest of the team, I’ll meet you there!”
With that, she raced out of the room, gripping her broom in a white knuckle grip. A handful of other servants glanced in her direction, but none dared ask what she was doing. News traveled fast in Fortis Regnum, that was for sure, and they likely all knew her daring task.
As she whipped around the corner, she ran smack into the great, bulging belly of Gerald the Cook, one of her other best friends. He grimaced at her, and gave a knowing nod.
“You’ll do well in there. I’ll have something good for you when you get out.” He placed a hand on her shoulder. “I know this is a dire situation, but I have full faith in you.”
“Thanks.” She forced a smile. “I’ll keep your cream puffs in mind. The memory of their taste has gotten me through more than one pinch.”
“I’m glad to hear it.” He squeezed the shoulder, then took a step back, clearing the way. “Always good to hear that us lowly cooks are doing some good out there! Fly safe!”
Elara nodded, then pounded down the cobbled corridors of the castle once more. She soon reached the nearest staircase, mounted it, and raced upward. Her legs burned, but she ignored the pain. This was no time to show weakness!
A few floors of running later, she found the right door, crashed through it, and ran down the hall. There, a tall, wiry professor stood there, bedecked in his royal blue uniform, with a large number of similarly blue-uniformed noble children standing behind him.
“It’s about time you got here.” Professor Dorberson the Three Hundred Twenty-Eighth snorted disdainfully. “I have been prevented from continuing my discourse on the founding of Fortis Regum for the better part of fifteen minutes! You servants should be ashamed of yourselves.”
“Sorry, sir, but the Dire Dust Bunnies of Darkest Doom are nothing to mess with.” Elara walked up to the door and frowned, planning her next move. “ You could always continue your discourse in the hall.”
“Pah!” Professor Dorberson the Three Hundred Twenty-Eighth snorted and shook his head. “That might be something that a member of the Red House would do, but we Blue House nobles are far above such a lowly thing.”
“Is that so?” A high-pitched, squeaky voice cut into the conversation, and Elara glanced down the hall to see a tall, red-robed noble striding into view. The man was also elderly and wore a monocle perched on his hawk-like nose. “And yet here you are, standing in the hall. Now that’s something that we members of the Red House would never stoop to! We would sit, or we would walk to a more favorable location, but to stand here talking to a maid? Pah! Again, I say pah!”
“And how would you talk to the maid if you needed to tell her something?” Elara asked, a flicker of orneriness coming over her.
In response, the tall, hawkish man turned and nodded to a page boy standing next to him. That page boy then turned and whispered in the ear of a second page boy, who took out a notepad and scribbled something on it. He then flipped the paper around, and Elara squinted as she read over the report.
“We would ask our designated Servant-Speaker to dictate a message to our designated Servant-Message-Writer.”
“Ahh. Makes perfect sense.” Elara shook her head. She turned back toward the door, when a loud crash echoed at the end of the hall. Stumbling under the weight of the supplies, Patricia came running down the hall, then staggered to a halt just next to the door.
“And here you go! Pillow-beater, feather duster, and… A bucket of soapy water.”
“Perfect.” Elara nodded. “And the others?”
“There are no others!” Patricia held up her hands. “At least not around here. After the Mud Track infestation yesterday afternoon, they all took the day off.”
“Then it’s up to you and me.” Elara gripped her broom firmly. “Ready? Set?”
Footsteps echoed in her ears, and she turned to see Patricia running down the hall as fast as her somewhat stubby legs would take her. Elara let out a long breath, then nodded.
“Go!”
She charged forward, throwing open the door to burst into the room.
[Warning: You are about to enter a Dirty Room. The level of Dirtiness is [60]. Do you wish to continue?]
“Yes.” Elara nodded firmly. The door yielded, and she burst into the classroom.
It took a moment for her eyes to adjust. Dust filled the air, so thick she almost choked. Every surface was coated as if the room had been abandoned for at least fifty-two and a half years. And, across the floor, dozens of little dust balls, each one about six inches in diameter, streaked back and forth, sending up great plumes of dust as they scuttled along.
“Alright, dust bunnies of doom!” Elara took a tight grip on her broom. “Time to meet your maker.”
The dust bunnies all came to a halt and let out a squeak, then spun and converged on her. There were dozens of them, and in that moment, every single one had their sights set dead upon her. Elara smiled through the dust, then drew back her broom.
“Skill: Sweep Dust!”
Her broom flared with light, and she swept it forward, catching the dust bunnies just like she had seen nobles do when they played their little games of bat-ball. The dust bunnies were caught unawares, and she gritted her teeth as, with all her might, she slung them back through the room.
POP-pop-pop-pop-pop-pop-pop-pop!
The dust bunnies exploded under the impact of the broom, though this only filled the air with even more dust!
[Warning: Dirtiness level has risen to 70. If it hits 100, this room will be destroyed.]
That, of course, was what made the Dire Dust Bunnies of Darkest Doom so dastardly dangerous. They bred so fast that it was nearly impossible to kill them all in time, and if you weren’t able to control the level of the dust, you were liable as not to wind up getting destroyed along with the room.
Thankfully, Elara had been in a pinch like this a time or two before.
“Alright, dust bunnies! However many are left, come feast on this!” Elara placed her foot on the rim of the bucket, and the remaining monsters swarmed toward her. With a mighty kick, she overturned the soapy water, sending a small flood pouring across the floor.
The dust bunnies shrieked as the soap sizzled against their skin like acid. A dozen more were burned away in the span of half a second, and the dust in the room subsided somewhat. Quickly, Elara whipped out her feather duster and held it out.
“Skill! Dust!”
With a flash, the duster danced through the air. Elara swept forward, and she dusted off a long row of desks in a single move, lowering the Dirtiness level of the room back down to 60. Still bad, but not as bad as it had been even a few seconds earlier.
She skidded to a stop at the front of the room, then turned around and whipped out her pillow-beater. This was the most dangerous part. Now that a single strip of the room was cleaned, it would attract the others. Where were they? They would be-
“Screeeeeeeee!”
Six remaining dust bunnies leapt over the suds and came crashing down on the tables. They began frantically racing back and forth, desperately trying to make the area dirty again. Elara ran forward. Her pillow-beater carved through the air, and she whacked them firmly.
Pop!
Pop!
Pop!
Pop!
Puffs of dust bloomed as she finished off the last one, and she smiled and took a step back.
[Warning: Dirtiness level has risen to 95. If it hits 100, this room will be destroyed.]
“Fine by me. If they’re all dead, they can’t make it more dirty.” Elara glanced around the room, confirmed that all the dust bunnies were dead, and then walked up to a window. She pulled the curtains aside, letting a great gust of fresh, clean air inside. She inhaled deeply, then looked out at Fortis Regnum.
Parapets and towers and walls spilled outward as far as she could see. She couldn’t even catch a glimpse of the Wilds beyond, which was a tad unusual, but she supposed that some days were just like that.
While the wind drew the dust out, she turned back, took out her broom, and prepared to start the cleaning process once more. The normal cleaning process, involving a great deal more elbow grease and a bit less monster fighting.
“Alright, then. Time to work.”
She opened up her inventory and pulled out a small can of the aforementioned elbow grease, popped the top open, and dipped her finger in. It was a bit like shoe polish, and she quickly dabbed some onto the shaft of her broom. That repaired the damage done from the fight, and she slowly started to sweep. The Dirtiness of the room dropped down to 50, and she let out a sigh of relief.
And then, a gasp of confusion.
The water, the very same water that had killed so many of the dust bunnies, was slowly draining through a small crack in the floor. Elara frowned. She strode over and bent down, placing her fingers against the stone there. With a snap, it rumbled down, revealing a long and dark passage.
[Congratulations! You have discovered a secret passageway! Would you like to explore it?]
“Not at all.” Elara shook her head and turned away. “I’m a maid, not an explorer. Who knows what you’d find in a place like that? I’d rather not- Whoa!”
Patricia, for all her good intentions, had left the bar of soap in the bucket when she brought it up to the room. It had spilled all over the floor with the water, and now happily fulfilled its soapy duties by providing a nice slippery surface f or Elara’s foot to slide on.
With a loud scream, Elara fell backward, tumbling into the secret passage. With an even louder snap, her shoe cracked loudly against the cobblestones, snapping the heel.
[Congratulations on exploring the Nearly Infinite Stairs of Pain!]
With a whack, Elara landed flat on her back. She found herself on a long, spiral staircase that plunged into the depths of the castle. Of course, she didn’t stop there, but proceeded to tumble, heels over head more often than head over heels, down the long and rather unpleasant staircase. At least one part of her body was whacked against just about every stair, disorienting her quite roundly. Suddenly, she caught a glimpse of something shimmery and white ahead and below her, and gasped.
“I need to stop! That’s-”
Pzzzzzzzzzzzzew!
Light flared around her as one last whack landed her onto the carpet at the bottom of the stairs. She groaned and slowly climbed back to her feet.
[Welcome, noble of Fortis Regnum! Your courage today has not gone unnoticed! The Guardians now bequeath upon you the desire of your heart!]
“Please let it be a puppy.” Elara slowly climbed back to her feet.
[You have been given a dual class! Please select from the following options!]
A great list appeared in front of Elara, but her head was swimming too badly to properly read it. What was this, anyway? She wasn’t a noble! She was just a maid!
Desperately, before she was discovered and punished, she tried to step back from the screen. As her nose touched the list, the point of impact flashed and blinked.
[Congratulations! You have chosen the [Fighter] class!]
[All your current skills will be accented by an increased Strength stat.]
[New and Exciting skills will be crafted for your blend of Fighter with… With…]
[…]
“Yes?” Elara blinked.
[Ahh… You seem to be a servant.]
“Yes.” Elara nodded, getting a bit annoyed. “Is that an issue?”
[No, no! It just means… I don’t know exactly what crosses over between a maid and a fighter. I’ll have to actually do some work for once. Terrible business. You servants are really quite good at it. Maybe I should hire someone.]
“I’ll show you a fighting maid.” Elara picked up her broom and held it up, rather like a sword. “You’re getting on my nerves even more than the Riotous Rummaging Rats of Ruin.”
[Ah-ha! Perfect! You’re already giving me ideas. This will be easy, just as long as you can keep doing that. Don’t know who thought of this whole dual-class thing. Terribly hard business, having to keep track of it all, but-]
“Ahem!”
[Of course! Welcome to your new dual class, Elara, Battle-Maid of Fortis Regnum!]






Chapter Two

 
“Elara!”
Patricia’s voice echoed through the air. Elara groaned and slowly sat up, rubbing her head. It hurt worse than the time that Bertram the Five Hundred-Seventy-Ninth had spiked the servants’ punch with dragon whiskey, though slightly less than the time that Gerald the Cook had accidentally dropped his hundred-gallon cauldron on her head. She looked down at herself, finding that she was still in her maid’s outfit, though how she had gotten back to her bedroom she couldn’t even begin to fathom.
“Hey, Patricia.” She rubbed her head and stood up. “What’s going on?”
“I could ask you the same thing!” Patricia crossed her arms and huffed. “You went into that room, and then we didn’t hear anything from you! Lots of fighting, and then it just went dead silent! The room hadn’t been zapped into oblivion, so we knew you were safe enough, but when we entered, you were gone! Poof! And left the room in quite a state, I’ll have you know. Where’d you go? How’d you get back here?”
“I… I don’t know.” Elara frowned, then shrugged. “Did the room get cleaned?”
“Of course it did!”
“Then I think that’s the most important part.” Elara nodded. “We should get on with our daily chores. What’s next?”
Patricia frowned. “You sure you’re not just going to run off again?”
“Hmm. I could ask you the same question.” Elara raised an eyebrow.
“Oh, don’t look at me like that! It’s nothing new!” Patricia started to bustle out of the room. “I ran just as fast that day that the Marauding Mice of Mold and Mildew attacked the kitchen.”
“Fair enough.” Elara reached for her broom and grabbed hold of it. As she did so, she thought she saw it flicker with a golden light, though she couldn’t be sure. “Now where are we heading? I’d like to do something normal.”
“Fair enough!” Patricia marched into the hall. “We have to clean out the Great Hall!”
“Which one?”
“Ahh… The third hall in the Red House Territory!”
Elara gritted her teeth, then followed Patricia as her friend swept down the hall as if nothing had happened. As she did so, though, Elara took a quick glance at her stats.
[Name: Elara]
[Occupation: Battle-Maid. Level: 55]
[Subclass: Seamstress (Level 25), Cook (Level 2)]
[Items:
	Magic Broom


	Magic Needle


	…]



Elara shook her head. Maybe it hadn’t been a dream. Still, there was no way to know for sure what it all meant. For now, she had a job to do, and that was that.
A great many servants bustled about them as the two maids made their way through the long, winding halls of the fortress. Soon enough, they entered a large hall, one fit for royalty. A great many of said nobles swirled about, going on their business of trying to look important, being important, doing important things, thinking about important things, and spying on other people. Nearby, a large set of double doors was clearly marked with the word “Dirty,” and Elara stepped up to take hold of the doorknobs.
“Ahem.”
A piece of paper bearing the word was thrust in front of her face. She frowned, then turned to find a hawk-nose monocle standing there, staring down at her disdainfully. His Servant-Speaker quickly whispered in the ear of the Servant-Message-Writer, who scribbled down a few notes before flipping it around.
“You aren’t going to bail like you did in the classroom, are you?” Elara read slowly. “Because if you are, we’d rather that you didn’t start working at all.”
Patricia snorted. “I’ll have you know that Elara is the best in the business. She stopped that room from getting blown up and dropped into the void, it doesn’t matter whether or not she abandoned the work partway through.”
“I didn’t.” Elara spoke up.
“Let’s not quibble about the specifics right now.” Patricia held up a hand. “Now, why don’t you tell your tomato-colored boss to go march right along so we can get to work?”
There was a pause. Another note was scribbled, furiously.
“We will march along, but on our own initiative, not yours.”
The three of them marched off in quick-step, and Elara rolled her eyes. She took a deep breath, then pushed the door open.
[Warning: You are about to enter a Dirty Room. The level of Dirtiness is [10]. Do you wish to continue?]
“Yeah, yeah.” Elara nodded, and it swung open to reveal a long table covered with the remnants of a great feast. Turkey legs were strewn about here and there alongside corn cobs, hamburgers, bags of chips, funnel cakes, hot dogs, cold dogs, lukewarm dogs, popcorn, and a few other odds and ends. The two maids pulled the door shut behind them, and waded through the mess.
“Alright, shall we do this the way we normally do it?” Patricia asked. “I’ll take care of the table, and you’ll take care of the floors?”
“Only if you actually clean the table and don’t just sit there eating all the food.”
“Hey! A girl’s got to get her food somehow.” Patrica picked up a drumstick off a plate at the end that looked to have never been touched. “The scraps they throw to us aren’t half this good.”
“You could go without eating for a month and not touch half the reserves you have built up.” Elara gave the broom a twirl, noticing another small shimmer of light.
“Are you calling me fat?” Patricia stood up to stare at her, hands on her hips.
“No, of course not!” Elara shook her head. “I’m just saying that when that skill, [Stored Food] came up back when we were kids, you probably should have read the fine print.”
“Fine print.” Patricia muttered and took a bite as she started picking up the plates and carrying them to a nearby dumbwaiter system. “Stupid nobles, always playing pranks on us just because they can.”
Elara chuckled, then took a deep breath. “Skill: Sweep!”
KA-BOOOOOOOM!!!
The broom flared with light, and with a great deal of flair, Elara swept up almost all the food and scattered trash in a fifty-foot-square area and launched it into the far wall. An ancient statue depicting Lord Henry the Ninety-First cracked and came tumbling down, now with several bananas driven into his nose, a whole turkey in his open mouth, and a pumpkin splattered across his vest. When he landed, the statue exploded into gravel.
Elara slowly put a hand over her mouth.
“Well, now you’re done for.” Patricia took another bite as she hauled a few more trays. “There’s no way you’re getting pardoned for that one, not after this morning.”
“I don’t even know how I did that.” Elara held up her broom. It was glittery, like it was made of gold and gemstones.
“Whoa!” Patricia finally noticed. “I bet that thing is cursed! You should get rid of it, right now. I’ll take it.”
“You’ll take it?” Elara raised an eyebrow.
“Yes! For… Safekeeping.”
Elara turned, then carefully placed the bristles against the ground once more. It began to glow a bit brighter. Patricia started to back up, but Elara grinned.
“And you’re sure you wouldn’t use it to cause mischief?”
“Never!”
“Then I’ll keep you in mind as a potential holder.” Elara picked up the broom and walked over to the mess. “For now, though, we need to get this picked up.”
She frowned, surveying the room. A trash can had been placed in the corner prior to the banquet, though it appeared to have been unused for anything except a basketball hoop, judging from the large pile of garbage spread around it.
“Take that thing and hold it at the center of the room!”
Patricia frowned, but grabbed the trash can and moved to more or less the center of the large hall. “Why’s that?”
“Because…” Elara slowly placed the tip of the broom against the ground once more, just behind the crumbled statue. “I’m going to try something. Tilt it forward… More… And…” She adjusted her aim a bit. “Skill! Sweep!”
With another flash of light, she swept the broom forward, carving the great pile from the floor. Gravel and stone were mixed with food and plates, and the whole lot of it was flung headlong at Patricia and the trash can. Patricia’s eyes opened wide, and she braced herself.
KA-BOOOOOOOM!!!
Elara’s aim was slightly off. The trash went straight past her friend and smashed into the door, just as the hawk-nosed noble stepped inside. Suddenly, it was him who was sporting several bananas in his nose, a turkey in his mouth, and a great many tomatoes splattered across his vest.
He gasped and staggered backward. His Servant Speaker fainted from shock. The Servant Message-Writer quickly whipped out his pencil and scratched out a note, which he flipped around to show to Elara.
“Gagging noises.” Elara read, then raised an eyebrow. She walked over and offered her hand to the noble, only for him to scramble up and race off down the hall. His two followers came in tow, and Elara grimaced and pulled the door shut.
“Maybe next time you’ll aim better!” Patricia called out from the middle of the room.
“Maybe next time you’ll catch better!” Elara retorted. She took a deep breath, then placed the broom in the right position once more. “Okay, Elara. You can do this. You have to learn how to do this, or you’ll never be able to do your job again and you’ll be cast out into the Wilderness where you’ll either starve or be eaten or have to disguise yourself as a boy so you can be hired as a page, until you fall in love with your master and trigger a series of complicated events that only time can untangle.”
“You read too much!” Patricia called out from the middle of the room.
“And you can’t read at all!”
“And I’m all the better for- Whoa!”
Elara gave one more sweep. The great pile of garbage was blasted into the trash can. To her surprise, it all fit quite well, leaving only poor Lord Henry the Ninety-First’s nose sticking out, now with a pineapple sticking out of it.
She laughed, and the two maids hauled the trash can over to the trash chute and dumped it. Down the chute it went, down the long, perilous drop into the foundations of the castle, where the Guardians lived amidst a great many monsters. There was a rumble from below, and Elara quickly pulled the door shut and turned to the rest of the mess.
“What now?” Patricia asked.
“Well…” Elara glanced at the Dirtiness of the room, which had fallen to an 8. “I’d say we get this done just about as quickly as we can.”
Ten minutes later, they were just leaving the room even as the Hawk-nosed royal came stomping back up. He had three more red-clothed royals with him, each of whom had their own train of servant-speakers. Hawk-nose’s eyes widened as the two maids swung the doors open, revealing the clean room.
“How’d you do it?” Hawk-nose’s Servant-Message-Writer quickly scratched out the note. “This room was a disaster!”`
“I suppose you can just chalk it up to the two best maids in Fortis Regnum!” Elara smiled and sauntered away. Patricia glanced at the three nobles and their noble pages, then nodded rapidly.
“Yes! Yes, of course. We must go. Tootle-ooh!”
She bustled after Elara, and Elara snorted.
“Tootle-ooh?”
“I get nervous around the nobles!” Patricia shrugged. “What do you expect of me?”
Elara nodded and smiled. As she reached the door to the servant’s passageway, though, she felt eyes boring into her from behind. Glancing over her shoulder, she found Hawk-nose glaring at her through his monocle. She shuddered. He was angry, absolutely furious, downright boiling!. She ducked into the passage and made her escape.
As much as she was putting on a brave face in front of Patricia, truly, she didn’t have the faintest idea what was happening to her. That fact needed to change, and change quickly, if she was going to survive and keep her job.






Chapter Three

 
“Hey, Gerald.” Elara poked her head through the kitchen door, where a particularly pungent smell was wafting through the air, rising from a pot over the flames. The cook turned and grinned at her, inviting her to enter, which she did. “What are we making today?”
“Soup!” Gerald nodded down at the pot. “Today we got… Discarded shoe soles, moldy cheese, rotten vegetables, and wood shavings.”
“Yum!” Elara’s stomach rumbled. “You can turn anything into a good meal, I always say.”
“It don’t taste near as good as what the nobles get, but I reckon it’s just our lot in life, being servants and all.” Gerald patted his belly. “In any case, you can see it’s good enough for keeping your stomach full and your muscles healthy. Now, what can I do for you. This just has to sit and simmer until all the leather from the shoes is dissolved, and that can take a few hours, so I’m all yours if you need it.”
“Actually, I could use your help.” Elara confessed. She glanced over her shoulder. Patricia had gone back to her own room after the incident in the great hall, but Elara still felt as though she was being watched. “I need a private place to practice something.”
“Is that so?” Gerald frowned. “What sort of something are we talking about? Murder?”
“No.”
“Batting your eyelids?”
“No.”
Gerald scratched his head and wiped his brow. “Well, if you’re not planning on killing one of the nobles or making him fall in love with you, I don’t reckon I know what you’d be wanting to do that’s so secretive.”
Elara sighed. “I… I don’t want to talk here.”
“Well, you’ve always been like a daughter to me.” Gerald shrugged. “Let me see what I can find!” He stomped over to a scroll hanging on the wall of the kitchen, then frowned and leaned close to it. “Hmm… No… No… No… Maybe… Definitely not… Ah-ha! Here’s a nice little courtyard. Good and secluded, and you ought to be able to do just about whatever you want without fear.” He nodded firmly. “Come with me! We’re out to Farmer John’s!”
Elara nodded with a smile. The two of them stepped into the hallway and set out. It took them a good two miles of winding castle corridors, confusing hallways, and weird seemingly pointless lobbies untilthey came to a large, wooden door. Gerald knocked on it.
“Farmer John! Gerald to see you!”
There was a long pause, and the door clicked open. An elderly man poked his head out into the passage, and he smiled.
“Oh, it’s you!” His voice was watery, and he beckoned them inside. “Please, come in, come in! Always a pleasure to have you here. I’ll be with you in just a moment, just a moment indeed. Have to feed the chickens.”
Elara nodded her thanks and stepped through the doorway into a lovely little farm. It consisted of roughly three acres of land all covered with vegetables and wheat and corn. The farm was sandwiched between two large spires, both of which stretched as high into the sky as she could see. One flew red flags, the other blue. From above, the sound of hammering could be heard, and she frowned.
“They’ve been working on those towers for the better part of three centuries now, each one trying to outdo the other.” Farmer John gestured upward. “They say the upper parapets are so high that the workers can’t breathe up there. They have to take real deep breaths down lower, and then walk up and work until they pass out. Then, they get caught by these big nets the nobles strung out just below the boundary of the atmosphere.”
A sharp whistle cut the air, and a servant clad in worker’s attire fell down from the red tower and landed in a small pool of water with a great splash. The worker staggered out of the pool, rubbing his head as he groaned.
“‘Course, sometimes they miss.” Farmer John walked over to a chicken coop, where he started scattering some seeds. “Now, what can I do for you?”
“Elara here needed a quiet sort of place to get away from things.” Gerald shrugged. “I figured that here was as good a place as any.”
“Ahh! Well, she wouldn’t be the first heartbroken girl who came here wanting to get away from it all.”
“I’m not heartbroken!” Elara snapped.
“I think she wants to kill someone, personally.” Gerald commented.
“I don’t! I just…” Elara gritted her teeth, then turned to look around. Of the two sides of the farm that weren’t bordered by the towers, one of them was blocked by a large wall, but the other was blocked by a far shorter wall, one looking out over the Wilderness. She could just see a few treetops beyond. That, though, evaded her notice as she gave her broom a twirl. “Sweep!”
With a mighty foom, she flashed across the farm, sweeping up a great many watermelons in a single pass. They all came crashing down into a wheelbarrow near the blue tower, and Farmer John frowned in admiration.
“Not too shabby! Can’t say as I’ve seen that one before.”
“I’m not done yet.” Elara twirled the broom, then gritted her teeth. It was time to see what she could do. “Scrub the floor!”
A sponge appeared in one hand, and a rag in the other. With a great ka-boom, she knelt down and blasted a large crater in the ground, sending dirt and topsoil raining down all around them. Gerald and Farmer John clapped, and she stood up once more, then raced at the wall.
“Wipe!”
The sponge and the rag remained, but her feet left the ground as she slammed into the stone. She was launched upward like an arrow, blasting years of lichen growth from the wall. She reached the top, and for an instant was allowed to gaze out over the extensive wilderness, before she came tumbling down to land on the ground once more. She performed a perfect dodge-roll to come out of the fall, utterly unharmed, though her dress was muddy and a bit tattered.
“Rapid Tidying!”
Her body became a streak of light as she raced back and forth across the farmyard, gathering up the remaining vegetables, the eggs from the chickens, scattered tools, and other such things. The edible goods were all piled up into a large basket not far from the red tower, while the tools were all put away in the shed. She gasped as she came to a stop, and Farmer John nodded.
“I’ll hire you. Two pennies a day. How’s that compare to your current salary?”
“What’s a salary?” Elara took a deep breath as she recovered, then glanced at Gerald. “And that’s what I’m dealing with.”
“Hmm.” Gerald stroked his large, rather flabby chin. “How’d you wind up with all that, anyhow?”
Elara explained. As she did so, Gerald nodded slowly, then lowered his voice.
“What you’re looking at is something that us servants aren’t allowed to know about.”
“Really?” Elara felt her heart beginning to race with excitement. “What is it?”
“Truth be told, I don’t know much myself.” Gerald grimaced. “I just know bits and pieces I’ve picked up from the nobles when I serve them food and things. What I’ve heard is that the castle’s foundation is magical, and that it’s maintained by these things called the Guardians. They’re powerful entities, and they’re the ones who give all the magic and skills and things to us.”
“And you think one of them gave me my dual-class?” Elara frowned in thought.
“I think it’s possible.” Gerald nodded. “They follow rules, even when they don’t want to. If one of them set up that glowing orb of power, and you stumbled into it, it would be duty bound to observe whatever rules it had set up, even if no one else knew about it.”
“Interesting.” Elara frowned, then looked down at her broom. “Now I just have to figure out what to do with it.”
“I’d say you can do a whole lot with it.” Farmer John smiled. “Three pennies a day! Last offer.”
“Did you get anything else magical?” Gerald asked. “Besides the broom?”
“I… I think so.” Elara nodded slowly. She opened up her inventory, then drew out her trusty old needle. It had served her mother, and her mother’s mother, and her mother’s mother’s mother, all down the line to the very foundation of Fortis Regnum. It too had gained a shiny gold color and left a silvery trail through the air as she waved it back and forth. “I don’t know what it does yet, but I’m sure I’ll figure it out. I have some needlework to do, so that’ll be a good place to test it out.”
"Excellent!” Gerald beamed. “What do you know? Elara, our own maid, becoming a battle-maid! Never seen anything like it!”
“And I doubt we’ll see anything like it again.” Farmer John frowned, his watery eyes looking out at her quizzically. “Tell me, young lady, do you think you could use your new powers for good?”
“No. I’m fully intending on using my powers to become the Dark Lady of the Fortress.” Elara raised an eyebrow.
“Oh! Then I beg you to remember me when you come into your rule.” Farmer John dropped to one knee.
“No, I-” Elara rolled her eyes.
A sharp whistling noise echoed through the air. Another servant plummeted down and landed in the basket of food next to the red tower. Vegetables exploded, raining down all around them. The man staggered upright and glanced around.
“Oh! My lady! Didn’t see you there.” He dropped to one knee right next to Farmer John as well.
“I’m not a royal!” Elara waved her hands. “Get up.”
“Then why are we kneeling?” The man lifted his eyes to look up at her.
“‘Cause she’s powerful and is going to take over the fortress.” Farmer John answered.
“Really?” The servant brightened. “That’s something I could get behind!”
“I’m not-”
Another whistling noise heralded the fall of yet another servant. This one landed atop melons with a loud splat. Red pulp exploded across the farm, coating everything in a thick layer of the slime. As that servant, a woman, shook her head and stood up, she frowned at the group.
“What’s going on?”
“Elara the maid is leading a revolution!”
“A revolution?” The woman lit up. “You mean… We servants wouldn’t have to hold our breath until we pass out anymore?”
“Nope!”
“And we wouldn’t have to eat moldy cheese and old shoes?” Gerald grinned.
“That’s right!” Farmer John stood up, waving his hands. “Elara the Dark Lady of Fortis Regnum!”
“Champion of the lower classes!”
“Hero of the servants!”
“Leader of the outcasts!”
“Bringer of light!”
The cheers continued, echoing higher and higher up into the towers. Though Elara couldn’t see them, a great many servants heard this cry, and, recognizing the voices of their fellow servants who had just fallen, they realized that they very much wanted to be close to the action. Thus, all of them, all at once, quickly drew in deep breaths, cut the nets to prevent their falls, and rushed up to the peaks of the two towers.
A minute later, as Elara struggled to calm down the crowd, two large nets landed on the ground with a loud thump, followed by a rain of three dozen servants tumbling down from the sky.
“There’s nothing left on the farm for them to land on!” Farmer John cried out. “What are they going to do? Who’s going to save them?”
Elara’s mind whirred, and she looked down at the nets, then drew out her magic needle. She didn’t have a clue if it would work, but…
“I need this fixed, now!”
Her needle blazed with light, and she lunged forward. The ropes rose up off the ground, and a golden thread erupted from the eye of the needle. It flashed through the air like an arrow, so fast that those watching couldn’t tell if it was being held by her hand or not. The two nets woven into one giant net, one that swept up all the falling servants.
As they all climbed out and shook their heads to clear away the cobwebs, the cry of the servants shook the very air itself.
“Elara!”
“Battle-Maid Seamstress!”
“Our hero!”
“Our Champion!”
“Lead us to victory!”
“Stick it to the nobles!”
“Throw them down from their chairs!”
“Clean them out like yesterday’s trash!”
The shouting and cheering continued long after Elara made her escape from the small (and now quite destroyed) farm. She raced back down the halls, desperate to get to her bedroom and escape it all.
If she had noticed a hawk-nosed, red-suited noble watching her progress, she would have been even more terrified. Of course, as he was watching her using a good bit of magic, peering through the eyes of paintings, the visors of suits of armor, and other such places, it would have been nearly impossible for her to know such a thing, but… Well… Such a thing was the case, and whether or not she knew it, her life was about to change faster than a greased light bulb.






Chapter Four

 
“What are you doing?” Patricia poked her head around the doorframe and blinked down at Elara. She was lying on her bed, staring at the ceiling.
“I’m flying through the sky on a Silken Swan of Soothing Scenery. What does it look like I’m doing?”
“Staring at the ceiling trying to see if you can burn holes in it.” Patricia walked over to the bed and held out her hand. “It won’t work, trust me. Tried it once. Wasted a good three days, and not even a little bit of smoke for all my troubles.”
“What are you talking about?” Elara shook her head and sat up, snorting a bit at her friend.
“You! You’re the talk of the castle! Well, of the servants, anyhow. Don’t know if the nobility have taken proper notice of you yet, but you know how that goes.” Patricia shrugged. “They’re all saying that you’re about to rise up and become the Dark Lady of Fortis Regnum.”
“I’m not.” Elara shook her head. “Besides, who would want to live under a dark lady? Remember that time with Lord Blackhand the One thousand, three hundred and thirteenth took over the southern wing?”
“Yeah.” Patricia sighed deeply, then straightened. “That actually wasn’t all that bad. We got to decide if we worked days or nights, and only got flogged once a week!”
“You’re saying you want me to go goth?” Elara crossed her arms.
“Honestly? If someone could wear it and make it work, it would be you.” Patricia shrugged. “As far as working conditions go, I’d give it up to a coin toss. If you’re going to be taking over the castle anyway, might as well have fun doing it.”
“I’m not taking over the castle!” Elara snapped. “I’m just a maid.”
“And I’m just the emperor’s daughter.” Patricia waggled a feather-duster at her friend, then pulled an envelope out of her pocket. “And anyway, I came here for a reason. You’ve been summoned for a special cleaning job, if your ladyship isn’t above such things.”
“Give me that.” Elara snatched the envelope out of Patricia’s hand. She sat down on the edge of the bed and tore it open.
Inside was a simple assignment slip, the sort given out every now and again when there were special duties to take care of. She squinted at the page as she started to read it.
“Lord Penniworth the Five Thousandth requests Alara the Maid to come to the Deepest Dungeon of Dastardly Darkness for a special cleaning job. Reward: Fifty Regnums.”
“Fifty Regnums!” Patricia gasped. “That’s more money than I’ve seen in my entire life! You could buy a new bed with that! Might even let you move to one of the House-specific servant units.”
“Maybe.” Elara read the note again. “What do you know of Lord Penniworth?”
“His father, Lord Penniworth the Four Thousand, Nine Hundred and Ninety Ninth worked with my father. He’s from House Purple. Seems like a reasonable chap, leastways from my father’s stories.” Patricia shrugged. “Why?”
“It just smells like a trap.”
“Ahh, you’re reading too much into things!” Patricia waved her hand dismissively. “This is a chance! Take it!”
“I’m not reading into things.” Elara lifted the letter to her nose and took a small sniff. “It literally smells like a trap. Rust, mold, all the things you’d expect from someone who was up to no good. This letter wasn’t written at a writing desk.”
“And I think you’ve got a fair bit of rust and mold in your brain.” Patrica shooed Elara up and toward the door. “Now go! Before I go in your place.”
Elara smiled and nodded, then put on a determined expression and set out. The Purple House was located on the northern side of the fortress, almost three miles from her home, so the journey took a while. She only got lost twice. Once, she accidentally entered the Dastardly Dungeon of Deepest Darkness, and then to the Darkened Dungeon of Dastardly Deepness, but eventually found her way to the Deepest Dungeon of Dastardly Darkness. Elara approached the small, wooden door, expecting to find Lord Penniworth.
Instead, she only found the word “Derty” written across the wood in crayon. The door was open just a crack.
“That’s odd.” She paused, then stepped up and gave a small knock.
[Warning: You are about to enter a Dungeon. The level of Danger is 99. Would you like to continue?]
“That doesn’t seem right.” Elara frowned, and nearly turned around, but then paused. A summons was a summons, and if she refused, she could be punished! Maybe she would be flogged, maybe she would be hung, maybe beheaded, maybe given a slap across the wrist with a ruler. It was hard to know, but she was certain that it would be unpleasant.
The only thing she could do was to press forward. Cautiously, she reached out with her broom and prodded open the door just a smidge.
The resulting squeak echoed loudly through the hall, revealing a long, dark passage. She stepped inside, and the door slammed tightly shut, then locked.
Suddenly, she was in pitch darkness. Her broom began to glow, and she felt a small smile coming across her.
The passage was disgusting and in dire need of cleaning, of that there could be no doubt. Bones, most of them human, were strewn along the walls. There were skulls and hips and ribs and a great many others, all of them displaying a great many teeth marks. The walls were scratched deeply by something with long claws, and Elara whistled.
“This is going to be quite a job.”
She thought for a moment, then opened her inventory and pulled out a [Bottomless Urn], which was always useful for cleaning up bones and such things in older parts of the castle. She hurried down to the end of the hallway, lay it on the ground on its side, and then returned to the entrance. Carefully, she lined up her shot, and then with one great [Sweep] she launched all the bones into the urn.
There was a mighty crash and a rattle.
She nodded, pleased.
“Good enough! Now for the other side!”
The opposite side of the passage she cleaned just as fast. At the end of the hallway was another doorway, which opened into a massive, gaping sort of room. Elara wasn’t quite ready for that yet, so she pulled out a sponge and crouched down, running her finger along the cobblestones.
Something growled and snarled behind her, but she ignored it. If Lord Penniworth the Five Thousandth didn’t like her methods, he would just have to do it himself.
“Wow! Looks like this place hasn’t been cleaned in a thousand years.” Elara frowned. She placed the sponge against the stone, then gritted her teeth. “Scrub Floor!”
Suds exploded through the air as she started along, blasting up a millennium of dirt accumulation. It was hard going, fragments flew through the air like shrapnel. A few of them cut her cheeks or nicked her maid’s outfit, but she persisted, and soon reached the main door once more.
She sighed and climbed back to her feet, then turned around to appreciate her work. A startled cry of dismay escaped her lips.
Lying across the ground were a dozen dead wargs! They were huge and ugly, each one twice as big as any ordinary wolf, and all of them dead and bleeding over her floor, ruining her hard work! She scowled, then drew out her broom.
“Sweep!”
The carcasses were blasted back into the open room. She bent down and scrubbed the floor once more, mopping up all the blood as best she could. She didn’t know exactly how the bodies had gotten there, but come they had, and that was enough for her. When she finished, she turned and wiped down the walls as well, then the ceiling. It was shimmering in her broomlight by the time she was done, and she nodded in satisfaction.
“And there we have it! Done and done.”
She took a deep breath and sauntered toward the open room, pleased with her work. As she stepped through that final doorway, she felt the air grow hot, and flames exploded to life all around the walls.
“Why have you come here?” The voice erupted through the room, shaking the very foundations.
Elara frowned and scanned around. The room was a large dome, a hundred feet across at least, with the flames coming from a narrow trench that ringed the room. Standing in front of the flames were dozens of statues, all depicting great and proud warriors.
All these statues, though, were covered in bat guano and moss. Elara clicked her tongue.
“I’ve come here on an urgent cleaning job.” She shrugged. “And it looks like I was none too soon! Who are these statues?”
“They are my victims!” The voice rumbled even louder. “The ones who dared to cross me!”
“Right, but do you even know who they are?” She walked up to the first one and frowned, then started scrubbing away at the face. “I mean, this could be a man or a woman or a king or a peasant, and you’d never know!”
“I know enough!” There was another roar, and a great many bats detached themselves from the ceiling and started flying for the exit.
Elara scowled and stepped back to cover it. “You are not pooping on my clean floor!”
Caught between the voice and an angry maid, the bats returned to their roosts. Elara gave a small nod.
Suddenly, a good portion of the middle of the floor collapsed. From the hole climbed out a hundred feet tall giant covered in thick, black hair.
Glancing down into the newfound pit, Elara found that he was standing on stone about thirty feet below her, leaving the other seventy feet of him to protrude into the air. He carried a club, and he snarled fiercely.
“You’ll never survive this encounter with me, the Great Gratuitous Jumping Giant named George!”
“Right. I won’t survive.” Elara snorted and began scrubbing once more. “You’ll never guess, but I’m also descended from Peter the Perfect himself.”
“I knew it!” George the Giant snarled and lifted his club. Elara frowned and stepped around the statue to get to the back, and the club came crashing down where she had been standing.
“You might watch your swing there.” Elara called up to him. “If you want this place clean, you can’t hinder the help!”
“I don’t want this place clean!”
“Oh, really?” Elara took a deep breath. “Scrub Floors!”
Her sponge gave a brilliant flash of light, and she finished off the statue with a flourish. It wasn’t a floor, but the skill worked well enough. The statue emerged from its grime, gleaming brilliantly in the firelight. A great many beams of said light flashed in George’s eyes, and he howled and staggered backward, blinded.
“What wretched scum has emerged to fight me? You’ll pay for that! With your life!”
“How about I use the fifty Regnums I’m being paid for this?” Elara started walking on to the next statue, unconcerned.
“Fifty Regnums?” George froze, still blinking spots out of his eyes. “That’s all they’re paying you? I should be worth at least a million!”
Elara shrugged. “Times are hard, what can I say?”
“ARG!” George began to flail about, striking around blindly.
Elara slowly and methodically moved from statue to statue, cleaning them up, until no fewer than thirty statues beamed in the light, reflecting their brightness into George’s eyes. The poor giant was confused, unable to do more than howl in frustration. Luckily for the giant, Elara knew just how to help.
“And now I think it’s time to give you a haircut.” She marched forward, pulling a pair of scissors from her inventory. After a look at his hair, she put them back and pulled out some hedge shears. After a little more thinking, she put those back and pulled out a lawnmower. It was the type that has the bars that spin when they’re pushed forward, which was quite the fad at the time in Fortis Regnum. The giant, blinded as he was, was utterly unprepared as Elara braced herself and rushed forward.
“Wipe Glass!”
Once more, the command wasn’t quite accurate, but glass was a vertical surface, and the giant was vertical, so… In any case, she was launched upward in a blur of light, cutting a long strip out of his thick hair from his knee all the way up to his head. As she ended the strike, she came tumbling back down, landing with a thunk about where she had started.
Giant hair floated down like black snow. On a whim, she gathered up a bit of it. George the Giant howled in agony from having his head, legs, and chest lawnmowed and stumbled backward.
His knees caught on the edge of the pit, and, still blind, he fell backward to crash into the wall. The flaming wall. The remaining tufts of his hair burst into flame almost immediately on account of the countless arrows, dried body parts, vats of boiling oil, and other such things that had gotten stuck in his hair over the years.
He howled and writhed about, and a few moments later, lay still. His entire body (save for the one little strip that Elara had cut) was blackened and burned, and he was quite dead.
[Congratulations! You have cleared a Dungeon!]
“No, I haven’t.” Elara crossed her arms. “Do you see how messy this place still is? I haven’t touched the floor yet, and that’s not to say anything about the walls!”
[Umm…]
“You just let me finish up, and I’ll decide when I’m finished.” Elara declared, and bent down to start scrubbing away at the floor.
[This is most unusual.]
“If you want to help, you could go throw that body into the void or something.” Elara retorted. “And get rid of these bats! I don’t want them pooping on anything.”
[Would you not rather have this giant chest of rewards?]
A treasure chest appeared in front of her in a flash of light. It was open, and was brimming with gold, silver, gemstones, and more. She scowled at it, though, and slammed it back shut.
“I’m being paid fifty Regumns to clean the room, not steal a noble’s treasure. You don’t know what they might do to us if the nobles found out! Now be a good disembodied voice and clean away the giant and the bats, and then we can talk about things.”
There was a long pause.
A rift ripped open in space and time, revealing a great empty blackness. Invisible hands lifted the giant and slung him out into that great void. The bats followed an instant later. Then the rift closed with a rumble, allowing Elara to get back to work, which she was quite pleased with.
Satisfied, she gave a head nod to the voice, then went back to work, scrubbing and polishing and sweeping.
The hour was well past dinner time when she finished. Wiping the sweat from her brow, she stood up and forced her aching legs back up the main passage, where the door remained firmly locked. She reached out and turned the knob, only to pull it open to find nobles standing there.
There were three of them, to be exact. The professor from the Dust Bunny incident. Hawk-Nose. A little, rather fat boy, wearing a purple uniform. All three of them (and, of course, their page boys) gasped as she emerged, and she turned to scrub the word “Durty” off the door itself.
“And there we go. Done and done, returned to a state of cleanliness.” She turned and nodded to them all. “Next time, could you please try to keep your dungeons a bit cleaner? Maybe send the warriors inside with a broom and a mop, or something? That work could have been saved by just a little bit of maintenance.” She regarded the fat purple boy. “You’ll be Lord Penniworth the Five Thousandth? I’ll take my fifty Regnums now.”
Lord Penniworth stuck his nose up into the air. A page boy stepped up next to him and did the same thing. Beside him, a second page boy mimicked it. Beside him, a third page boy whispered in the ear of Hawk-nose’s Servant Speaker, who in turn whispered in the ear of the Servant-Message-Writer, who in turn wrote out a note and handed it to Lord Penniworth, who in turn handed it to his first page boy, who made a few edits before turning it to Elara.
“If you think you’re actually getting that money, you’re as crazy as my grandmother!” The edit added the words “(the queen).” It then continued, “You’re a coward who ran, and who has probably spent the last twelve hours banging on the door begging to be let out until the Guardians finally had pity on you.”
Elara raised an eyebrow, then crossed her arms. “I was told to clean out that dungeon. That dungeon is clean.” She gripped the broom a bit tighter. The three nobles flinched back slightly. “Go look at it for yourself.”
Professor Dorberson the Three Hundred Twenty-Eighth stepped past Hark-Nose and Lord Penniworth the Five Thousandth and entered the dungeon. A moment later, the elderly man emerged, blinking with shock and nodding slowly.
“She’s… Ahh…”
Hawk-Nose suddenly took a much keener interest, and ducked into the room. The message-writer began scribbling frantically on his notepad. His pencil burned through three sheets of paper at once. Lord Penniworth glanced inside, then sniffed and walked away.
Elara gritted her teeth. She still hadn’t gotten paid for the job. She didn’t usually work for pay, of course, but to have it promised and not given? Unthinkable! She scowled, then turned and marched away, back toward her bedroom.
She was exhausted after a hard day’s work, ready for a good night’s rest. After that… Maybe she would consider the Dark Lady business a bit more seriously.






Chapter Five

 
Elara scowled as she sat on her bed, mending her maid’s outfit. She wore her secondary maid’s attire, which wasn’t much different from her primary outfit except for being a bit less fancy. Her main outfit was torn clean through in a dozen different places. She frowned down at it.
Patricia bustled inside. “Elara! I thought I’d find you here.”
“Hey, Pat.” Elara took out her magic needle, then paused. “How are things this morning?”
“Oh, you know.” Patricia shrugged. “Lord Lightfoot summoned me to his chambers for a good flogging. I think I’m going to get a new scar from this one!”
“Really?” Elara stood up and tossed her outfit to the side. “Let me see!”
“Right here, on my arm!” Patricia rolled up her left sleeve, where a particularly large wound stood up. “The flogger slipped and missed my back.”
“Gnarly!” Elara grinned and sat back down.
“I know, right?” Patricia sighed, then shrugged. “Well, I’m to go run the laundry in the Teetering Tower for Teenagers, Boy’s Wing, Yellow House.”
Elara wrinkled her nose. “Gross. Best of luck!”
“Thanks! I’ll need it.” Patricia started to walk from the room. “The last time I did laundry there, I was scrubbing for two days straight just trying to get all the mud stains out of their knees. Beats me what those boys get into, but boys will be boys, I suppose, and the nobles have almost no restraint.”
“I’ll hear that again.” Elara nodded to her friend as Patricia walked out into the hall, then returned to her sewing. She lifted the magic needle, only for a message to appear.
[Magic Sewing: Which thread would you like to use?]
[Magic Golden Thread]
[Magic Silver Thread]
[Magic Copper Thread]
[Giant Hair]
“I can use giant hair?” Elara blinked in surprise. “Does that do anything?”
[Giant Hair: Effects: Makes any outfit stronger, though slightly more itchy. Strength and itchiness increase as the amount of hair used increases.]
“Interesting." Elara chuckled and selected “Golden Thread.” She started to sew, her practiced hands guiding the needle perfectly. The needle itself seemed to help out, sometimes leaping out of her hand when she slipped. Not a single stitch was dropped, and her outfit soon sparkled. The tears now shined with glory, and she held up the outfit for a moment, then changed out of her secondary outfit and into her main one. She felt almost like royalty when she started to leave the room.
However, at the doorstep, she caught sight of Patricia’s set of maid outfits hanging in the wardrobe. A flash of orneriness came over her, and she sewed several strands of giant hair into the shoulders. It wasn’t much, just enough to make her a little uncomfortable, and would be good for a laugh later down the line. With her friend pranked, Elara slipped out into the hall, and started making her way through the hall.
Her new threads glittered in the light, and she realized that it did make her a bit conspicuous. As she reached the kitchen and poked her head inside, she found Gerald stirring the pot, which now had a distinctly mildew-y smell to it.
“Mmm! Smells good.” Elara stepped inside. “What are you working on today?”
“Today, I got… Stale socks, old hairbrushes, and bread crumbs.” Gerald answered, taking a sip from a ladle.
“The socks! That’s what I’m smelling.” Elara nodded and grinned. “Always nice when the nobles throw us a bone.”
“Indeed. Now, what can I do for you?” Gerald turned to her.
“I just stopped in to say hello. I’m off to the market." Elara shrugged. “I don’t have any money, except for a few pennies I’ve saved up, but I need a few odds and ends.”
“Didn’t get paid?” Gerald nodded knowingly.
“I knew it was a long shot, too good to be true, but I’d rather be broke than hung.” Elara shrugged. “It was quite a job, too.”
“Oh, trust me, I heard!” Gerald nodded with a grin. “I had to cook breakfast for Lord Penniworth the Five Thousandth this morning. He was all up in arms about it. Said he’d expected you to die in there.”
“I’m lucky I didn’t!” Elara snorted. “That place was filthy! I can’t believe it hadn’t tipped 100 on the dirtiness scale. Ought to have been sucked into the void a hundred or three years ago, but I suppose that’s just how things go sometimes.”
“Aye.” Gerald nodded. “Well, off with you! I imagine you’ll have a new assignment just as soon as they can come up with one for you.”
Elara stood and curtsied, then strode off, down the corridor toward the market. She had to travel through territory controlled by the Orange House, who had a proclivity for tricking travelers into artsy little shrines and overall horrendous waysigns, but she knew the route and reached her destination soon enough. The servants of the area were a bit more affluent, which was why the market had been built in that quarter of the castle. ‘Course, the nobles would shut it down just as soon as they found it, they had already done so once or twice just in the time that Elara had been around, but a new one would always be set up.
In any event, she soon reached a small grate set in the wall of a small passage, just off a main, red-carpeted Noble hall. She glanced out, making sure there were no nobles coming, and then bent down and pulled it up.
Three Strange, Slinking Sewer Rats of Stinking Sewage came charging forward, but Elara was ready, and tossed them a few pieces of cheese. They calmed down, and she was able to slip past them and into the main sewer. There, ankle-deep in filthy water, she slogged along until she came to a small, wooden door, pulled that aside, and stepped into an underground cistern lit by a few flickering torches.
All around, merchants sat at booths made out of crates and cardboard and tarps and tin and dried strips of meat, just about anything they could find that could be hammered together to form a structure. Some were selling moldy fruit, some peddled moldy vegetables, some offered moldy meat, some had moldy shoes, and a few even had some moldy furniture.
Elara reached into her pocket and jingled around the few pennies she had managed to accumulate, then walked up to the closest shoe-seller.
“What can I do for you?” The man looked up and scowled at her. “You’ve got mighty nice clothes to be down here. I reckon you’re a noble in disguise.”
“What?” Elara looked down at her clothing, then grimaced as she saw the golden threads. “No, that’s not it at all! This is just-”
“I agree!” A fruit-seller just next to her stood up and pointed. “A noble! There’s a noble down here! Everyone scatter!”
Elara rolled her eyes. “Yeah, I’m a noble, the queen herself!”
“It’s the queen!”
“The queen’s here?”
“Bow down!”
“No, don’t bow! Run!”
Elara scowled as the shoe seller tried to jump out of his booth. She whipped out her broom, which began to glow rather menacingly. The cobbler froze, and she nodded back at the stall.
“You get inside there. Now.”
The cobbler nodded, then slowly stepped back into the booth.
“Now, you listen to me.” Elara spoke slowly. “I’m not the queen. I’m a maid with a magic needle. I need a new pair of shoes.”
“Magic needle?” Suddenly, everyone who had been running away started to turn and come back. “Wait… Is that her?”
“It’s Elara!”
“She saved me from falling!”
“I didn’t know she was a queen.”
“That was a fast revolution!”
“My lady! Accept my fealty!”
All around her, people dropped to their knees, or even prostrated themselves entirely before her.
Elara bit her lip, trying to figure out her next move.
A long pause stretched on into awkwardness, and the cobbler cleared his throat.
“How… How can we serve you?”
“You can help me take over the castle, I suppose.” Elara rolled her eyes. “Just give me some new sho-”
“I thought she already took over the castle?”
“She did! Dark Lady and everything!”
“No! She’s the Queen now!”
“But she’s wanting help taking over the castle.”
“Maybe this is one of those Declaration things, where you say something before you actually take possession of it.”
“Can you wave the broom?”
“Or sew something! Here, I’ll cut my sleeve on something!”
Elara took a deep breath. “I just want a new pair of shoes!”
The cobbler nodded and turned to his long row of shoes. “Well, you don’t have to yell. What suits your fancy? Take anything you want, for free! A down payment on your new crusade!”
“I’m not-”
“Here, take my shoes!”
“No, take mine!”
“I’ll give you my daughter’s shoes!”
“I can make you some shoes out of my bed frame!”
Elara sighed deeply. Thankfully, she was suddenly provided with a way to escape the situation when the ground rumbled. Everyone in the market froze, and slowly looked up.
Boom.
Scrape.
Crash!
BOOM!
With one final rumble, a great claw tore through the ceiling, dumping a great deal of stone and dirt down onto the marketplace. Sunlight streamed inside, and dozens of fair-skinned heads peered down.
“We have servants not working! Servants not working!” Several criers hollered out. “Send in the troops!”
Half a dozen noble guards rushed forward, right past the Digging Dragon used for Delving into Darkened hiDeouts. The six men, all clad in shiny orange suits of armor, marched down in perfect synchrony.
The servants all began to scream and sprinted off.
“There’s a noble down here! Everyone run!”
“Save yourselves!”
“Save Elara!”
“Save the revolution!”
“For the revolution!”
“For the Dark Lady of Fortis Regnum”
“I just want a new pair of shoes!” Elara protested, but was picked up by three separate people (all of whom initially ran in different directions, which rather hurt), and borne off down one of the many sewers connected to the marketplace.
Soon, she was gone, away from her shoes… And more certain that ever that trouble was brewing in Fortis Regnum, and that she was about to find herself at the dead center of it.






Chapter Six

 
When Elara arrived back at her room, she was two pennies poorer (they had fallen out in the mad rush away from the marketplace), had no new shoes, and had earned an even greater infamy than before. She was tossed onto her bed, and the other servants all ran out. Elara sighed and flopped back, only for Patricia to walk inside.
“Hey.”
“Hey, yourself.” Elara murmured. Noticing a large red stain across the front of Patricia’s uniform, she jolted upright. “What happened to you?”
“Nothing interesting. Tried to sneak a tomato when I was cleaning up after a banquet over in the Green House.” Patricia shrugged. “One of them was mighty good with a whip. He smacked it good, and it exploded. Don’t know if it’ll stain, but I reckon I’ve got to change before I get called out again.”
“Weren’t you supposed to be cleaning laundry?” Elara raised an eyebrow.
“Well… I happened to pass the hall, and it just smelled so good…”
Elara chuckled and nodded, while Patricia changed into one of her other outfits. She grimaced a bit as she slipped it over her shoulders, then scratched the spot.
“Doesn’t seem to fit quite right. Did you fiddle with my uniform?”
“Me?” Elara batted her eyes. “I’ve never done anything like that. Ever.”
“I’m watching you.” Patricia chuckled and started to turn away. “Well, I’ve got another job. You do, too. I checked the bulletin board, and you’ve got more requests than IT support.”
“I’ll go check them out, then.” Elara sighed and stood up. “Remind me what IT stands for, again? I can never remember.”
“Imperial Toilets.” Patricia answered. “They’re the ones who do all the castle’s plumbing. Most of the time they just tell you to empty the bowl and fill it back up again, but if I could do that, I wouldn’t be calling them!”
“Right, right.” Elara nodded.
The two maids swept out into the hall together, and Patricia angled for the bulletin board at the end of the hall. Sure enough, her folder was overflowing with job requests, so much so that the little push-pins were all starting to get pulled out. She frowned and reached for them, only for an armored hand to settle on her shoulder.
“Are you Elara, Dark Lady of Fortis Regnum?”
Elara turned to find an orange-armored guard standing there, his feathery plume so tall that it brushed the ceiling.
“Yeah, that’s totally me.” Elara crossed her arms. “Do I look like a dark lady?”
The guard paused for a moment. “Personally, I don’t think it would go great with your complexion.”
“Excuse me.” Patricia turned to face the noble. “But she could totally pull it off.”
“Nah. Her skin’s too dark.” The guard shrugged. “Maybe if she really buffed the color out of her cheeks. Plus, that hair?”
“What about my hair?” Elara scowled.
“I mean… You’re not getting that to look goth.”
“I totally could- I mean, I don’t want to, but-” Elara shook her head. “We’re getting off topic. What’s going on?”
“You’ve been summoned for a special job.” The guard grinned. “All the way up to the very top. The queen herself wants to speak to you.”
Elara felt her blood run cold. “I… I don’t want to-”
“Sorry, but you don’t have a choice.” The guard grabbed her arm and started to haul her away. “Come along.! It’ll be better if you don’t resist, trust me.”
“She’ll resist if she wants to resist!” Patricia snapped. “Who are you to tell her what to do?”
“I’m a noble.” The guard’s voice grew stern. “One might think that you needed to be taken in, too.”
Patricia shook her head. “I don’t-”
“In fact, why don’t you come along? Now!”
“Okay.” Patricia bowed her head. “I know the way.”
The guard snorted, and Elara was quickly led away, following after Patricia, through the halls of Fortis Regnum. They were taken out of the cramped servant passages and into the noble passages, where dozens of the pompous people pointed and prattled, laughing and seeming to love every moment.
Elara kept her head held high. If she was getting hauled in for questioning, she wasn’t going to take it lying down, that’s for sure.
The passages grew wider and wider, until they reached a hall that was at least three hundred feet wide. The doors at the end were massive, two hundred feet tall at the least, and each had a team of a dozen guards holding onto a rope used to pull the door open. As Elara and Patricia were marched up, the guards leaned into the ropes, and with a rumble, the throne room was slowly opened up.
Elara gasped in awe as she was led inside. The throne room was a place she had never been, though she had heard reports. Somehow, she found that the rumors didn’t even begin to describe its magnificence.
Five hundred feet in every dimension, the room sprawled out larger than a great many of the buildings and structures that composed the sprawling castle. The rear wall was an enormous stained-glass window depicting the image of a wrinkled, old queen clad entirely in purple. The side walls were covered in countless thousands of paintings, tapestries, and statues. High above, the vaulted ceiling was held aloft by immense marble pillars. A wide, red carpet ran up toward the immense platform where the thrones sat, with a smaller, black carpet just next to it.
Patricia and Elara were directed to take the black carpet, while the guard walked on the red.
As they walked up, Elara got a good look at the thrones. At the center rose a great black hunk of metal spikes and spears and swords and other such things (though it did have a rather comfy pillow on the throne’s seat, so that whoever was ruling the fortress didn’t get pricked anywhere unpleasant (not that there are many places that are pleasant to get pricked, but some places are a great deal less pleasant to be pricked than others)). Around it were almost two dozen smaller thrones, each one becoming less elaborate the further away from the central throne it became. The ones at the very end were made out of little more than arrows and knives, and the little bit of padding hardly looked enough to prevent splinters. In any case, all these observations came in the blink of an eye, as the queen slowly rose and held up her hands.
“Elara the Maid. Patricia the Maid. You have been summoned here. Kneel before your queen.”
Patricia spun around and knelt down in front of Elara.
Elara turned red, and a collective gasp from all the nobles on their thrones echoed down from the throne platform. The queen swooned and seemed to faint away.
Elara hissed down at her friend. “What are you doing?”
“You said you were the queen!” Patricia shrugged. “Dark lady, whatever.”
“I’m not!” Elara whispered loudly.
“How was I supposed to know that?”
“It’s. Called. Sarcasm!”
“Guards!” The queen shouted as she recovered her bearings.
Beside her, Lord Penniworth the Five Thousandth walked up, a smug look on his fat little face.
The queen slowly pushed herself up, then raised a finger. “Get that… That one!”
The guards all nodded, then raced down from the platform of thrones and ran down the red carpet. It was quite a length, and their footsteps faded as they retreated toward the door.
Elara glanced back at them and frowned as she saw them kicking off their orange, metal boots to change into simple black boots more suited for the black carpet. With their boots changed, they started to charge back up toward the two women, though they were growing tired, and approached a great deal more slowly than before.
“Do you know who I am?” The queen slowly rose to her feet once more, and held out her hand. A staff sculpted from emerald was placed in it, and she strode forward to the very edge of the platform. “Do you have any idea who you are dealing with?”
“You wouldn’t happen to be my second cousin, three times removed on my father’s side?” Elara held up her hands. “She vanished as a baby. Always wondered where she might have gotten off to.”
“Silence, whelp!” The queen roared. “My name is Queen Edna the Ten Thousand, Six Hundred and Fifth, and I will not be made a fool of!”
“She does that well enough by herself,” Lord Penniworth muttered under his breath, just loud enough for everyone to hear.
A small tittering of laughter echoed across the thrones.
The queen’s face became dark.
“Guards! I’ve had enough of this delay!”
The guards reached the two women, gasping and panting. They seized Patricia and began to haul her back down the long, black carpet.
Elara watched them for a moment, then turned back to the queen. “Well, Queen Edna the Ten Thousand, Six Hundred and Fifth, I have to say that I don’t really know why I’m here.” Elara crossed her arms. “Everyone keeps talking about-”
“Did I ask you a question?” The queen shrieked.
“Ahh… No.”
“Then I do not expect you to speak! You will speak when spoken to, not a moment earlier, and not a moment later!” The queen stuck her nose up into the air, then frowned. “Now where was I?”
“You were about to rip her a new one.” Lord Penniworth answered.
“Ahh! Yes. Bring it here.”
The queen held out her hand, and two page boys hurriedly brought her a large booklet of paper. Queen Edna motioned for them to hold the cover open, at which point she grabbed hold of several papers (carefully licking her fingers before turning each page), and ripped them out.
Or, at least, she tried to. After struggling with it for a moment, she muttered a few words under her breath and turned to her grandson.
“Could you rip that out? Rheumatism, and all.”
“With pleasure.” Lord Penniworth ripped out the papers, then, with great ceremony, proceeded to one of the page boys and handed him the documents. That page boy processed to another and passed them off again, who in turn passed them to someone else. It took nearly five minutes before the documents were handed to Elara, and Queen Edna continued.
During that time, it should be noted that the guards finished dragging Patricia back to the rear, changed into shoes suitable for walking on the red carpet, and then placed Patricia on a Servant-Holder, which was a wooden platform used for carrying servants up the red carpet, so they wouldn’t touch the honored, noble fabric. They began marching forward (quite slowly, as by now they were exhausted, and Patricia was no lightweight), staggering here and there, though they didn’t let Patricia touch the ground.
“Here you go.” One of the page boys finally handed Elara the documents, then backed away. Elara looked down at the page, the first of which read “Receipt of a Stern Talking-To.”
“You have now been ripped a new set of Sedition Documents.” Queen Edna sat down in her throne, apparently exhausted from the ordeal of having to stand for longer than more than a few seconds at a time. “On top, as you’ve already seen, is the Notice of a Stern Talking-To. This is standard for anyone attempting to incite riots, rebellions, worker unions, tea parties, book clubs, and other such villainous events. Once I have finished, you will sign to indicate that you’ve received the warning. Is that clear?”
“Clear as a bell.” Elara snorted. The queen didn’t pick up on the sarcasm, and began to read from a document on her lap.
“Now see here, young insert gender here- Ahh. Now see here, young lady! It has come to our attention, the nobles of Fortis Regnum, that you have been caught attempting to organize insert seditious act here. To organize rebellion! Rebellion. This is an entirely immature, unsavory, not to mention terribly inconvenient activity entirely disconnected from your state in life, and I think we can all agree that it would be best if you simply gave it all up and went on with your life, so that the ancient order of things, which has served our castle well for no fewer than five thous- No, that’s not right. Apparently we haven’t updated this in awhile. No fewer than twenty thousand generations, more or less or thereabouts.”
The queen scowled and rolled up the document, then tossed it to the side. “The point is, Elara, that we have a good thing going here, and I don’t intend to see you, or Patricia, or any other servant mucking it all up. Terrible business, rebellion is. Blood spilled in the banquet halls like wine, and wine spilled in the arenas of battle like blood, and paint being splattered everywhere without abandon, and everyone getting new jobs, and better jobs, and we nobles having to work!”
At that last statement, all the nobles gasped in horror. More than a few of them fainted. When the commotion settled, the queen continued.
“So, I think you can see why this would be a terrible, horrible, no-good, very bad idea. To further cement this, we will be flogging Patricia as soon as she gets up here, but to really cache in on the concept, I want you to flip over the top page.”
Elara frowned, but nodded and did so. As she caught a glimpse of the next bit, her jaw dropped.
“The Perilous Packet of Paperwork for Procuring a Proper and Prestigious uPrising.”
It was dozens of pages thick, front and pack, and covered with hundreds of tiny boxes to fill in. Elara had filled out paperwork before, to be certain, but this was extraordinary.
“In order for your little rebellion to be seen as legit, you will need to fill out this document, in its entirety, and lodge it with the Disgruntled Servants Department.” Queen Edna crossed her arms. “Once that’s done, I estimate that you’ll receive a response in three to six decades, depending on the backlog. About a hundred years ago, there was a big collapse in one of the north towers. Terrible business, and everyone went to pointing fingers at shoddy construction and unsafe conditions, and I’m afraid we’re still sorting that whole mess out.”
Elara snorted and tucked the paperwork into her inventory. “Then I’ll get right on filling this out.”
“Good! By the books. That’s the way to do things.” Queen Edna nodded.
A few moments later, Patricia was deposited near the base of the platform of thrones.
The queen clapped her hands a few times. “Ahh, finally! Now, flogger! Come forth and flog!”
Patricia, who had sat down on the little platform, slowly stood up as a drum began to thump, low and slow and rhythmically, deeper in the throne room. An enormous man (seven feet tall, with shoulders as broad as a bear), clad all in black and bearing a mace with dozens of chains dangling down from the wooden rod, began marching forward from the rear of the room. As he drew closer, Elara found that she could see little bits of twisted metal, broken glass, nails, screws, hammers, and other such odds and ends twisted about in the chains. When he drew up next to Patricia, he flashed her a smile.
She gave a little wave back at him.
“Under the flog again?” He jangled the chains.
“Seems like it.” She winced. “Can you give me another scar? Something cool to remember this by?”
“I’ll certainly try.” He nodded, then bowed to the queen. “What is your order, madam?”
“I want her flogged so badly she won’t be able to move for a month.”
“Nice. No cleaning for a month.” Patricia took a deep breath and braced herself. “Ready when you are!”
The flogger lifted his mace, jangled the chains once more, and brought it down.
Elara winced as the mighty weapon smacked into Patricia with force… Though her eyes opened wide in surprise when the chains simply snapped, clattering to the ground in metal fragments.
“Ahh!” Queen Edna jumped to her feet in surprise.
Several dozen nobles of all colors fainted away once more, and Patrica frowned, reached up, and scratched at her shoulders.
“Did you do it yet? Can’t feel a thing!”
“I… I did.” The flogger frowned, then lifted what remained of his weapon and proceeded to flog her once more.
Three strikes later, the rod had shattered into splinters, the chains lay in fragments about the area, and Patricia was still scratching her shoulders uncomfortably without really taking notice of a thing.
“This is outrageous!” The queen shrieked. “Flogger! You’ve been demoted to the rank of Servant! Your new assignment will be given randomly! Guards! Get these… These… These peasants out of my sight!”
A great commotion took place.
The flogger began to weep great tears that splattered down onto the carpet like rain, and he reluctantly stepped up onto the platform next to Patricia. All told, it took nearly a dozen guards to heft the two of them up into the air and carry them away.
Elara, of course, had to wait until one of them could change into suitable shoes, come up the black carpet, and escort her away, which took a good bit longer.
All through it all, though, her head spun. Had she really done all this? What was happening?
And, most importantly… What was she ever going to do with all of it?






Chapter Seven

 
By the time Patricia, Flogger, and Elara returned to the dormitories, Flogger had cried himself out, Patricia had finally opened her eyes and realized that she wasn’t in the throne room, and Elara was more confused than ever before. The guards left them next to their bedrooms, and Flogger sighed deeply.
“I’ll… I’ll never get to be a noble again!” He leaned against the wall. “It was so nice! It was… Oh, the inhumanity of it all!” Suddenly, he turned to Elara and knelt down. “Truly now, all my allegiance belongs to you. All my hope is in you. You stand as our beacon of light, Battle-Maid-Seamstress Elara.”
“Look.” Elara held up a hand. “Even if I wanted to lead a rebellion, which I don’t, this paperwork would take me a year to fill out!”
“I can help with that!” Flogger stood back up. “I know how the nobles think, remember? I can fill this out for you, lickety-split!”
A page boy came running up with a folder, which he handed to Flogger. “Your new assignment!”
Flogger frowned and flipped it open. “I’m to be a… A farmer? I’m not a farmer!”
“Maybe I can come by every now and again, and you can flog me for old time’s sake, eh?” Patricia elbowed Flogger, then walked up to the bulletin board and snatched an assignment out of her folder. “Well, nothing more to it except to get back to work! I’m late in the day as it is, what with all that business in the throne room. Looks like I’ve got a sewer drain to clean out. See you around!”
She strode away, and Elara slowly stepped up to the folders as well. She started sorting through her assignments, trying to figure out if it would even be possible to do them all in the allotted time frames. Suddenly, though, as Flogger started to walk away, he began to mutter under his breath.
“Don’t even know what happened to the mace. Never had that happen before. Must be losing my touch, anyhow. Suppose it served me right to become a servant.”
Elara frowned, then blinked in belated surprise. What had happened to the mace? The way that Patricia had been scratching…
It had been the giant hair that she had sewn into Patricia’s outfit! It had to be! She hadn’t even used that much, but it had still worked! The thought gave her many ideas… And raised a good many questions.
The first of which, though, was just how many other monsters might be out there with similar qualities.
She still didn’t know if she wanted to lead a revolution, or if she would bother filling out all the paperwork, but she did know that having the ability to add special effects to clothing would be quite helpful no matter what she did. She started thumbing through the assignments rapidly, checking through them in a whole new light.
“Let’s see here. Kitchen, House Red. Dirtiness Level 40. Culprit: Teenagers having a food fight.” She frowned. “Nah. Ahh… Laundry Room, House Blue. Dirtiness Level 50. Culprit: Teenagers having a food fight in the Red Kitchen. Nah, I’ll pass on that one, too.” She flipped up a third. “Living Room, House Green. Dirtiness Level 70. Culprit: Teenagers throwing temper tantrums after being scolded for having a food fight in the Red Kitchen and ruining all their clothes.”
She sighed and started to flip through the documents a bit faster. “There has to be something here. Monster… Monster… Ah-ha!”
A grin spread across her face. She’d found what she was looking for. “Bedroom, House Yellow. Dirtiness Level: 80. Culprit: UnBearable, Bungling, Bored Boogeyman.”
She whipped out the document and tucked it into her inventory, then added a few more just in case she finished early. With that, she swept out of the room and began winding her way through the fortress, doing her best to avoid the noble hallways. She was forced to duck in and out of them every now and again, just due to the way passages lay, and every time she did, she felt sure that she was being watched.
A few times, she could see the culprits, spies hiding in potted plants or posing as statues or standing really still in front of paintings. Other times, she saw no one, though the feeling remained. In any event, she soon came up to a large, rather orange door in House Yellow, which was clearly marked by the word “Dirty.”
“Alright.” Elara took a deep breath and pulled her broom out of her inventory. “Anyone here to provide instructions?”
No one answered. After a moment, she reached out and took hold of the doorknob.
[Warning: You are about to enter a Dirty Room. The level of Dirtiness is [85]. Do you wish to continue?]
“It’s going up. The boogeyman must be busy.” Elara nodded. “Yes.”
The door cracked open, and she slipped inside. As she did, her eyes opened wide, and a great, deep laugh boomed throughout the room.
It was a young woman’s room, of that there could be no doubt. Everything in the room was pink (rather disgustingly so, in Elara’s opinion), from the canopied bed to the stuffed unicorns to the billowing dresses to the covers of the diaries strewn all about. There weren’t many toys, that was a bonus, though a great deal of lipstick had been smeared onto the vanity mirror (mostly to doodle faces and monsters), and nearly all the makeup had been dumped out over the bathroom floor.
“Alright, boogeyman.” Elara gripped her broom a little tighter. “Come out, come out, wherever you are.”
“Ha-ha!” The voice boomed once more, and a dark figure appeared on the top of the bed’s canopy. It was squat and froglike, covered in roll upon roll of thick green fat. It hardly resembled a man at all, it was more of a blob of putty with a few stubby appendages that looked like arms. “You’ll never stop me, maid!”
“But I will!” Elara braced herself. “Come down and face me!”
“I think…” The boogeyman reached down, then picked up a small vial of eyeshadow and doodled two eyes onto its face. “I think I’ll just take this and write all this little lady’s deep, dark secrets all across the walls! You’ll never clean that away!”
“Vile creature!” Elara shrieked. “You wouldn’t dare!”
“Try to stop me!”
The boogeyman leapt from the canopy and raced for the nearest wall. Elara jumped forward as well, and her boom flashed through the air.
Wham!
She caught the boogeyman with a perfect swing, swatting him away from the wall and deep into the mountain of cushions on the bed. Pillows and sheets and stuffed unicorns tumbled through the air, and the eyeliner dropped to the ground.
[Warning: Dirtiness level has risen to 90. If it hits 100, this room will be destroyed.]
“Yeah, yeah, yeah.” Elara gritted her teeth. “Skill: Rapid Tidying!”
She flashed across the floor in a blur. The diaries were all picked up and tucked back onto the writing desk, pillows and stuffed unicorns were dumped onto the bed, and the dresses were all put back into the closet. The dirtiness level dropped back down to fifty, and Elara turned to face the boogeyman, who had just hopped off the bed.
“Hehe, haha!” It laughed and ran for the bathroom. “I’ll just use makeup!”
Elara raced along after the little monster, pulling out her sponge. The boogeyman slammed the bathroom door behind him, but Elara opened it a moment later. He had grabbed her blush, threw it onto the walls, and started using his finger to scratch out a note. Elara launched herself forward.
“Scrub!”
Suds filled the air as she and the boogeyman collided, and the little imp was shoved back out of the room. She wiped up as much of the makeup as she could, then bolted into the main room as the little boogeyman jumped up onto the vanity and grabbed the lipstick.
“Not today!” Elara lunged at him. “Wipe glass!”
Her sponge flared with light, and she wiped the vanity clean in the blink of an eye. As she landed on the far side of the vanity, though, the boogeyman laughed and gave the tube of lipstick a twirl.
“Thank you! You’ve just cleaned up my space for me! Now I have a blank slate to work with!”
He hopped up onto the table (knocking tubes of lipstick all over the floor in the process), and quickly began to write.
“Princess Penelope loves Lord-”
“Not relevant to our battle!” Elara whacked the boogeyman with her broom, sending him crashing to the floor. “You leave this poor girl’s life alone!”
“You’re a servant! What should you care?” The boogeyman blew several raspberries at Elara, then turned and ran for the bed.
Elara tidied up the vanity, then ran toward the bed as the boogeyman climbed up onto the canopy once more and started to bounce.
“No! You’ll tear it!”
“That’s the idea!”
A mighty rip followed. The boogeyman crashed down onto the bed, scattering the unicorns once more. Elara groaned, then jumped up onto the bed, tossed the broom aside, and whipped out her needle. She selected the silver thread and cut loose, sewing the canopy back into place in the blink of an eye. As she turned around, the boogeyman snarled and charged back toward her.
The only problem?
He was holding her broom.
“And now, maid, you’re the one who’s going to need cleaned up!”
Elara gritted her teeth, then stepped forward to meet him. Her left hand extended, seemingly of its own accord, and the broom pulsed with light. The needle lit up as well, and the broom leapt up into the air, taking the boogeyman along with it.
That put the little monster right in Elara’s reach, and her needle danced a rapid cross-stitch across the thick skin of the putty monster. When it flopped back to the ground, it was covered in a pattern that resembled a sword stabbing deep into it, and it slowly flopped to the ground.
“And now… I… Expire!”
The monster exploded, showering the room in blobs of thick, booger-like putty. The dirtiness level of the room climbed to a solid 98, though without anything else left to wreak havoc, Elara wasn’t in danger.
She let out a breath of relief, drew out her sponge to wipe down the mirror once more, and then started picking up the boogeyman goop. She threw some of it into the trash, but kept most of it for later, hoping to check and learn whether or not it could be useful like the giant’s hair.
Just as she finished up, she heard a cough from under the bed. Elara spun around, brandishing out the broom like a sword.
“I should warn you, I’m very good with a needle.” She slowly started walking toward the noise. “Some might even call me a-”
“Is it gone? That horrid little thing?”
The voice was soft and feminine, and Elara relaxed. “Yes. Would you happen to be Princess Penelope?”
After a pause, a princess dressed entirely in pink scrambled out and got on her feet. She blushed and looked down at the ground, then nodded.
“Yes. That’s me.” She sighed. “Thank you for cleaning up the mess. When the dirtiness level started rising, I thought I would get sucked into the void for sure, but… I couldn’t leave, not with him running around.”
“The boogeyman?” Elara queried. “What would he do? He didn’t look like he could really pack a punch.”
“He couldn’t. At least I don’t think so.” Princess Penelope shrugged. “He… He showed up because… I…” She looked down at the ground. “I was daydreaming about the love of my life.”
“And that spawned in a boogeyman?” Elara snorted.
“Nobles can’t daydream. We have to stay in the real world,” Princess Penelope answered. “Anytime we do, something happens. Since I was dreaming about a great prince, a little pudgy brat showed up.”
Elara chuckled, then sat down on the bed. “Why don’t you tell me about this prince of yours?”
“Oh, I couldn’t.” Princess Penelope blushed. “You probably saw all my diaries anyway, so I don’t need to tell you.”
“I only saw the covers.” Elara shook her head. “Some things ought to be respected, servant or noble alike.”
Princess Penelope blushed again, then rushed back over to the bed and sat down. “Alright, then. Here’s the deal.”
“You said he’s handsome?” Elara grinned.
“No. He’s terribly ugly, but I was dreaming that he was handsome!” Princess Penelope shrugged. “His personality is lovely, though.”
“He’s kind?” Elara smiled.
“Oh, no! Not at all. He’s terribly mean, snobbish, rude, all the qualities you could want in a husband.” Princess Penelope blushed. “I don’t think he would ever go for a girl like me, though. I’m told that I’m far too kind hearted. Some people even say I might as well be a servant.”
“Well, if he really has all that, what’s the problem?” Elara elbowed the princess. “Go ask him out!”
“A princess ask out a prince?”
“Why not?” Elara shrugged. “It’s just about the most snobbish and rude thing you could do. He might just love it.”
“True!” Princess Penelope brightened. “Thank you, maid.” After a moment, though, her face turned down once more. “That’s all fine to talk about, but…”
“Yes?” Elara frowned.
“Well… The biggest issue is that I’m from House Yellow.” Princess Penelope shrugged. “He’s from House Purple.”
“So?”
“So…” Princess Penelope held up her hands. “If you mix yellow with yellow, you get more yellow. Mix with blue, and you get green. Mix with red, and you get orange. Mix with green or orange, and you get a slightly different shade of green or orange. Mix with purple?”
She shuddered. “You’d just get an ugly shade of brown, and there’s no House Brown for us to move into. We’d be exiled into the Wilderness, and you know what happens to couples who are sent into the wilderness.”
“I’ve heard a few stories.” Elara bit a nail in thought. The stories were never good, and usually wound up involving fairies, a good deal of falling in love with other people, sometimes turning into animals, falling into pits, being eaten, having to work for a living, and other such horrid realities of life.
“I’ll see if I can think up something to help you.”
“Oh, would you?” Princess Penelope stood up, beaming from ear to ear. “If only you could manage it, I would be forever in your debt. I’d help you any way I possibly could.”
A few ideas began to flicker around in the back of Elara’s mind. She still felt like she was being swept downstream in whatever was happening with the revolution, so having a royal ally who might be able to help her out of a tight situation wasn’t the worst idea in the world. Plus… Well… She remembered being a young girl with a crush, and the idea of helping out someone who only wanted to fall in love certainly sounded like a good use of her time.
“I can’t promise anything, of course, but I’ll see if I can come up with something.” Elara nodded and smiled. She stood up and slowly started to walk toward the door. “I can be found in the Servant Quarters in the Crumbling Courtyard of the Central Castle.”
“I’ll keep that in mind.”
Princess Penelope waved her goodbye as Elara swept out into the hall. She now had some boogeyman body parts, the ear of a royal, and yet another plot thread to try and juggle.
Really, what more could she want?






Chapter Eight

 
While on her way back to the servant quarters, she caught a glimpse of the servants hastily setting up a new market in one of the broom closets. She briefly considered trying to stop by to grab some new shoes, but it looked terribly packed, and besides, several nobles were already sauntering down the passage who would almost certainly discover it. As such, she made a more or less direct beeline for her room, though as she approached, she found that she could hear a sobbing from within.
“I had everything!” Flogger’s voice drifted out into the hall. “I had a job! The ear of the nobles! I had everything! Now I have dirt under my fingernails! Dirt! Do you think they’ll crack?”
“Not if you take care of them.” Patricia called back to him. “Here, hold still.”
“YOW!”
“Well, you’re not holding still.”
“Do you think it’ll leave a scar?”
“You’re not even scratched.”
Flogger started crying once more, and Elara poked her head into the room. She found Flogger sitting on her bed, worn out from a hard day of farming, but moaning as if he’d been working a month without food or sleep. Elara rolled her eyes, then walked up to the bulletin board, selected a few more tasks, and struck out once more.
On the way, she opened her inventory to inspect the boogeyman goop she had collected. The screen appeared in front of her face, invisible to everyone else, and she frowned as she started reading.
[Boogeyman Goop: Effects: May be applied to any outfit to increase the invisibility of the wearer. Side effects include asking existential questions about one’s existence.]
“Interesting!” Elara grinned. “I could have some fun with that! I wonder what Patricia will have to say about-”
“About what?” Patricia suddenly appeared next to her, still scratching her shoulders.
“Ahh… Never mind.” Elara frowned. “What’s up?”
“I just got done calming Flogger down.” Patricia shrugged. “He’s really broken up about things, and I can’t really say that I blame him. He had a good thing going, and now…”
“Yeah.” Elara grimaced. “Well, I don’t mean to run, but I have at least three more rooms to finish before the sun sets tonight, so if there’s something I can do, I-”
“There is.” Patricia nodded. “We were all talking, a whole bunch of us, and…” She grinned. “We’d like you to train us.”
“Train you?” Elara frowned. “What do you mean?”
“What I mean is just that!” Patricia grinned. “You’re out there with your broom, all ka-pow and ka-boom, and we’re all stuck back here like bleh and uh and ouch, and we’d just really love it if you could teach us to be exactly like you.’
“Sure, I can do that.” Elara rolled her eyes sarcastically. “Patricia, I-”
“Great!” Patricia turned around. “She said yes!”
The ground began to rumble. Elara turned to see a great swarm of servants charge down the narrow hallway, whipping up a great plume of dust behind them. She was picked up by the excited mob and swept along as they frantically began looking for a good place to begin their training session.
This, quite unfortunately, wasn’t a quick process. First, they checked the broom closet where the marketplace was being set up. The whole group, several dozen in all, tried in vain to cram themselves into the tiny space, but this was broken up as several guards, suspecting that they were trying to rebuild the market, ran them off.
Next, they found an abandoned set of bathrooms, but that plan was abandoned when they realized that since the bathrooms were gender-segregated and Elara was a girl. She could only teach the girls how to fight. Not to mention the fact that it stunk. Elara put in a quick call to IT, though she didn’t really expect them to be able to take care of it anytime soon.
In any event, after that, they found an old, abandoned amphitheater (which had to be ignored due to a high ticket cost (even abandoned and empty, the nobles insisted that things be paid for)), an abandoned grocery store (which they skipped on due to the repeated OSHA violations that had made it unsafe in the first place), an abandoned construction site (which they left when an argument broke out about the correct interpretation of the blueprints (which had been left lying on a stump just next to the foreman’s trailer)), and finally, an abandoned public bathhouse (which they fled from because it turned out to not actually be abandoned, and no one wants to run into their bosses taking a bath, public or not).
By the time that they found a wide open park, with plenty of room beneath the trees to practice sparring and fighting and brawling and all sorts of other things, Elara was exhausted. Alas, the mob threw her up onto a park bench and gathered around eagerly, and she couldn’t make herself say no to their puppy-eyes.
“We’re here for you!”
“Yeah! Elara the Dark Lady of Fortis Regnum!”
“Tell us how to fight!”
“Tell us how to stick it to the nobles!”
“Please, Elara, we need you!”
Elara held up her hands for quiet. Everyone slowly calmed down. She looked out at the crowd, finding all her friends standing there, eagerly soaking up every single word. Patricia, Gerald, Farmer John, Flogger, they were all waiting for her words of battle, her words of inspiration, whatever she could give them to inspire them to riot and overthrow the royals.
“I… Well… Four score and seven hours ago… Or at least something like that, my brain is honestly sorta scrambled at this point… Our nobles brought forth from their classroom a new job, conceived in terror, and dedicated to the proposition that all servants are created lesser.”
A sea of blank eyes stared back at her.
She sighed.
“Look, I got these weird powers just a short time ago, and I hardly know how to use them myself, but everyone wants me to rise up against the nobles and I don’t really know how to do that.”
The sea of eyes somehow became even blanker.
Elara shrugged.
“Alright,” she relented, raising her fist. “Let’s rise up and kick some noble butt!”
The cheer that greeted her shook the trees, and Elara grimaced and pointed out across the area.
“Alright! Anyone who can swing a sword, go stand over there! Anyone who knows how to brawl, go stand over there! Anyone who can… I don’t know. Knows how to use a trebuchet, maybe, go stand over there?”
The sea of blank looks returned once more.
Flogger slowly raised a hand.
“I can flog people.”
“Then why don’t you teach them how to flog the nobles?” Elara happily jumped down from the park bench, and Flogger waddled over and climbed up. The brave little bench sagged under his weight, but held.
“Alright! There are three rules to flogging!” Flogger grinned. “I learned them in Flogging School.”
“Good! That’s the stuff!” Elara nodded. “Tell us!”
“First rule! Only flog servants, never the nobles.”
“Mmm.”
“Interesting.”
“That makes sense.”
Elara facepalmed.
“Second rule! Only make your flogs using Grade-A Material, which can only be bought from participating weapon stores run by nobles. Using sub-par materials can result in a poor flogging.”
“Wow!”
“Fascinating!”
“Incredible!”
Elara facepalmed with her second hand.
“And finally, the third rule.” Flogger pulled himself upright. “Never teach flogging to servants.” His eyes snapped open wide, and he clapped a hand over his mouth. “Oops.”
“No!”
“You ruined it!”
“Now we’ll never defeat them!”
Elara sighed and jumped back up onto the park bench next to Flogger. That was the straw on the camel’s back, unfortunately, and the bench came crashing down, shaking the ground.
Flogger rather obligingly lifted her up to sit on his shoulder, and flashed her a thumbs-up. As the servants muttered amongst themselves, Elara held up her hands.
“Alright, alright! Look, just… Spread out and take out whatever item you use for serving. Brooms, plows, cauldrons, whatever!”
The crowd nodded, and they quickly spread out. Elara allowed Flogger to carry her over in front of them, and she nodded.
“Alright! Take your stance!”
Gerald nodded, took out a ladle, and held it in front of him as if he was cooking. He even began stirring the air, wafting it, and took a few imaginary sips. Patricia began dusting an invisible statue, Farmer John started hoeing up the grass, and the other servants all did similar things. Elara scowled, then hopped down.
“No!” She took out her broom, then gripped it near the base like a sword. “Like this! Pretend it’s a weapon!”
The servants all frowned, then slowly raised their assorted cleaning utensils like she was showing them. Elara gave a small nod.
“Alright, then! Now, I want you to pretend that there’s a noble standing in front of you.”
Instantly, the entire group fell to their knees and threw their tools down on the ground.
“My lord! I’m so sorry! I didn’t see you!”
“No!” Elara scowled. “You were supposed to hit them with it!”
“We can’t just hit the nobles!”
“Yeah! They’re the bosses!”
“They’ll give us more work!”
“And flog us!”
“And starve us!”
“And they’ll give us bad reviews!”
Elara sighed once more, then crossed her arms. “Alright, then. Let’s do it… Okay. When I’m fighting, I just use the ordinary cleaning skills I already have. Gerald! Step forward. Umm… Does anyone have a statue we can practice fighting, or know where one is?”
“I do!” Flogger nodded. “I have a training dummy in my inventory.”
With a flash, he pulled out a large, vaguely human-shaped item that he set on the ground. It was made of leather and covered in marks from the flogs.
“Good! Now, Gerald! I want you to use one of your skills on it.”
“Alright.” Gerald cleared his throat, then stepped up to the dummy. “Let’s see… I can use… Cook!” A sharp buzz echoed through the air, and he frowned. “I don’t have anything to cook.”
“Then use a different skill.” Elara felt like pulling her hair out.
“Alright. Umm… Start fire?”
With a sharp crack, a blade burst across the belly of the dummy. It was fully engulfed within seconds, and Elara nodded.
“Perfect! What else do you have?”
“I have… Ooh! I can whisk things!”
A whisk appeared in Gerald’s hand, and he jumped forward, spinning it rapidly. It became a blur of light, and a blast of wind swept outward, knocking over the dummy. The flames were all blown out, and Flogger bent down to set the thing upright again.
“Yes, yes!” Elara nodded with a smile. “Next! What else is there?”
“Crack the egg!”
Gerald grinned and stepped forward, making a sharp gesture with his hands. The dummy cracked down the middle and exploded into confetti.
Everyone cheered.
“That’s the spirit!” Elara cried out. “Flogger, do you have any more of those?”
“Of course!” Flogger nodded and yanked out another one. This one was a bit larger, and he shrugged. “You flog people differently based on body type. I have one for just about every type of servant we have!”
“Perfect!” Elara nodded. “Who’s next? Farmer John!”
Farmer John ambled forward, and Gerald stepped back. When he spoke, his voice was soft and watery.
“Ahh… Feed the chickens!”
A blast of grain erupted across the dummy.
Elara frowned. “I’m not sure that’s quite what we’re looking for.”
“Then… Pick vegetables?”
A few small, wild onions popped up out of the ground. Their scent filled the air, and the telltale sharp, rather painful odor brought tears to the eyes of everyone around them. Even the dummy’s eyes watered.
Elara nodded with approval. “Not bad, but I think we can do better.”
“Then… Hoe the ground?”
Thunk.
Faster than Elara could follow, the farmer’s hoe flashed through the air and sank into the skull of the training dummy. She nodded in approval, and Farmer John began struggling to pull the blade back out.
“Very good! Everyone, find a tree or another training dummy or something and begin doing your best to practice!”
Flogger started making circles across the park, tossing out more training dummies, and then returned to Elara’s side as everyone began to practice.
While watching her friends hone themselves into battle-hardened servants, Elara realized that they weren’t alone.
Atop the walls, in the windows, and even in the boughs of the trees were dozens of nobles, all spying on them with keen interest.
Elara frowned, and braced herself. None of them did anything, though, and as the servants practiced their assorted skills (including [Dice Carrots], [Ferment Cabbage], [Wash Socks], [Chop Wood], and [Crochet]), several of the nobles turned and walked away.
“You know, it doesn’t matter how much we do or learn, if I don’t get that paperwork filed, all of this will be moot.” Elara murmured to Flogger. “Are you still up for filling out that form?”
“You know it.” Flogger nodded. “I thought you didn’t want to be involved with any of this, though.”
“I don’t. Trust me, trust me more than you’ve ever trusted me before, I don’t want a single bit of this.” Elara shook her head. “But, as long as I’m going to keep getting dragged into things, I’d rather be on the clear and legal way as much as I can, you know?”
“Yeah.” Flogger rumbled softly. “I’ll see what I can do tonight. It’s going to take awhile to go through, I’m pretty sure about that.”
“You’re the best.” Elara nodded to him.
“No, I’d say you’re the best. At least, you will be if you can somehow pull this off.”
Elara let out a long breath. Her hands curled into fists. She didn’t want to pull it off. She didn’t think she could pull it off. She didn’t think she was the right person to pull it off.
Then again… Well… Who was she to make that sort of a decision? She was a mere servant, and if this was the will of the people, it would be mighty hard to go against it.






Chapter Nine

 
The training session continued until sunset, at which point, the servants, eager to get to their dinner,  all hurried away. Elara stayed behind, picking up a few odds and ends that had been left behind, before making to leave.
When she pulled the door open, however, she found it blocked by Hawk-Nose, who wore a sneer across his face. His Servant-Speaker whispered in the ear of the Servant-Message-Writer, and with that, a message was displayed for her to see.
“It would seem that you shirked your duty today. You are to be duly punished.”
Elara sighed, but gritted her teeth. She hadn’t been flogged in at least a week, so she could handle it. Besides, now that Flogger had been reduced to a mere servant, whoever they found to sub in wouldn’t be nearly as good, she was fairly certain about that.
“Alright.” She nodded. “Take me to the flogging room.”
“No.” The writer scribbled frantically. “You’re going to have to work a night shift! Things are dirty around here, and we need you, a maid, to clean it up.”
Elara sighed, but shrugged. It wasn’t nearly as harsh a punishment as she had been afraid of. “Alright, then. Show me where to go.”
Hawk-Nose turned around and marched into the castle. Elara followed reluctantly. She noticed a handful of guards standing about, watching her, ready to swoop in if she did anything.
Why had she gone with the servants instead of just doing her job? Now she looked guiltier than ever, which, as she expressed to anyone who would listen, wasn’t what she wanted.
In any case, after a brisk a mile and a half of castle corridors, they arrived at a small set of double doors, with the word “Dirty” clearly scrawled across it. Hawk-Nose paused, and his two page boys dashed up next to him.
“This is our master’s personal study! It seems to have become infested by some small monsters. If you could clean it up, he’d be greatly appreciative.”
Elara yawned, but nodded. “It’ll get done.”
She stepped up to the door and took hold of the handle.
[Warning: You are about to enter a Dirty Room. The level of Dirtiness is [95]. Do you wish to continue?]
“95? What’d you do in here? Let those teenagers have an after-party?” Elara snorted, then stepped inside and pulled the door shut.
A moment later, she rather wished that she hadn’t.
The study was elegant, paneled with oak, and lined with enormous bookshelves of the matching wood and design. Leather cushioned furniture stood about here and there, with a great many amenities useful for relaxing and studying.
Of course, at that exact moment, none of the books were on the shelves, but instead lay scattered here, there, and everywhere. A nearby desk was in utter ruin, with overturned vials of ink, scattered papers, scattered paperweights, scattered paper clips, scattered paper binders, and a great deal more scattered things. A low growl echoed through the room. Claws clicked on wood.
Elara spun around, searching for the source of the sound, but she couldn’t see a thing. The room wasn’t large, maybe fifty feet on any given side. There were only so many places a clawed monster could be hiding in.
She bent down and picked up a book to put it on the shelf, only to hear the growl once more. Suddenly, one of the bookshelves exploded into splinters, and a massive wolf bounded into the room from a secret passage beyond.
“The Mangy, Monstrous, Mighty Mean Mutts!”
Elara had heard of the wolves before, but she had honestly thought them a legend, something to trick children go to sleep (though, frankly, the thought of them had always kept her awake as a child).
On the heels of the first wolf bounded another, and behind the second came a third. They stood almost four feet tall at the shoulder, and dribbled drool all over the floor from their jowls. The dirtiness of the room was rising frighteningly fast, which didn’t bode well for her survival.
“Alright, beasts.” She braced herself. “Why don’t you just get yourself back through that little hole, and I’ll forget I saw you.”
The wolves snarled, and the leader bounded forward. Elara’s new instincts kicked in, and she lashed out with her broom.
Whack!
The broom, with a perfect sweep, caught the wolf squarely in the nose. It was hurled back down the hallway, where it crashed into something with a loud boom. The other two wolves paused, and Elara moved forward.
“Rapid Tidying!”
She flashed back and forth across the room, picking up books and throwing them back onto the shelves with perfect precision. She didn’t really know how Hawk-Nose had organized his volumes, so she just put them in alphabetical order, from “All About Apples” at one end, and “Zip, Zoom, Zing!” at the other. Of course, those two were children’s books, and were intermixed with a great many other volumes including “A Dissertation on Flogging,” “The Condensed History of Abusing Servants,” “How to Rule Your Castle Effectively,” and “Proud and Strong: How to be Arrogant and Conceded in a soft and other-focused world.” She soon had the entire library picked back up, and the dirtiness lowered to a solid 70
However, this had allowed the wolves to recover and they now bounded forward. The second wolf sprang at her, claws extended, mouth wide open. Elara ducked under the attack, then pulled out her pillow-beater and stepped up to the closest chair.
“I really wish you’d give me a bit of space!” She whacked the chair firmly, sending up a massive plume of dust, despite the thing being made of leather.
The third wolf inhaled this cloud while charging her and fell into a corner, gasping and coughing. The second wolf snarled and sprang at her, but she whacked him
as well, drawing out an even larger amount of dust. The dirtiness of the room hiked back up to 80 with all the dust. She scowled.
“They’ll think I invited in a herd of dust bunnies.” She considered her options for a moment. “Have to get rid of these wolves somehow. How…”
A volume on the shelf caught her eye, and she smiled. She ducked into the corner of the room and pulled out her magic needle.
“Alright! I need a bit of cover!”
The first wolf finally recovered and came racing out of the darkened passageway, foam flying from his jaws. Elara snatched a book off the shelf and threw it at him. It was a simple title: “How to Catch and Cook Little Girls,” and looked to have been written primarily for witches and hags, but as wolves often dabbled in this sort of things themselves, the Mangy, Monstrous, Mighty Mean Mutt was more than happy to pause and look down at the book eagerly.
That gave Elara the time she needed to pull out some of the Boogeyman goop, spin it into thread, and weave a long, winding pattern across her clothing. She faded to a translucent specter within an instant, and smiled as the wolves glanced up from the book to realize that they had lost their prey.
Elara lost no time. Quickly, she ran back to the shelf and grabbed down the title she actually wanted: “All About Secret Passages, and How to Effectively Disguise Them.” She flipped it open, and scanned the chapter titles.
The book had chapters on statues and paintings and tapestries and desk drawers, but the one that interested her most was the section on bookshelves. Starting there, it only took her a few moments to identify a secret door on the shelf just behind the desk. As soon as she had found it, she stepped up, tapped the spines of a handful of books, and watched as the bookshelf slid aside to reveal another darkened cavern.
“And there we go! Easy-peasy!” She grinned, then paused. “But why was it so easy? What was the point of it being easy? Easy or hard, does it matter at the end of the day? When I leave this room, whether I worked hard or not, the job will still be done, and it’s always so much more satisfying at that point when the job was hard, so why do I always look for easy things?”
Her voice echoed in the stillness, and the three wolves bounded toward her position. She stepped back and out of the way. They all crashed inside, and she slammed the bookshelf-door shut.
“Done and done.” She changed out of the invisible outfit and into her spare maid’s outfit, then started bustling around the room. “Now it’s time to get things done!”
She soon had the books cleaned up, the desk re-arranged, the chairs dusted, the walls polished, and more. She couldn’t fix the bookshelf, of course, but she was able to sweep up all the splinters and shards and such things.
However, when she finished, the dirtiness of the room still hovered somewhere around [20]. Her mind was drawn to the long, dark corridor. Her broom began to glow, and she slowly stepped through the ruins of the bookshelf and into the long, darkened hall decorated by paintings.
She started down the passage and held the broom high for light. She didn’t know exactly how far back she went, but, soon enough, she arrived at a dead end. She frowned for a moment, uncertain of how to continue, then thought back to the secret room book.
“A secret room within a secret room? How exciting!” Her heart began to beat a bit faster.
Slowly, she felt along the stones. Her fingers brushed against a loose brick, which she pressed. It swung inward, and she found herself at some kind of laboratory.
Dozens of lab coats hung from hooks. Cauldrons bubbled over several fires and flasks boiled over several bunsen burners and coffee boiled over a great deal of the counter (it had been left for too long on an item that seemed to be a chemical-powered heating pad).
Elara stepped up and wiped up almost all of it, then paused with the dirtiness of the room sitting right at [1]. She wasn’t ever going to get a chance to be in this room again, she was sure of that much.
She had to make use of the opportunity while here.
Quickly, she started walking around the laboratory, ogling at all the different items and projects that Hawk-Nose was working on. There were a great many things, and all of them filled her with curious horror.
“Potion of Work.” She squinted at a flask that was green, then down at a notebook in front of it. “Any servant who drinks this will never complain about working again. Ever.” She moved on to the next one. “Potion of Pain. Any servant who drinks this will be in pain for the rest of their lives, as if they’re being flogged for every moment of their existence.” She grimaced, then stepped to the next one. “Potion of… Potion of Forgetfulness? Any noble who drinks this will forget that they are a noble, and go back to being a peasant?"
She frowned, uncertain what she was seeing. The rest of the room was similar, full of a wide assortment of potions and vials and concoctions. Finally, she came to a pot near the back of the room and found something that made her smile.
“Concoction of Love. Feeding this to someone, and telling them that you made it for them, will cause anyone to fall instantly in love. Bringing flowers, particularly those of the same color of the person you’re in love with, may help the effect. Recipe: Carrots, potatoes, bacon, cheese, more bacon, celery, milk, even more bacon…”
Elara whipped out a pencil and pad of paper and hurriedly scribbled the recipe down, then slowly backed out of the room. Leaving that small bit of coffee on the table, she returned to the secret door behind the desk and opened it once more.
The three wolves spun around to snarl at her in surprise. Of course, by now, she had also changed back into her invisible dress, which meant that they snarled at empty air. Thus, they were caught entirely unawares when she whacked them with the pillow-beater so hard that they were blasted into the back wall. Two of them were killed on impact, the third survived for a few seconds, but was finished off by a sharp whack from Elara’s broom.
“And there we have it.” She dusted off her hands on her dress, leaving streaks hanging in mid air. “Done and done, dead as a doornail. Of course, doornails aren’t actually dead, since they were never alive in the first place.”
She paused as she looked down at the corpses. “And, really… What made their lives worth less than mine? They were beasts, but I have a body of flesh too, don’t I? Is my ability to think, to reason, enough to justify taking them in such a cruel manner?”
She shook her head and changed out of the invisible dress and back into her non-invisible outfit (which, thankfully, provided her with enough clarity of mind to realize that, yes, her ability to think and reason did indeed provide more than enough justification to kill the wolves).
With that little moral quandary solved, she crouched down over the corpses. She sheared them of fur, pulled a few of their teeth, trimmed a few of their claws, and then closed the secret door tightly. That done, she returned to the secret laboratory, wiped up the last of the coffee, and made her way back to the main study just as the door opened and Hawk-Nose and his page boys came inside.
“Impressive!” The Message-Writer quickly scribbled out the note. “You actually managed to kill the Mangy-”
Hawk-Nose shot him a sharp glance. The boy grimaced and stared at the ground. The Servant-Speaker whispered in the boy’s ear, and the writer nodded and scratched out a new note.
“You have done well, though we notice that you seem to have found your way into my master’s secret laboratory. If you attempt to continue this uprising, you should know that these potions are very real and very dangerous, and they will be distributed to the servant population without any need for paperwork. Is that clear?”
“So…” Elara frowned. “Was that what this was? Just a statement? A warning?”
There was a pause before the proper message was conveyed.
“If you had been eaten by the wolves, that would have been a rather nice outcome as well.”
“Fair enough.” Elara sighed, then started toward the door. “Well, if I’m going to get started on my work early tomorrow, I’m going to need to get going. I can only assume I’m not getting a tip?”
“In your dreams!”
“That’s what I thought.” Elara curtsied, then strode away. The lack of a tip was annoying, but House Red nobles were notoriously bad tippers. Besides, she now had even more monster material, and a recipe that she needed to share with a certain noble teenager.
Before that, though… She desperately needed to get some rest.






Chapter Ten

 
When Elara finally crawled back to her room, she was more exhausted than the Slumbering Sloth of Sleepy Southland. She plopped onto her bed and fell asleep instantly, passing the rest of the night in slumbering peace.
That peace faded abruptly at the crack of dawn. The roosters crowed, the donkeys brayed, Gerald dropped a dish in the kitchen which shattered and startled Patricia, who dropped a needle into Flogger’s foot, who howled and jumped about, kicking Elara’s bed and knocking her clean onto the floor. She groaned and sat up, then blinked sleep out of her eyes and slowly rose to her feet.
“What are you two doing?”
“She was giving me comfort in my time of need.” Flogger sighed and sat back down on Patricia’s bed. “At least until she stabbed me.”
“Well, forgive me, but I have three more suits to stitch up for Lord Flabbergast the Eight Thousand and Nineteenth, and you showed up at five o’clock this morning to talk my ear off.” Patricia muttered, though she had a smile on her face. “You’re always welcome here, but know that we do sometimes need to work.”
“Yes. Always welcome.” Elara rolled her eyes.
“Great!” Flogger gave Patricia and Elara hugs, then rose up with a sigh. “Well, it’s back to the farm. We’re planting a new patch of watermelons today. Also, Elara, if you could come back and stitch up those nets, I’d appreciate it. We’re catching probably six or seven dozen people a day there, and the threads are starting to wear through.”
“I’ll see what I can do.” Elara nodded, yawning.
“Well, we’ll leave you to it.” Patricia scratched at her shoulders as she headed out into the hall. “Bad business, sleeping in your uniform. More wrinkled than a prune.”
Elara chuckled as they left, then sighed. Her uniform, golden threads or not, certainly did look a sight. Slowly, she stood up, then paused. At a thought, she rushed to her wardrobe, where her long row of matching black-and-white outfits hung.
“Alright, Elara. Time to get down to business.”
She swiftly changed into a clean uniform, then sat down and started work. Her invisible uniform had gotten fairly dirty (every speck of dust showed up, given that there was nothing for it to blend in to). She scrubbed it down before hanging it up at the end of her wardrobe. That done, she took out the golden-thread uniform, mended a few more tears in it, washed it well, then added a handful of other threads just for the heck of it. She hung up that one next to the invisible one, and then went back to work.
Her next outfit she spruced up with giant hair. She had some worries over the itchiness, especially as she threaded in far more of it than she had with Patricia’s uniform, but she would also survive a great deal more abuse than even Patrica had been able to do. That done, she opened up her inventory to look at the next set of things.
[Wolf Claws: Effects: Looks cool and somewhat tribal. This could be good or bad depending on your local fashion standards. When dealing with actual natives, this will likely get you shot and skinned (or at least laughed at behind your back), but when dealing with nobles, it could give you a bit of an edge, and make you look a bit wild and fierce.]
[Wolf Teeth: Effects: Ditto the claws.]
Elara rolled her eyes, then scrolled down to the wolf hair.
[Fur of the Mangy, Monstrous, Mighty Mean Mutt: Effect: Can be added to an outfit to decrease the physical strength of the wearer. Side Effects: May make you more attractive.]
“What?” Elara blinked in surprise. “It makes you weaker?”
[Sure! I mean, what do you expect? Do you really think that every monster you come across is going to give you some sort of super powered boost that will aid you in your quest to take over the fortress? Give me a break, and have a little bit of humility.]
“I’m not taking over the fortress.” Elara gritted her teeth.
[Sure you’re not. Anyway, on a purely practical level, how are you going to manage that many outfits anyway? Just carry a trunk around with you all the time so you can change the moment you need to?]
“I’ll figure it out.” Elara frowned and crossed her arms. “So. Wolf hair is a bus-” She froze, then shook her head. “But if it makes you weaker, it might be handy to sew into the clothes of an enemy!”
[Maybe. Most of those nobles are already so weak that you could kill them with a toothpick. There hasn’t exactly been a rebellion to keep them sharp for quite awhile.]
“Fair, fair.” Elara paused and stroked her chin, then shrugged and tucked it away. “Suppose I’ll save it for a rainy day.” She stretched. “Well, I’d better get to cleaning. I’m sure my jobs are starting to pile up.”
“Who are you talking to?” The pink head of Princess Penelope appeared in the doorway, she slipped inside, a wide grin on her face.
“Some disembodied… You know what? I don’t rightly know, but it’s annoying.” Elara dismissed her inventory and turned to the girl. “What can I do for you?”
“Not much. I was just coming to see if you’d thought of anything to help me!” Princess Penelope grinned.
“Since the time I left your room, I’ve been involved in a training session, cleaned a study, and killed three wolves.” Elara crossed her arms. “I’ve done nothing but think about your problem, and I’ve come up with dozens of solutions.”
“Great! Let’s hear them!” Princess Penelope beamed and sat down on Patricia’s bed.
Elara opened up her inventory. After scrolling for a moment, she pulled out the recipe, which she handed to Princess Penelope.
“Here. This is a recipe for a love concoction.”
“What’s the difference between a potion and a concoction?” Princess Penelope frowned in thought.
“My guess is that this one isn’t magical.” Elara shrugged. “And a potion is? I don’t know. I wasn’t exactly supposed to be there. Except I was. I don’t know. It’s complicated.” She shrugged. “Anyway, that’s my best bet for getting him to fall in love with you. This soup, which I have to admit did smell pretty good, and then some purple flowers, and he’ll be all yours.”
“Wonderful! Oh, thank you.” Princess Penelope stood and tucked the letter into her own inventory. “You have no idea what this means to me! Only…” She paused.
“What?” Elara crossed her arms.
“Well… When I was talking about the whole yellow-purple thing, I wasn’t just talking about getting him to fall in love with me.” She confessed. “I was also talking about my father, Lord Rattigan the Four Thousand, Nine Hundred and Thirty-Second. He would never approve!”
“And how exactly do you think he might agree to the marriage?” Elara asked.
“I don’t know.” Princess Penelope sighed. “I was hoping you had thought about an answer to that.”
“I’m afraid I haven’t.” Elara shrugged.
“Then… Would you do me one more favor?” Princess Penelope opened her eyes wide and pulled her pink-clad hands up underneath her chin, affecting some kind of noble charm technique. “Would you make this and deliver it for me?”
“I can try.” Elara grimaced. “I should probably note that servants don’t exactly get ingredients like this, or have access to flowers, but-”
“I’m sure you’ll figure it out!” Princess Penelope beamed. “Thank you, thank you so much! I’ll give you a cleaning job right next to his room so you can deliver it today!”
“And how-”
“You fight monsters! Oh! I know! His room is just next to a dungeon! You can just go clean that out!”
Elara’s mouth worked several times in silence. “Yes. Yes, that sounds like a perfect idea.”
“Great!”
Princess Penelope turned and ran from the room. Elara sighed. She tidied up the last of her things before leaving. There, down at the bulletin board, her folder had been cleaned out, with only a single note remaining.
“By royal decree, Elara the Maid has been absolved of responsibility for all duties except for this one.” Elara read slowly. “Failure to complete this task in the designated time frame will result in… Being placed on the IT task force!”
She shuddered. Cleaning toilets was easily the worst job in the entire realm of the cleaning team. She snatched up Princess Penelope’s decree, reminding herself that no matter how friendly she was, the princess was a noble. Elara bustled into the kitchen, where she found Gerald hard at work.
“Top of the morning to you!” He grinned. “Watch the broken shards on the floor. Haven’t had time to clean it up, but you know how that goes. What can I do you for?”
“I have a recipe I need you to make. Special order.” Elara held out the note.
“Ahh! Special order. From a noble?” asked Gerald, his back still turned to her as he finished chopping some suspicious objects.
“Yup.”
“And you told him or her that we may not have access to the best ingredients?”
“That’s right.”
“Perfect! Are we dealing with a Potion, Concoction, Stew, Soup, Slurry, Blend, Gruel, or Grub?”
“Ahh… Concoction.” Elara answered.
“Perfect! Give me the recipe.”
Elara nodded and started to read. “Carrots.”
“Hmm…” Gerald glanced around. “I have some toenails.”
“Yum! That’ll work nicely.” Elara nodded. “Bacon. Lots of bacon.”
“We’ll use up the last of my shoe leather, but I suppose if it’s for a noble, it’ll have to do.” Gerald swept a number of freshly-cut strips into a cauldron.
“Alright! Celery?”
“Now that’s a tough one.” Gerald glanced down at the floor, then grabbed a dustpan and broom, swept up the shards of the broken bowl, and dumped it in. “Next!”
The rest of the ingredients were soon improvised, added, and boiled to mushy perfection. When it was done, a healthy helping was dumped into a rusty bucket and sealed with a lid.
“Better hurry. There’s a bit of a leak in the pail.” Gerald warned her.
“Of course.” Elara glanced down at the leak, then turned. “Oh! Purple flowers.”
“Here!” Gerald tossed her an old cat o’nine tail. “It’s a mite rusty. Sorta looks purple in the right light.”
“Then I’ll be off!”
Elara started off through the narrow corridors of the servants, trying to avoid the main noble passages. After all, if she was delivering a love letter, she had to keep it a secret from Lord Rattigan the Four Thousand, Nine Hundred and Thirty-Second, as well as any other prying eyes.
When she had made it far enough away from her own quarters, she paused and pulled out the note, trying to figure out where she was heading.
“Alright… Purple Tower… Basement… The Lurking Lair of Large Leering Lions.”
Once more, like with the last dungeon, it took her a hot minute to locate the door. First she stumbled across the “Lavishly Large Lair of Lurking, Leering Lions,” the “Laid-Back Lion’s Large Lair of Leering,” and the “Labyrinthian Leering Lair of Largish Lavish Lanky Lame Lazy Lax Lions,” long before she landed on the lovely, lasting doorstep of the… The place she was heading.
Upon arrival, she spent another few moments looking around. The door of the Lurking Lair of Large Leering Lions clearly had the word “Dirtie” written across it in lipstick, while only a few feet away a metal door was marked by the words “Kepe Out.”
Elara squared her shoulders, then stepped over and set down the soup and the cat o’nine tail down. She then knocked and dashed away, hiding in the shadows of a nearby doorway.
Almost instantly, the door popped open. A familiar small and round face emerged.
“Now who left this here?” Lord Penniworth the Five Thousandth frowned down at the offering, then gave it a sharp kick. “This is what they call a love offering these days? Why, this looks like it was made by a servant, and not even a good one at that! Pathetic! I could do better with my hands tied behind my back!”
He sniffed and drew himself upright, nearly popping the buttons on his purple uniform. As she did so, though, the briefest of a smile flickered across his face. “Maybe someone finally does like me. I could have a girlfriend! Imagine that! Someone to boss around who’s not a servant, someone to try to kill me in my sleep-”
He was still extolling all the virtues of having a girlfriend when he turned around, returned inside, slamming the door behind him. Elara smiled, glad to have done a service.
Slowly, she stepped out of the shadows and turned to leave, only to run smack into a small page boy standing there, looking up at her with wide eyes.
“Ahh… Can I help you?”
He wore a red uniform, slowly lifted up a notepad, and scribbled down a few marks. When he was finished, he revealed the letter to her.
“You were hired to go into that dungeon.”
“Yes, but-”
“If I catch you shirking your duty… Well…" The page boy shrugged, then continued writing. “I imagine that my master would find the information to be quite useful. He could have you imprisoned, or cast out into the wilderness, which would put all this talk of rebellion at an end.”
Elara gritted her teeth. “Does he know about this?”
“No.” The page boy shook his head. “He wants to play just as many games as you do. I wish to see the order of things maintained.” He nodded at the dungeon. “Why don’t you go get your work done, maid?”
Elara sighed, then nodded. It was her job, her place, after all. She walked up to the door, grabbed hold, and grimaced as the words flashed across her vision.
[Warning: You are about to enter a Dungeon. The level of Danger is 99. Would you like to continue?]
“I suppose I have to.” Elara nodded.
The door popped open, and Elara slowly stepped inside. It was another, utterly filthy room to clean, but… Well… If she was going to lead a revolution, she wasn’t going to end up ruling a filthy castle, which meant she would just have to do it at some point anyway.
Which meant, really, the page boy was doing her a favor!
Now, it was time to knuckle down and get to work.






Chapter Eleven

 
The door slammed shut behind Elara. Torches flickered to life, revealing a long, dimly lit tunnel. Elara squinted at the end of the hall, but couldn’t make out anything, except two rather dark blobs lying in wait for her.
“Hmm.” She frowned and reached up to unscrew the closest torch. As she took it down from its decorative sconce, her eyes opened wide.
“What is this?” She exclaimed. “This is a 60 Watt torch! Those were made obsolete like a zillion years ago.”
She clicked her tongue and opened up her inventory, spent a moment scrolling, and made a selection. With a loud pop, a box of fresh, 150 Watt torches appeared in front of her. She didn’t know if she would have enough, but it would be a start, and she couldn’t begin to properly assess the nature of the dungeon’s cleanliness until she had secured enough light to see by!
She tossed the inferior torch to the side and stuck the 150 Watt torch into the scone. It blazed to life with a blue-yellow brilliance that lit up the area much better. Of course, now, with two conflicting torch types, the light sorta hurt her eyes, so she nodded and struck forth.
“Alright. Here we go!”
She skipped along merrily as she went down one side and then the other, taking down the old torches and installing the new ones. When she was finished, she sighed in contentment, then went back and picked up all the old torches.
The rumors had it that the more powerful torches emitted toxic fumes, but if you couldn’t see where you were going what did it matter? She dusted off her hands on her dress and crossed her arms, appraising the passage once more.
It was positively filthy. The two previously shadowy blobs were now visible as lions, real live lions, though they looked more confused than upset at her intrusion into their lair. More importantly, they were covered in gunk.
Their noble fur was matted down against their bodies, their manes were snarled with burs and bones, and their teeth were yellower than the uniforms of House Orange, though slightly less yellow than the uniforms of House Yellow. They were disgusting!
Elara turned her attention to the dungeon itself. A thick layer of dirt and filth coated the floor, sometimes several inches of it. It appeared to largely be lion dung mixed with bones and blades and other things that lions couldn’t digest. There were a number of enormous hairballs, as well. The walls were splattered with old blood, and the ceiling was marred by a great many scratch marks, likely from warriors jumping up into the air to try and perform their signature power-moves against the beasts.
Elara tutted at the mess. “Alright, then! I’ve got my work cut out for me. Nothing to it, though, except to get to work! Lions, you just stay put, and I’ll deal with you once I have this floor scrubbed up. I just need… You wouldn’t happen to have a trash can around here, would you?”
The lions answered by snarling and charging across the ground in great leaps and bounds. They didn’t know what to make of all the talk, but they did know that the idea of cleaning things up, and especially of staying put, wasn’t one that they wanted to entertain. Whoever this maid was, she needed to be eaten, and eaten quickly.
“Alright, alright! I guess I’ll clean you first.” Elara sighed and casually took out her trusty old pail. She still had the bar of soap from the school room, though she was somewhat lacking in water. Oh, well. She’d just have to make do!
As the first lion approached, she took out her broom and whacked it across the nose, then stuck her pillow-beater into its mouth, holding its teeth apart. The lion let out a confused whine.
“Alright, now. We’re going to have to start with the less pleasant parts of things.” She murmured. “At least until I can find your water source. You’re alive, so I know you drink something, but I can work with other things now. Let’s see… Why don’t we brush your teeth?”
She drew out a scrub brush and began to scrub at the lion’s teeth, carving away at countless centuries of plaque buildup. The smell was quite unpleasant, and the lion snarled as it tried to pull away, but Elara held on tight.
It should be noted that the second lion drew up short at the sight of the first lion’s teeth, and, ashamed that his teeth might look like that, clapped his jaw tightly shut.
“And… There we have it!” Elara nodded as she finished the scrub. “It’s not perfect, and I can see at least three cavities, so I suggest you see your dentist as soon as possible, but it ought to get you through. Next, please!”
The second lion turned and fled.
Elara shrugged. “Alright, then. I guess we’ll just work on your mane instead. Hold still, please!”
Now, if you know anything about cats, you’ll know that they rarely ever hold still, especially when instructed to do so. The lion began to kick and thrash, and did everything possible in his power to escape, but Elara did have his mouth pried open, and her strength had increased tremendously, so… You do the math.
While holding onto the beast, she pulled out her lawnmower, only to cast it aside and pull out her scissors, only to cast those aside and pull out her hedge shears. She set to work instantly, trimming away his mane, allowing the tangled locks to fall down to the floor.
The lion’s face, deep beneath the layer of grime covering it, turned beat red from shame. He gave escaping one final lurch of effort, tore himself away from Elara, and bolted down the hall away from her. She watched his tail disappear around the corner, then shrugged, swept up his hair and tucked it into her inventory, and then set to work.
With no lions bothering her, the rest of the cleaning was smooth mopping, at least in that section of the dungeon. She tried to sweep to kick things off, but the grime was simply too stuck-together to brush away. All that her sweeping did was cause several large blasts of air that exploded through the doorway at the far end.
When she realized her method wasn’t working, she switched to her sponge, and began slowly and methodically scrubbing away at the floor, then at the walls. There was little she could do about the ceiling, though she made a note to tell the castle masons about the scrapes that needed patching up.
When all that was done, she marched down to the doorway and stepped through. Once more, torches blazed to life, illuminating (poorly) the interior of the lion’s den. A handful of the torches hung around the sides of the roughly-hewn cave, though the majority of the light came from a large chandelier hanging from the middle of the ceiling. These were, at a glance, mere 6 Watt torches, hardly more than matchsticks.
“Hmm. This won’t do at all.” She murmured.
Growls and snarls echoed from within, and she held up her hand.
“Sorry! You’ll have to wait for a moment.” She opened up her inventory and soon found a box of 200 Watt torches, which she took out and set on the ground. “You just wait there, and I’ll have this place brightened up quick as you please!”
The lions, just as confused as the first ones, did little to stop her as she circled around the edge of the room and replaced all the torches. She couldn’t reach the chandelier, but by the time she put in the last one, the room was already so bright that she didn’t really feel the need.
By the newfound light, she could see a large pile of stones in the middle of a roughly dome-shaped cave. The place was covered in lions! A dead lion whose mane had been shaved (he had died of embarrassment after returning to his friends), along with a pool of water being fed by a small waterfall dripping down from the ceiling. Sitting on top of the rocks was an old man, seemingly unconcerned by the state of affairs, who waved down at her.
“Hello!” She called out.
“Hello!” He answered.
“Ahh… What exactly are you doing here? Who are you?”
“My name is Daniel. King Darius the Three Thousand, Eight Hundred and Seventieth threw me in here. Well, his aids, really, it was sort of a trap, but that’s a long story. He was going to come check on me in the morning, but I think he forgot.”
“Oh.” Elara blinked a few times. “Well… You can go now.”
“Sweet!”
Daniel got up, walked through the lions, petted a few on the head on his way, and headed out of the passage.
As he vanished, the lions all started to growl.
“Alright, there! You all just hold still, and I’ll get you cleaned up, quick as can be!”
She threw her bar of soap over into the water source, causing bubbles to explode through the small pool, and started walking over toward it. The lions sprang into action. Some of them leapt at her to devour Elara before she could cause any further harm with her cleaning . Others sprinted for their lives, since Elara seemed intent on giving them a bath, something no self-respecting cat could allow. A large number of them did charge forward at her without much of a plan, simply following the pride.
Elara took out her broom. “Alright, felines! Into the bath!”
Seeing the maid’s confidence, the lions realized their mistake. All of them tried to turn, but lions are large creatures, and Elara used [Sweep] to send them all crashing into the pool.
Suds and bubbles and claws and manes filled the air as the lions all fought to escape, stirring the water better than Elara could ever have done. When they emerged, they were sleek and clean, and looked ready to tear the meat from the bones of any warrior who dared to set foot in the dungeon.
The ‘survivors’, stunned by their pride mates’ new shiny appearance, quickly availed themselves of the bath as well. While they growled and moaned as if enduring some great torments, they did emerge clean and sleek as well, and held themselves a little higher than before, obviously proud of their new appearances.
Meanwhile, Elara had knelt down near the entrance and begun to scrub away at the floor. She heard growling behind her and turned around to find the whole pack of the great beasts advancing on her. Now that they looked like themselves once more, they were starting to feel like themselves again, and were reminded of several key facts.
First: Lions liked living in dirty dens.
Second: Lions liked eating people.
Third: Elara was a person, and was trying to make the lair clean.
At once, they all sprang towards her, and stumbled into each other. At first, civilized hisses and growls were exchanged over the honor of taking her down, but the conversation soon degraded into biting and wrestling. One of them sprang up onto the top of the rocks (which was finally vacant again now that Daniel was gone) and gave a loud roar, trying to prove itself superior. That made the lions forget all about Elara, and they began to fight over who would get to stand on top of the pile of rocks.
As Elara stood there, dumbfounded, the lions tore each other apart in a great cat-fight to the death. Several moments later, the last two lions died at the top of a hill of lions, clawing out each-other’s throats.
Elara blinked in confusion, then shrugged and continued to work on the cleaning.
[Congratulations! You have cleared a-]
[Wait. It’s you again, isn’t it?]
“Yup. Just me, the maid, trying desperately to keep the castle clean in a world where everyone just seems intent on making a mess of things.” She sighed and gestured at the pile of dead lions. “I mean… All I was trying to do was get them cleaned up a little, you know!”
[I have to admit I’m a bit confused. You didn’t have any problems killing the Mangy, Monstrous, Mighty Mean Mutts.]
“Those were dogs.” Elara shrugged while she continued to work. “Cats are cute! I’d have a pet one, but you know the rules against servants owning anything alive that is, in turn, subservient to the servant in question.”
[I… I see. Well… Umm… Will you accept a treasure chest this time?]
“No!” Elara snapped as one began to materialize. “And I wish you’d stop throwing around things like that! I’d get flogged from now till doomsday if I was caught with something like that.”
[Alright, but look, you’ve got to accept some sort of a reward, or it’s going to look like I’m withholding proper earnings from warriors, and then that’s going to open an investigation ticket, and I’ll probably get demoted, and… Lots of headaches, all the way around.]
Elara sighed. “Well… What qualifies as a reward? If you’d clean up all these lion carcasses, I’d sure appreciate it.”
In response, a rift formed in the air above the pile of rocks, and an invisible hand seemed to lift all the lion carcasses up and into the infinite abyss. It closed once more, and the messages began to appear again.
[Technically, dumping things into the void is called a favor, not a reward. I have to actually give you something. A new weapon, or a skill, or money, or… Something like that.]
“Alright.” Elara tried to think. Did she really need anything right now? “How about… I don’t even know. Maybe some better ingredients for Gerald? I know he gets tired running around trying to find ways of cooking for all us servants. It just about throws his back out trying to pick up all the rocks and crumbs and things.”
[You eat… Rocks?]
“And crumbs! Oh, and he managed to get a bunch of old socks.” Elara pointed out.
With a flash, a Bigfoot Cooler appeared on the ground in front of her. Elara slowly reached out and popped it open, revealing it about half full of ice, with a handful of crispy red apples, cold hot dogs, carrots, potatoes, and other such odds and ends.
[It’s bottomless, so as soon as you take things out of it, more will appear!]
“Gerald will love this!” Elara smiled. She picked it up and tucked the cooler into her inventory, then went back to work. “Now, if you don’t mind, I have some work to do.”
The voice said nothing more, and Elara turned her mind back to her cleaning. The dungeon wasn’t going to scrub itself, of course, and she really did just want to get all the grime and dust out of the place. Now, with a bottomless cooler, well… The possibilities were almost endless!






Chapter Twelve

 
Elara’s back was aching by the time she returned to the kitchens. A wonderful smell floated out of the door, and she poked her head inside to find Gerald stirring a nearly empty pot, frowning in confusion.
“What’s up?” She walked inside and sat down on the corner of a counter.
“I don’t know.” Gerald frowned. “Some guy walked in and said something about not eating for ten thousand years, and helped himself to just about all of my shoelace soup!”
“Funny the way some people are.” Elara frowned, then pulled out the bottomless cooler and set it down on the counter with a thunk. “Here. It’s yours if you want it. If you don’t, I imagine that Patricia will make good use of it.”
Gerald flipped open the lid. A look of delight spread over his features, and he nodded rapidly.
“This will change the way I cook! Real ingredients, and right here in my own kitchen, hidden away from the nosey nobles.” He chuckled as he slid the cooler underneath one of his counters, grabbed the pot, and lugged it over to a massive sink in the corner of the room. “Nosey nobles. We ought to come up with something for that. Nosey naughty nobles?”
“Ahh… Nice Nosey Naughty Nobles?” Elara shrugged.
“Nag. Mean nosey naughty nobles.” Gerald started running water into the pot, rinsing out the last of the sludge, and then filled it to make ready for the next bout of soup. “Doesn’t ring off the tongue quite as well, but it’s a heap more accurate.”
“Fair enough.” Elara chuckled and started to leave. “Well, if you need anything else, just let me know! I’m going to go check the bulletin board to see if I have any other tasks.”
“Sounds like a plan!”
When Elara reached the bulletin board, she frowned. Her file was empty, save for a single note written in crayon.
“Cleen balrooooooooom en red hous.”
Elara frowned, but shrugged. It was probably another trick from one of the nobles, but she was still duty-bound to respond. She strode off down the halls, winding her way toward the indicated ballroom. It didn’t take her long to arrive, thankfully, though she frowned as she approached.
“Not Cleen.” She raised an eyebrow, then reached out and pulled the door open. She heard a startled gasp, the kind that can only come from a collective crowd. Elara slipped inside and pulled the door back shut.
Inside, spread across the floor of the ballroom, were hundreds of servants. They were lined up in rows, watching Flogger pace back and forth in front of them. They all let out a sigh of relief, and Elara crossed her arms.
“What’s all this?”
“Training!” Flogger called out to her. “We’re shirking our duties so we can learn how to overthrow the nobles.”
“And you called me?”
“You’re our leader!” Patricia called out.
“Yeah! Dark Lady of Fortis-”
“Stop!” Elara held up a hand. She walked over to Flogger. He lifted her up onto a shoulder, and she frowned as she looked out across the crowd. “Look, I don’t want to be a rebel leader.”
A sea of blank eyes met her.
She sighed deeply, then shrugged. “Alright! I know what we’ll do. You know how the nobles have their little festivals sometimes? We’ll hold one of those!”
A cheer shook the room.
She smiled. Elara had never actually seen one of the festivals, being a lowly servant, but she had heard stories about them, and they sounded like great fun; true displays of sportsmanship, skill, strength, and cunning. She took a deep breath, then held up a hand for calm.
“Alright! First, who knows what sorts of events are held at these things?”
“I do!” A butler stepped forward. “One of the most time-honored events is called jousting!”
“Jousting?” Elara nodded, and Flogger set her down. “What’s that?”
“You have two people, and they both climb up on horses.” The butler answered. “Then, they get these really long poles, lances I believe they’re called, and they charge at each other and try to knock each other off.”
“Alright. That’s a start.” Elara nodded. “Who wants to give it a try?”
“Me!” Farmer John ambled forward. “I want a try!”
“Me too!” Patricia stepped up as well. “Please me!”
“Alright.” Elara clapped her hands. “Now we need horses!”
That roused murmurs of worry and doubt. Servants weren’t allowed to have horses, and except for stable boys, weren’t even allowed to see horses. It took a few moments of explaining from the few stable boys in attendance to convey what a horse was, at which point, they realized that they would have to successfully overthrow the nobles before they could get any horses, which put them in quite a Catch-22. To top it off, they were informed that there were exactly 22 horses in the castle, which meant that they literally had to catch 22 of the beasts, which put them into a catch-22 Catch-22. And to top that off, they were informed that each of the horse stalls had 22 latches that were each locked with a different key, which put them into a 22-latch catch-22 Catch-22.
The whole thing was giving Elara a rather big headache, so she stopped trying to make it even longer.
In any event, they weren’t getting any horses, so in lieu of that, Lou the Gardner and Flogger the Farmer stepped up to be the horses for Farmer John and Patricia.
Flogger was Patricia’s horse, of course, while Lou served as the horse for Farmer John. They positioned themselves on opposite sides of the room, just as the butler instructed them to do, and then realized that they had no lances, or really even anything that could be used as lances.
Realizing that they needed to find something to use, this put them into a fetch-quest 22-latch catch-22 Catch-22, but it was solved quickly enough when Elara suggested that they use some paper towel rolls from a broom closet. Getting them proved slightly difficult when they discovered the servants’ market crammed into the first broom closet (and one of the merchants offered to sell them a watch, which put them into a watch-hock fetch-quest 22-latch catch-22 Catch-22), but they soon enough found an empty broom closet with nothing but cleaning supplies, found the paper towel rolls, and set themselves up.
“Charge!” Patricia cried out. Holding the cardboard roll out in front of her, she spurred her mount to charge across the carpeted floor of the ballroom.
“I’ll have your head!” Farmer John cried out, and Joe, his noble steed, ran forward to meet them.
They met in the middle, and two sharp screams echoed across the room.
“What’s wrong?” Elara ran forward as both Patricia and Farmer John toppled from their mounts and tumbled across the floor.
“Paper cut!” Patricia wailed.
“Paper cut?” Flogger leapt to his feet. “Quick! We need a medic, and stat!” He knelt down. “It’ll be alright! We’ll get you through this! Don’t give up!”
Patricia frowned at him. “It hurts, it’s not fatal.”
“Oh.” Flogger blinked in surprise. “I’ve seen nobles die from paper cuts. You’re sure?”
“Sure I’m sure!” Patricia slowly climbed back to her feet and sucked on her finger. Farmer John, a few feet away, grunted as he struggled upright. “I just need… Bit of lemon juice. That’s what the nobles always tell me to put on paper cuts. Stings worse than you’d believe, but if it works, it works.”
Flogger led Patricia and Farmer John away (Lou stayed in lieu of them).
Elara sighed. “Alright. Why don’t we just… I don’t know. Pick a sparring partner and start whacking each other or something. Just don’t kill anyone.”
The hall soon resounded with the whacks and cracks of egg beaters and rolling pins smacking against feather dusters and umbrellas. Elara stood there in the middle of it, really wanting to be just about anywhere else but there.
The door slammed open.
“Well, well, well.”
The servant-message-writer stepped inside and held up his notepad. When he realized that no one was watching, he sighed, then stepped back outside. A moment later, he wheeled in a large whiteboard, which he used to write in massive, broad, red letters.
“WELL, WELL, WELL!”
That got people’s attention, and they all turned to look at him.
The servant-speaker stepped in after him, followed by Hawk-Nose.
The room fell deadly silent, and Elara gritted her teeth. This didn’t look good, not at all.
“It seems that you’ve been up to no good.” The message writer started to scribble across the whiteboard. “Training to defeat us nobles. What a scene! I hope you know that you’ll all be punished for this!”
“How exactly will we be punished?” Elara stepped forward, hoping that they would say something about the potion room. After all, if she went and told everyone about what she had seen, very few people would believe her, and if she was going to convince them not to lead a revolution, she would need it to come straight from the horse’s mouth.
“You will all be given an endless supply of work!”
The page boy was now the one being met by blank stares. They already had an endless supply of work, didn’t they?
“Alright. You’ll be given an endless-er supply of work!”
More blank stares.
Finally, Lou went ahead and walked out of the room, but not before correcting the writing on the board from the grammatically incorrect “endless-er” to the even incorrect-er “more endless-est.”
Now even Hawk-Nose and the servant speaker had blank stares. Lou was gone.
Elara sighed and bent down to pick up one of the crumpled paper towel rolls. “Look, would you mind leaving us alone? I was just about to take this very paper towel roll and storm the throne room, and you being here really puts a crimp in that plan.”
“AHHHHHHHH!”
Hawk-Nose screamed, and his designated Catcher ran into the room to catch him as he swooned and nearly fainted. Just to keep track of things, that officially put them in a Hawk-catch watch-hock fetch-quest 22-latch catch-22 Catch-22. Flogger leaned over and murmured in Elara’s ear.
“Paper cuts, remember?”
Elara scowled and walked toward him, but he only fainted even harder and waved to be carried away. His Catcher passed him off to his Carrier, and he was quickly borne away into the halls of the nobles. The servant speaker dashed after him, though the message-writer paused just long enough to scratch out a quick note on the whiteboard.
“You’d better have this room cleaned up, and quickly!”
The nobles were gone.
Everyone looked around, before the herd of servants rushed out into the hall, eager to avoid any punishment. Soon, Elara was the only one left.
She sighed deeply. Slowly, she glanced around, eyeing the muddy footprints on the carpet, the scattered paper towel rolls, a handful of discarded watches (apparently the watch-maker at the market had been rather cheap, which put her in a bad-batch watch-hock Hawk-catch fetch-quest 22-latch catch-22 Catch-22), and an assortment of other junk.
Slowly, she strode over to the trash can in the corner of the room, dug it out, and started sweeping methodically.
All this chaos was making her exhausted. She was a maid! She wasn’t a rebel leader. She wasn’t a revolutionary. She simply wanted to keep the castle clean and stay out of all the unrest, especially since she was rather tired and really wanted some actual rest.
Oh, well. It would all soon blow over, like a tent erected on the roof in a storm. She only had to stick it out, stay the course, and be ready to take whatever the next strange twist was that came her way.






Chapter Thirteen

 
It took Elara a few hours to clean the ballroom, though that was partly by choice, as she didn’t want any more chaos to come looking for her. Night was fast approaching by the time Elara made it back to her room. She dropped into bed and fell fast asleep within moments.
She woke up to a great commotion of clanging and clattering and cheering. Elara sprang up, curious. She changed out of her old outfit and into the golden-seamed outfit, then slipped out into the hallway, where she found a long line stretching out of the kitchen.
“Come get your pancakes!” Gerald’s voice called out over the crowd. “Get them while they’re hot! Not an ounce of rubber or ceramic in them, only flour, sugar, and butter, and if that doesn’t sound good to you, I’d probably check your pulse!”
The smell drifting through the air was simply wonderful. Elara’s stomach rumbled. She joined the line in a hurry, and soon had a large stack of pancakes on a large plate, which she carried back to her room.
Patricia and Flogger were there now as well, with Patricia holding an even taller stack of pancakes, and Flogger carrying one taller yet!
Elara smiled and sat down on her bed, then idly opened up her inventory and started scrolling through her items.
“Just what are you doing?” Patricia asked, scratching at her shoulders.
“Just checking on something.” Elara shrugged. After a moment, she shrugged. “Do you ever change that outfit?”
“Every day! Except for when I don’t.” Patricia shrugged. After a moment, she blushed. “I mean… I… I just feel like there’s something special about this uniform. It was the same thing I was wearing when Flogger got sent down to us, and I just have to imagine that that means something.”
“That I’ve lost my touch!” Flogger lost interest in his pancakes and started to cry, and Patricia rolled her eyes and kept scrolling.
“You were a very good flogger, Flogger.” Elara shrugged. “We all have off days sometimes, you know.”
“I do know?” Flogger frowned. “Do you ever have off days?”
“Well, a couple days ago, I slipped and fell down a staircase, and since then everyone’s been treating me like royalty.” Elara muttered. A few moments later, she found what she was looking for and smiled.
[Lion’s Hair: Effects: Makes the wearer immune to fire (at least to a degree), with the amount of flame resistance increasing the more lion hair is added to the outfit. Side Effects: May increase your desire to win spontaneous games of king of the mountain.]
“Alright, I can live with that.” She murmured. She grabbed a new outfit out of her wardrobe, while nibbling her pancakes, began to sew it with a number of decorative patterns made out of the hair.
“What exactly are you doing?” Patricia asked.
“Preparing.” Elara murmured.
“For what, exactly?”
“I dunno.” Elara shrugged. “I suppose I’ll figure it out when the time comes!”
“That was always my way of life, too.” Flogger stared down at the ground forlornly. “I would figure out how to flog people when I walked up to them. Look where it got me!”
“Surrounded by friends and good food.” Elara held up the platter of pancakes, then closed her inventory and put away the dress.
After a moment, she grabbed the assorted outfits and stuffed them all into her inventory. They took up a handful of slots she liked to have open, but it would be useful to have the items around if she ever needed them. That done, she stood up and stretched.
“Well, I’m off. Got to go check to see if I have any more jobs to take care of, back to the daily grind, you know how that all works.”
“See you around!” Flogger called out. “If you’re ever out near Farmer John’s farm, come say hi!”
“Will do.” Elara waved one last time, then walked out and started making her way down toward the bulletin board. It was difficult going, as the queue was even longer than before, and, of course, went right past the bulletin board.
Every time she tried to squeeze through the crowd, people snarled at her for cutting in line. She was consigned to head to the end of the line and simply wait until she arrived at the bulletin board, at which point people yelled at her for holding up the line. And so, by the end of it all, she was compelled to pass through the kitchen once more to receive a second helping of pancakes, at which point she was able to return to the bulletin board. Food in hand, convinced people that she simply wanted to get her assignments.
She found that she had five different chores waiting for her, including cleaning up a kitchen, a laundry room, two more studies, and a greenhouse. None of them were particularly close or interesting, so she chose the kitchen and started heading in that direction, eager to get on with the day’s work.
As she approached the door, though, she heard a loud cough behind her. Elara spun around..
In the shadow of a darkened doorway stood a short, fat little figure in purple robes she was starting to altogether too familiar with. He had no servants with him, and winced as she stepped closer to him.
“Lord Penniworth the Five Thousandth.” She frowned down at the lad. “Just what exactly are you doing here?”
“I… I came to ask you a favor.” His voice was squeaky and sounded rather like that of a rat. “I have spies, and they told me that you were the one who delivered that slop to me back at my room just yesterday.”
Patricia nodded slowly. “That was me. What’s it to you?”
“Well… I know who it came from.” Lord Penniworth fidgeted. “I know she likes me, and I know we can’t be together. I was hoping you would be able to… I don’t know. Deliver a message for me?”
Elara’s heart began to thump. There were a number of possibilities that she could be facing. It might be a trap, intended to prove her guilt. It was possible that it wasn’t a trap, but that by agreeing to help, she would be inexorably entangling herself in the exaggerated world of noble engagements. Finally… Well… There was the simple reality that she didn’t want to help the rotten Lord Penniworth. She didn’t like him in the slightest, and to help him would almost certainly be seen as a betrayal in the eyes of her fellow servants.
Suddenly, a torch of realization seemed to flickered to life above her head, and not one of the little 6 Watt things. No, this was a big, raging bonfire of a torch, a thousand watts at least, brilliant enough to light up an entire dungeon with little to no problems.
If she helped the royals get together, it would mean that the servants would no longer see her as a reliable source of rebellion, and would leave her alone!
“I’ll take the job.” She nodded. “What’s the message?”
“I want you to tell her that she stinks, and that she’s rotten, and we’ll never be together, and I’d like you to deliver her the very same soup and flowers that you gave me.”
Elara frowned. “The exact same soup?”
“Yup! Use the same recipe.”
“The exact same recipe.”
“Well… Alright.” Elara shrugged. “I’ll see what I can do, but only if you’re able to take a few of these assignments off me.”
“Pfft!” Lord Penniworth snorted and started to leave. “I shouldn’t even be talking to you! I’m certainly not going to do you any favors, maid. You run along and help me, and I’ll make sure that when they string you up by your fingernails for your little rebellion, they’ll at least give you a proper manicure first.”
“I…” Elara watched him stomp off, then shrugged. Getting strung up by her fingernails didn’t sound particularly pleasant, which meant that she really did need to get the servants to forget about this whole rebellion business. She nodded, then squared her shoulders.
She had rooms to clean and love to cultivate. That left her with precious little time to stand around thinking about it.
Moving at a brisk pace, she entered the kitchen, cleaned it in record time, and then moved on to the next room. By the time she finished with the last of her five rooms, it was well into the afternoon, and she could see purple spies peering through potted plants to monitor her progress.
She gave one of them a wave and a thumbs-up, then made her way back to the kitchen, where Gerald was working on an apple pie for dinner.
“Now that’s a smell!” Elara grinned as she entered.
“You’re telling me.” Gerald thumped the counter. “You ask me, this here cooler can produce food even better than the farms and things that are producing for the nobles. Don’t tell that to them, of course, but I’m not complaining in the slightest. Now, what can I do for you?”
“I need a pencil and paper, a pot of soup, and some yellow flowers.”
“Wonderful.” Gerald plucked the recipe card out of his pocket. “Same recipe?”
“As requested.”
“Then I’ll get right on it.” Gerald nodded and grabbed a new cauldron. While he worked, he gestured at a notepad not far away, and Elara sat down to write out the intended message.
“Alright. Let’s see. Per his words… You stink, and you’re rotten, and we’ll never be together.” She paused, then tore off the paper and moved to the next piece of paper. “You remind me of the rose in the morning, fresh and with the scent of life and love, and I long for the day when we can be joined, if not in public, then in secret.”
“Better watch where you put that thing.” Patricia, covered in thick slime, passed by and glanced at the note. “There’s enough sap in that message to stick to just about any surface in the fortress.”
Elara smiled and tucked it into her pocket. “I think it’s sweet.”
“Well, you do you. Me? I’d rather get a box of donuts and a note saying they’d like to watch a play together.” Patricia commented. She started washing her hands in the sink, and Elara frowned.
“What happened to you?”
“Had to clean out the bathrooms down off the grand hall in House Pink,” Patricia answered. “IT hadn’t responded yet, so I was called up, and whew, was it bad! Bunch of slime monsters had crawled up from the dungeons and got stuck in the pipes.”
“Good to know.” Elara grimaced. A moment later, she was saved from both the smell and any further discussion as Gerald turned around and handed a pot to her.
“Here you go! It’s not even rusty.” He grinned, then bent down, flipped open the cooler lid, and pulled out a large bouquet of pink flowers. “And here’s this! When they say bottomless, they really mean bottomless. It’ll produce just about anything you could want.”
“I’ll keep that in mind.” Elara smiled as she took the pot of soup and started to walk away. “Thanks for everything!”
She set off toward House Yellow, once more slipping through the servant passages. It wasn’t the easiest task in the world, and several times she was forced to duck behind the assorted potted plants to avoid nobles. Of course, the spies didn’t really want to share their hiding spaces, but established protocol was established protocol.
Servants and nobles alike were allowed to share space behind the plants without discrimination, but not allowed to tell what they had seen. In any event, she soon arrived at Princess Penelope’s tower, and after sneaking past a great many yellow-clad page boys, nobles, and house-loyal servants, she reached her door.
There, carefully, she set the offering down, knocked, and turned to run. She only made it a few feet, before the door swung open and Princess Penelope stuck her perfect, pristine, pink head out.
“Elara! Quick! Come inside!”
Elara nodded and scrambled into the room. Princess Penelope closed the door behind them, and giggled as she picked up the food.
“Is this really from him?”
“You’d better believe it is.” Elara nodded. “He cornered me earlier today.”
“And you brought me exactly what he asked of you?”
Elara shrugged. “I mean… As much as I could.”
“Oh, this is wonderful.” Princess Penelope sighed in contentment and sat down on her bed. She popped the lid off the pail and inhaled deeply, then slowly looked up and smiled. “Would… Do you think you could do me another favor?”
“Maybe.” Elara walked over and sat down on the chair at Princess Penelope’s vanity. “What is it?”
“I need…” Princess Penelope shrugged. “There’s a ball coming up. A big one, with all the houses of the fortress involved. The queen will be there, it’s going to be epic. I need you to come with me.”
“Come with you?” Elara blinked in surprise. “First of all, servants aren’t allowed into the balls!”
“House loyal servants are.” Princess Penelope pointed out. “If we dressed you up in yellow, no one would notice! Or I could just hire you directly, even if for only a day. You can come, and you can coach me through everything.”
“I… Maybe.” Elara frowned. “What would I do, though?”
“What wouldn’t you do?” Princess Penelope let out a high-pitched squeal of equal parts delight and terror, and fell back on the bed to stare up at the underside of the canopy.
“I mean, I’m going to be there, at a ball, with him! And he likes me! He really likes me! Do you have any idea what that means? It means that if I see him, I have to give him some sort of a signal, but not too much of a signal or other people might notice, and it needs to be a good enough signal that he knows I got his message and like him back, and I just… It’s too much!”
Princess Penelope squealed. “Please, Elara, won’t you come with me? I don’t know how to do any of this stuff!”
Elara sighed and nodded slowly. “I suppose I can do that. But-”
“Wonderful!” Princess Penelope beamed. “Thank you. Elara, you have no idea what this means to me. Is there anything I can do for you in return?”
“I’m still trying to find a new pair of shoes.” Elara shrugged, then chuckled. “Unless you happen to know where to find some of those, I’m afraid not.”
Princess Penelope frowned in thought and nodded slowly. “Actually, I might. There’s a royal cobbler over in House Black who’s always throwing out his leftover shoes. I think that’s where your cook, Gerald, gets most of his supply from. I know he has terrible problems with elves that are always messing the place up. If you visit the place, you just might be able to get a pair for free. I can try to swing it, if you like.”
“Do that.” Elara nodded, then slowly stood up. “Thank you.”
“No, thank you, Elara!” Princess Penelope clasped her hands beneath her chin. “You’re helping me make all my dreams come true! Thank you, thank you so much! I’ll try to have the assignment in your hands in the morning!”
Elara smiled, then made to leave. Before she reached the door, though, someone on the other side knocked it sharply.
Elara and Princess Penelope froze.
A moment later, Elara had ducked into the bathroom, and listened with bated breath as the door cracked open.
“Father!” Princess Penelope stammered nervously. “I… I didn’t hear you there.”
“Did I hear you talking to someone?” The voice was low and harsh. “I’ve told you that you’re not to be courting suitors in your room!”
“I wasn’t!”
“We’ll see about that.” Footsteps echoed across the floor. “Let’s just see who’s hiding  in your bathroom!”
By the time he flung the door open, Elara had changed into her invisible outfit, rendering her about as visible as an invisible spider’s thread in a dark, gloomy attic with very low visibility. Her father, dressed in a pressed yellow suit and sporting a dashing mustache, frowned deeply, then turned around.
“Well. It seems you’re telling the truth.” Her father stomped his way back out. “Please do remember that this afternoon, you have a meeting with Lord Black of House White, and then tomorrow you have a meeting with Lord White of House Black, and the day after that you have a meeting with Lord Grey of House… Orange, I think.” Her father scoffed. “Get the idea out of your head that you’ll ever marry someone of your own choosing.”
Elara’s heart nearly broke as she slowly stepped out of the bathroom and, still invisible, crept across the room and slipped out before her father dared to follow.
Princess Penelope lay on her bed, sobbing quietly into her pink pillows. The girl only wanted to marry for love. Poor Penelope!
Was this their reality? Was this the truth? Were the nobles really as much slaves to the system as the servants? Were the servants really the masters, and the nobles the servants? What sort of rule set determined where your caste lay? Was it simply the level of opulence surrounding you? Was it the reality of being able to command other people to do your will? Would a servant living in a great palace being ordered around by a master who lived in a woodshed still be considered, properly, a servant? And on the subject of it, what was love, really? A desire to be together, certainly, but what caused it? Chemicals exploding around in the brain? Were those chemicals the true masters of them all, pulling the strings and laughing as their humans scrambled and raced around desperately just trying to make all of it fit together in their minds?
When Elara reached her room and changed out of the invisible outfit, it was none too soon. She sighed with relief as she tossed it back into her inventory.
Whatever the answers to those fever-dream questions happened to be, she knew one thing: She was heading for a party.
To help nobles fall in love.
To convince her fellow servants that she wasn’t interested in leading a revolution.
What could be simpler than that?






Chapter Fourteen

 
When Elara woke the next morning, the line out the kitchen was even longer than before. On top of that, she was pretty sure that several of the people queuing were actually nobles disguised as servants, the spies of nobles disguised as potted plants, and servants disguised as nobles disguised as servants.
Just staring at the line gave her a headache, so Elara simply joined in line and waited. Soon, she had a heaping portion of bacon and eggs placed on a plate, which was among the best things she had ever tasted.
Returning to her room, she sat down on the bed and was surprised to see Flogger and Patricia ambling inside a moment later.
“I’m shocked I was able to beat you here this time.” Elara chuckled softly. “What’s up with you two?”
Flogger glanced down at Patricia, and Patricia giggled.
“Tell her!”
“I’m going to tell her!” Flogger puffed out his chest. “One of my old noble friends contacted me today. Said he had some sort of information to give me, the important kind, so I said I was ready to listen. You know what he told me?”
“What?” Elara frowned and took another bite of bacon. Now she understood why the love concoction had had so much of the stuff included as an ingredient. This was something to love!
“He told me that there’s a ball that’s going to be taking place here in a few days.” Flogger grinned. “The really big kind. The kind that’s going to have all the higher-up nobles from throughout the whole castle, including the queen herself. And, the best part of it is that there won’t be any guards!”
“No guards?” Elara raised a brow. “That sounds weird.”
“It makes total sense.” Flogger grinned. “As it turns out, there’s a Guard Ball happening that same night! Sounds like they got schedules mixed up and accidentally booked ballrooms on opposite sides of the fortress at the exact same time.”
“Which means that all the nobles will be on one side of the castle, and all the guards on the other side.” Elara raised an eyebrow.
“Exactly!” Flogger grinned. “If there was a time that we were going to make our statement, to show that we mean business in our little rebellion, this is it! This is our chance!”
“Doesn’t that seem a little suspect to you?” Elara countered. “That sounds like a trap to me.”
“You know what? I thought the same thing at first, and I asked him about that.” Flogger nodded. “He assured me that it absolutely was not a trap, not on his honor as a noble of House Orange. ‘Course, I’m pretty sure he’s from House Purple, but that’s an easy mistake to make. In any case, if he says it’s not a trap, I’m willing to believe him.”
Elara sighed. “It still sounds risky.”
“Look, we’re not just going to attack the place outright.” Flogger shrugged. “I’ll operate under the assumption that it is a trap, just to be on the safe side, so we’ll plan out a long and excessively convoluted series of events to ensure our victory.”
“As long as it’s excessive.” Elara nodded.
“With so many different events chained together that it’ll be a miracle if it goes off without a hitch.” Flogger confirmed. “Good! I’m glad you agree!”
Elara sighed. She frankly didn’t agree, but… Well… If she went ahead and allowed the attack, then everyone would see her helping Princess Penelope, and maybe it would bring this whole talk of rebellion down on its head.
“Just tell me what I need to do,” she said.
“Right now, just smile and look pretty and keep giving us lots of good tips and lessons.” Flogger nodded. “After that last incident, I’ve started gathering up all the paper towel rolls, sheets of printer paper, old books, and everything else I can find that could cause paper cuts.”
“That sounds… Actually, that sounds like a half-decent plan to me,” Elara admitted. She finished up her breakfast and stood up. “Well, if you’ll excuse me, we haven’t managed to overthrow the nobles yet, which means that I have a job to do.”
“Go at it! Bring home the bacon!” Patricia grinned.
“Just got to the kitchen and get more bacon yourself.” Elara pointed down the hall, though as the line now included nobles disguised as servants disguised as nobles disguised as servants, it was growing longer and longer, which would make that task very difficult. Elara herself spent almost the next hour trying to reach the bulletin board, at which point she snagged her assignment and quickly struck out for House Black.
House Black was one of the somewhat more run-down portions of Fortis Regnum. Located far to the south, there was a perpetual storm cloud overhead, mice and rats darting out from cracks and holes in the walls, birds and bats darting out from cracks and holes in the ceiling, snakes and spiders darting out from cracks and holes in the floor, and nobles and spies darting out from cracks and holes in the doors.
Elara arrived at the door of Curtis the Cobbler, which was marked by the familiar sign of “Dirty.” An old man and his wife stood to the side, scowling at the door fiercely.
“It’s about time you got here,” The man grumbled. “I’ve been calling for a maid since I woke up this morning, but apparently all the House Black maids came down with the Black Plague.”
“I do apologize, but I’ll see what I can do.” Elara curtsied. “What seems to be the problem?”
“Elves! Hundreds of them!” The cobbler waved his hands. “First, it was only two. They were actually helping me out, making shoes while my wife and I slept. What did we do? Well, they wore nothing but rags, mostly just scraps of old socks and things, so we made them clothes. As soon as they had them in hand, they changed and ran off down the hall. A month goes by, we don’t hear a thing, and then more started showing up!”
“What do you mean?” Elara frowned.
“Freeloaders!” The cobbler’s wife brandished her cane like a sword. “They came in demanding clothes, and when we reasonably asked that they help out with our workload like the others, they threw a huge fit, tore the whole place apart, and almost set us back into poverty! Now we have to have them forcibly removed every few weeks. Terrible business. Goes to show what charity will do for you.”
Elara smiled. “I’m sure it’s not all that bad. In any case, I’ll head inside and see what I can do!”
“Just don’t give them any donations! You’ll regret it!”
Elara nodded, then reached out and took hold of the doorknob.
[Warning: You are about to enter a Dirty Room. The level of Dirtiness is [40]. Do you wish to continue?]
“I think so.”
The door swung open, and Elara stepped inside. As she did, she whistled and slowly shook her head.
Inside were shelves and display racks, a cobbler’s table, a little kitchenette, a sewing machine, everything you could need in a small home, and the room certainly was a mess. Elves raced back and forth, snatching up shoes and throwing them around at each other, tossing food out of the cupboard, knocking books off the shelf, sewing horrid images onto the cobbler’s wife’s dresses (such as a hand with a prominent hangnail), and other such terrible things.
Elara crossed her arms and took out her broom.
The elves all came to a sudden stop.
“We know you!” One of them spoke up. His voice was high and squeaky, and he scampered forward until he stood at her feet. “You’re Elara, Dark Lady of the Fortress, Bane of Giants, Slayer of Lions, Savior of the Servants!”
“Ahh… I didn’t realize I’d earned quite so many titles, but I’m told that’s me.” Elara held out her broom threateningly. “And I’m here to get rid of you.”
“At whose behest?” The elf snapped. “The nobles, who you have solemnly vowed to exterminate?”
“I’ve taken no vows, but-”
“She lies!” The elf screamed and fell to his knees, then bounded back up. “She must be killed!”
“That escalated fast.” Elara sighed.
The great swarm of elves rushed at her. She glanced around, noticing a fireplace nearby. Carefully, she lined up her aim, then swept out the broom with all her might.
WHOOOSH!
A great blast of air picked up elves, shoes, food, and more, and hurled it all up the chimney and into the open air above. She nodded with a small smile. Her aim was getting good, if she did say so herself.
The rest of the elves all froze in indecision.
She twirled her broom around. “If my reputation really has started to precede me, then let me make you an offer.” She thumped the broom against the floor. “Leave. Go and be gone, leave these cobblers alone. In exchange, I won’t beat you up. Deal?”
“But then… What will we do?” The leader elf fell to his knees once more. “Before this, we were living in poverty!”
“You’re still living in poverty.” Elara countered.
“I… Well…” The elf frowned. “We want to work! We want to work a lot! We’ll do whatever needs to be done! And we don’t want any socks.” All the elves shook their heads. “No socks at all. Everyone just wants to pay us in socks, but we’d rather have money, or other clothes. That’s all we were asking.”
“Really.” Elara crossed her arms. “‘Cause it looks to me like you were just making a mess.”
The elf didn’t know what to say to that.
Suddenly, Elara noticed several elves creeping up beside her, armed with sewing needles for swords, along with bobbins, leather-working hammers, kitchen knives, spools of thread, and other odds and ends. The warnings of the nobles came back to her, and the little elf stood up.
“Attack!”
She dove forward. Tiny projectiles rained past her. Elara rolled underneath the table, then kicked it onto its side as a hail of needles were launched in her direction. They thunked up and down the opposite side of the wooden barrier.
She grimaced. This wasn’t looking good. There were so many of them, and as she looked up, she saw them already rushing around the table to flank her.
“Alright, Elara. Think.” She bit her lip, then smiled as an idea popped up. “Oh! That’s so simple!”
She put away her broom and took out her magical sewing needle. It blazed with light as it sensed the presence of so many monsters, and she set her jaw.
“Aright, elves! Last chance to stand down!”
“Never! Elves will rise! Elves will rise! Elves will-”
Elara took a deep breath, then jumped into the air even.. The needle left her hand of its own accord, and she landed on the opposite side of the table as they swarmed toward her. Golden light and golden thread flashed through the air. She spun, catching and throwing the needle at the elves, guiding it to finish her idea.
Several minutes later, all the elves had been sewn up into little straightjackets (which were all strung together by the thread like a little chain gang). Her needle, warm from all the energy, sank back into her hand.
Elara let out a long exhale, then picked up the elves. She dragged them to the fireplace, set them down, and took a step back.
“No! Great one! Please-”
“Sweep!”
One last blast sent the elves up and out through the chimney. She let out a long sigh and returned to cleaning up the room. As she tidied up the small disorderly bookshelf, a title caught her eye.
“The Art of Hiding a Romance in the Midst of Political Intrigue.” She frowned, then tucked it into her inventory. “I’m only borrowing it, I’ll return it here in a bit.”
She was finishing up when the door popped open, and the cobbler and his wife stepped back inside.
Elara smiled and turned to them, putting her hands behind her back.
The cobbler nodded. “Will the elves be back?”
“I doubt it.” Elara answered. “I-”
“I don’t care how you got rid of them, so long as it wasn’t by feeding them.” The cobbler grumbled. “That just brings back more. You see a panhandler or two showing up by the door, and then when you take pity on the little- I digress, though. Much appreciated.”
“I’m glad you’re happy.” Elara started toward the exit, then paused. “If you don’t mind, I was told that you sometimes have leftover shoes that you throw out?”
“If you think I’m giving you so much as a scrap, you’re sorely mistaken!” The cobbler snapped. “Besides, I haven’t had any leftover shoes for ages, not since those elves started mucking about things. Go on, get! Nasty little maid.”
The cobbler’s wife whacked Elara on the legs with her cane as she left, but Elara wasn’t too miffed about how things turned out. She hadn’t gotten shoes, but she did have a book that would, hopefully, help her on her quest.
Now, she simply had to snatch a breath of free time to be able to read it.






Chapter Fifteen

 
Though the visit to the cobbler’s hadn’t been all wasted, Elara still didn’t have her new shoes. Her shoe had broken when she fell down the trap door, and she just wanted to get a new pair so she could stop hobbling quite so much. That, though, was seeming like more and more of a pipe dream, and all the more so as the pipes rattled loudly in the walls, reminding her of the nearly-infinite amount of cleaning that needed to be done around the castle.
As she passed by the boundary of House Black and into the realm of House White, she paused mid-step. Set in the wall only a couple feet away was a small door clearly marked: “Dungeon.” It was noted as being the Hideous Hole of Hungry Hags and Howling Harpies.
After a moment of consideration, Elara approached it. The voice that appeared at the end of the dungeons was always offering her things, so maybe, if she went and cleaned this one out, she could get a pair of shoes!
It was worth a shot, and besides, she didn’t have any other cleaning jobs at that moment, and really, at this point in the progression of events, there wasn’t a lot else that needed to happen before the party. She needed something to fill in a quick chapter of her life up until the party began. A familiar message appeared when she neared the door.
[Warning: You are about to enter a Dungeon. The level of Danger is 99. Would you like to continue?]
She paused for a moment. “Ahh… I do have one quick question. Every single dungeon I’ve seen has a listed danger rating of 99.”
[Yeah… So… They used to have a lot more variation, but the nobles were getting so proud that they wouldn’t go into dungeons less dangerous than the dungeons that their rivals were entering, so we had to set the danger level of all of them to 99 in order to get people to actually clear them out every now and again.]
“And how’d that work for you?” Elara raised an eyebrow.
[Terrible. Now they’re all just lazy and won’t enter any dungeons. Most of them are scared of empty paper towel rolls.]
“That much, at least, I can vouch for.” Elara took a deep breath and nodded. “Well, in I go! Let’s see what these hags and harpies have to say for themselves.”
[You know, I really wouldn’t-]
Elara swung the door open and stepped inside. A terrible stench wafted up, so bad that she nearly gagged. She slammed the door behind her. Torches flickered to life, revealing a standard issue dungeon entrance tunnel. As per usual, the torches were low and dull, making it hard to see, but she could see enough.
Strewn about all over the floor were feathers, bones, what looked like giant owl pellets, hair, scattered weapons, bits and pieces of armor, and more. All in all, this was the dirtiest of the three dungeons she had yet seen.
Elara crossed her arms, then shrugged. She needed new shoes, so if this was how she managed it, this was just what she would have to do.
“Alright. Let’s get this started.” Elara took a trash can out of her inventory and walked to the end of the hallway, then set it down. As she took out her broom, a twisted old woman poked her head through the doorway. Elara recoiled, but only for a moment.
The woman was hideous, though that, of course, was no reason to be disgusted. Her nose was crooked, her eyes were wild, her hair was greasy and hung in strands about her face. She had only one tooth and wore little more than rags. She shambled forward, crooning softly.
“Now what do we have here?”
“My name is Elara, and I’m here to clean this mess up.” She strode to the end of the hall and began lining up her shot. “I’d step to the side if I were you.”
“The little pretty thinks she’s going to-”
WHOOSH!
The blast from the broom’s sweep picked up everything along the right-hand side of the passage and dumped it squarely into the trash can. This, of course, included the old woman, who screamed and thrashed about wildly.
Elara chuckled, then went over and helped her out.
“I did warn you.” Elara clucked her tongue, then began to clear up the left-hand side of the passage. “Now, on a more practical note, I’ve seen lairs that were taken care of by lions that looked better than this. Not by much, mind you, but you at least have opposable thumbs! Surely you can keep a place in better order than this!”
The woman blinked in surprise, then slowly reached up and rubbed the back of her neck. “I… Well… You see…”
WHOOSH!
The second sweep of the broom blasted the last of the debris from the entry way into the trash can, filling it to the brim. Elara made a mental note to ask for a bottomless trash can as well, and she soon had the debris bagged up. She passed the bag off to the hag and nodded at the next room.
“Would you be a darling and go toss this down the garbage chute? Thanks!”
The hag eyed Elara warily, then turned and stalked off. Elara whistled and started to scrub the surfaces, peeling away layers of dirt and blood and all sorts of other grossness. When she finished, she moved on to the next room.
“There we go! Your entry is done. I’d change out the torches, but I used up all my spare, higher-Watt torches on the lion’s den.”
There was a pause. Then, crystals around the large domed room began to glow. Magical green flames flickered to life underneath a massive cauldron similar to the one that Gerald used, albeit with a few more bones sticking out the top. Three hags circled it, stirring the pot with more bones instead of ladles.
“Double, double, toil and trouble. Fire burn and cauldron bubble.”
Elara rolled her eyes. “Alright. First of all, you’re hags, not witches. Second of all, stop trying to scare me. It won’t work. I have work to do.”
She glanced around the room, searching for the other hags. There didn’t seem to be any, only these three. Then, a feather drifted down from above, landing on her nose. Frowning, Elara craned her neck back.
Hundreds of perches for the harpies jutted from the ceiling. Of course, now, the only things remaining of them were little bits and pieces of feathers. The harpies were entirely missing, which was a bit disappointing, because Elara would have enjoyed seeing people flying about with wings.
Oh, well, she couldn’t have everything. In any event, with only three hags to try and bother her, she imagined that the job wouldn’t be too much trouble.
“Come to us!” The hags turned and called to Elara. “Come here, and leap into the pot!”
“Ahh… No. Busy.” Elara pulled out her sponge and brush and knelt down to start scrubbing the floor. “What happened to all the harpies, by the way?”
“We ate them!”
“But we are still hungry!”
“Hungry for eternity!”
“Hungry for you!”
Elara sighed and stood back up as the three hags slowly began to advance. The leader, the one who had confronted her in the passage, grinned and raised her wart-covered hands.
“One quick question,” Elara said. “If you’re hungry for eternity, eating me won’t do a thing. In fact, it’ll probably just make you all the more hungry.”
The hags paused, but continued towards her. “We’ll get you, my pretty, and your fancy speeches, too!”
“Alright.” Elara sighed and shrugged. “Well, if you’d like to try and stop me, you’re welcome to, but I’d really prefer to get on with my work. There’s a lot to clean here, and I really need that pair of new shoes.”
She placed the scrub brush against the floor and took a deep breath. “Scrub Floor!”
With an explosion of suds and grime, her skill activated, and the buildup was blasted away. Like always, it worked almost like shrapnel, flinging bits and pieces of the hardened gunk here, there, and everywhere.
The hags shrieked and fell back, and Elara slowly set to work.
“Stop!”
“We will use our deadly powers!”
“Fireball!”
A great sphere of flame erupted and scorched the stone in front of Elara.
She scowled. “Come. On.”
Elara rose, then marched back into the main entryway. The hags didn’t follow, confused, which gave her a bit of privacy as she changed into her lion-hair outfit. With that, she walked back, crouched down once more, and returned to her scrubbing.
“Fireball!”
This time, the hag’s aim was true, and it hit her full on the back. Flames engulfed her. They tickled her with the same warmth as an apple pie on a cold, wintery day. When the flames faded away, the hags began shrieking in horror.
“Magic!”
“Witch!”
“More fire!”
Another fireball hit… No. Not a fireball, more like a fireboulder. The effect was the same as before, except perhaps it more closely resembled sitting before a soft, crackling fireplace on a cold, wintery day.
The hags shrieked even louder.
Elara simply continued to work.
“She’s a witch, alright!”
“We have to kill her before she kills us!”
“Even more fire!”
A proper inferno sprang up around her now, whirling and crackling and snapping and raging. She sighed in annoyance as the grime was baked onto the floor so deeply that not even her [Scrub Floor] skill was getting it all up on the first shot. Still, she pressed onward.
Now, with the increased fire, it felt much like lying on a warm beach in the sun (not on a cold, wintery day), and she sighed in contentment. When the flames faded away, she was still scrubbing.
The hags continued screaming.
“This is impossible!”
“She’ll slay us all!”
“Even more fire! The biggest amount of fire of them all!”
“We have to stop her!”
“We have to save ourselves!”
“We must-”
Elara sighed and turned around. She was just about done with all their prattle. On a whim, she picked up her bucket of water and threw it at them.
“Oh… Hush, would you?”
The water splashed across all three of them, eliciting three gasps. Suddenly, the middle one began to slowly sink, hissing softly as she melted into a puddle. A moment later, she was gone.
Elara blinked in surprise.
“So she was a witch! Ha!” One of the other hags cackled. “I knew it! I knew there was an infiltrator in our lair! Now that she’s gone, we hags can rule the- Ahhhhh!”
The second hag began to melt as well, and was soon reduced to a puddle on the floor. The last remaining hag chortled, then turned to Elara and began rubbing her hands together.
“Well, well, well! It seems that you belong to me, now. What sort of terrible things can I think to do to you? Change you into a dog? Curse you into an octopus?”
“You probably just want to change me into whatever you’d prefer to eat.” Elara commented. “At least, that makes sense to me.”
“Ahh! Yes. That sounds- Ahhhhhhh!”
The third hag, who was also a witch in disguise, melted away a moment later, leaving Elara with a charred lair that had apparently long ago been infiltrated by three separate witches.
Oh, and she was also left with three witch-stains on the floor, which soon proved to be a real hassle to mop up. It’s a little-known fact, but melted witch stains terribly, it doesn’t really matter what it melts onto but it sticks like nothing else.
She sighed and shrugged, then went back to patient scrubbing. Finishing up the lair took the better part of the afternoon, though it felt like almost three days. When she was done, she rose and stretched, then nodded.
“Done and done.” She sighed, crossing her arms. “Odd that the voice hasn’t appeared yet. He’s usually shown up by now.”
[Ahh… That would be me.]
“Great!” Elara beamed. “Well, the place is clean. I’ll take a pair of shoes, if you don’t mind.”
There was a long pause, before the voice answered.
[I’m terribly sorry, but… Well… I’m afraid that this dungeon was full of harpies and hags. When the witches cleared out the dungeon eons ago, they were the ones who technically earned the prize. I didn’t give it to them since they were witches, you know, but… I have nothing I can give you.]
“What do you mean?” Elara’s cheeks heated up. “This dungeon wasn’t clear in the slightest when I came in here! Filthier than all the others, handily, and you’re going to tell me that they somehow got the prize for cleaning it?”
[Ahh… Oh, Elara, you have no idea how much I love your innocence.]
“Well, innocence isn’t getting me new shoes.”
[Hmm. You know, you might try a cobbler I know in House Black. He’s got a bit of a problem with elves, so if you go and take care of them-]
Elara let out a frustrated snort, then sighed, gathered up her cleaning supplies, and left. This chapter of her life, as far as she was concerned, was done with. Now, it was time to prepare for the ball.






Chapter Sixteen

 
When Elara returned to her room, she had overcome her crankiness, and had started looking forward to the ball. She sat down on her bed and began thinking things over, when Patricia came bustling inside.
“Hello! Top of the morning to you.” She frowned as she peered down at Elara. “You look awful, like you’ve been down in a dungeon for three days without sleep!”
“I know. It was only a few hours, but that’s the way things go.” Elara shrugged, then flashed her a smile. “Is Flogger ready for the ball? Does he have his plan all worked out yet?”
“He has part of a plan, but time sure seemed to fly!” Patricia shrugged. “I mean, really, it feels like it was just this morning when we were first talking with you about the plan, and now, here we are, almost ready to roll out for our attack!”
“That’s because no one likes time skips.” Elara explained. “You know, when you take time to skip down the hall because you’re just killing time waiting for something else to happen? For everyone watching- I mean the spies- It’s terribly boring, and sometimes confusing, so my guess is that the time of the ball got moved up or something. The point is, it’s almost time, and that means that we all need to get ready.”
“Then I’ll go get Flogger and tell him to get his convoluted plan together as quickly as he possibly can!” Patricia beamed.
“You do that.” Elara flopped back on her bed, opened up her inventory, and scrolled until she found the book that she had taken from the cobbler’s house. “I’m going to catch up on a bit of court etiquette before I go in, if that’s okay.”
Patricia nodded, and Elara set into the volume. It was all about keeping romances a secret and quite in-depth about it. She was surprised at just how much could be done!
There were chapters about how to discreetly send signals to your chosen lover, how to less discreetly send signals to other people without them noticing (for the benefit of all the spies watching from the potted plants around the edge of the room, to throw them off the real scent), how to overtly flirt with the people you’re legally or socially obliged to flirt with without accidentally giving them any ideas that you’re actually interested in them (and, of course, a section on what to do if you actually are interested in the person, and don’t want to be too overt for fear of people realizing that you’re flirting out of more than a simple social obligation), how to send signals to the spies in the potted plants (particularly if you were attracted to one of them, along with a whole sub-section on how to determine which potted plant your particular spy was hiding in), and a great deal more.
Elara did her best to memorize it, but it was a lot, and all of it entirely new to her.
She was still perusing the book when a flash of pink appeared at her door, and Princess Penelope stuck her head inside. She had dressed down quite a lot, with a dress that had far fewer frills than Elara was used to seeing on the princess. She slipped inside and sat down on Patricia’s bed, nodding at the book in Elara’s hand.
“You know what to do?”
“More or less.” Elara nodded, then smiled. “I have an entire table memorized on what not to do, so as long as we avoid that much, we’ll avoid getting you tossed into the void, cast out into the wilderness, or demoted to a servant, so that’s positive.”
“Wonderful.” Princess Penelope sighed. “If I’m being completely honest, I knew that the cobbler had that book, which was part of the reason why I sent you to him. That very same volume helped my father meet my mother, and his father meet his mother, and on down through the line back to the time it was published.”
“Then how did the cobbler wind up with it?” Elara frowned.
“Those thieving elves! They came around asking for work, so father employed them for a few days. They stole half our library and ran off.” Princess Penelope scowled. “I think they traded it back to the cobbler in exchange for being allowed to set up a caravan in his pantry, but that, of course, was a ruse to steal all his food. Anyhow, the point is, it’s back in my hands, and I didn’t have to steal it in order to have it happen.”
“Technically, it’s in my hands, but I suppose I can let you borrow it.” Elara handed it over.
Princess Penelope snatched it up with a smile, then tucked it into her inventory. “Well, you look exhausted, so I’d suggest you get some rest. Come to my room one hour before the ball is set to start. I’ll get you into your House Yellow attire, and we’ll be off!”
“Sounds like a plan.” Elara nodded. “Thanks!”
“No, thank you.” Princess Penelope clasped her hands underneath her chin as she stood up. “Love! I’m about to find love! Oh, this is exciting!”
With that, the princess was gone.
Elara sighed. She flopped back onto her bed. Her eyes were starting to flicker closed, when Flogger and Patricia came running back inside.
“Ahh! There you are!” Flogger grinned from ear to ear. “We wanted to run through the plan with you! I think it’s a good one.”
Elara let out a deep breath, then sprang back up. “I like good plans. Hit me with it.”
Flogger pulled a large file out of his inventory, and whacked Elara with it hard enough to send her back into the pillows.
She groaned as she sat back up. “Not actually hit me with it.”
“Right. Right.” Flogger sat down on Patricia’s bed and flipped open the file folder. “Alright. Here’s my plan, then. We know that all the guards are going to be over on the western side of the castle, and the nobles are going to be on the eastern side, right?”
“Right.” Elara nodded.
“Good. Now, I scoped out the ballroom, and it’s in an easy place to attack. Wide corridors on every side, with four enormous doors leading into it, one in each of the four cardinal directions.” Flogger nodded. “About a hundred feet down from each door are smaller ballrooms, which I think we can use for staging areas.”
“I see.” Elara bobbed her head in understanding. “So we get everyone in place ahead of time in these four staging areas, and when all the nobles are inside, we spring out, catching them inside our lines, and charge forward with all of them trapped.”
“What? No!” Flogger laughed. “That’s what they’ll be expecting!”
“They don’t have any guards, and they aren’t expecting us.” Elara raised an eyebrow.
“Still, I’d rather be on the safe side.” Flogger shrugged. “Now, the best option I can think of is to have each of us sneak into the party under a different disguise. I’ll go as a potted plant. As long as I’m convincing, we can get half a dozen of us disguised as spies who can follow along with me. Farmer John has graciously agreed to go disguised as a watermelon, Gerald will go as a barber shop pole, and I have disguises worked out for punch bowls, wheeled carts, a cake, a pile of fruit, a rack of weapons, a dog, a cat, and a herd of pigs.”
“Right.” Elara nodded slowly. “That sounds like a great plan.”
“Perfect!”
“But-” Elara held up a hand. “Just to make sure all our t’s are crossed, do you happen to have any other plans you might care to mention?”
“Only one has come to mind.” Flogger answered. “You know how that fancy bigfoot cooler that Gerald has is bottomless?”
“Yeah.” Elara nodded.
“Well…” Flogger grinned. “I figure that we mostly use it ‘cause we can pull an endless amount of things out, but what if we used it to put an endless amount of things in? We could take it into the party without any worries, and then all of a sudden, boom! It’s like having a room you can carry around with you!”
“A whole fortress to carry around with you, if it really is bottomless.” Elara pursed her lips as she thought it over. “That actually doesn’t sound like a half-bad idea!”
“Exactly! It doesn’t exactly replace my earlier idea, but I was thinking that we could store all our weapons and costumes in it, and then you can wheel it into the ballroom, and then we can charge in and grab out our weapons, and it’ll look really cool.”
Elara rolled her eyes, but nodded. “I… Sure. Go for that.”
“Great!” Flogger jumped to his feet. “I’ll go start getting things ready with Gerald. This is our moment! This is the greatest feat the servants have ever accomplished during our time in Fortis Regnum! We’re going to rise up, we’re going to win!”
With that, he rushed off. Patricia smiled and followed.
Elara bit her lip. Alright. Things were happening. She still didn’t think the servants had a single hope of coming out on top, but… Well… Maybe it would wind up being possible after all. The servants certainly weren’t lacking in enthusiasm, that was for sure!
She was rising from the bed when a knock sounded on the door. A round, pudgy face poked inside.
“Psst! Maid!”
Lord Penniworth stood there, looking as though he would prefer to be anywhere else. Elara beckoned to him, and he swept inside and slammed the door shut.
“What is it?” She frowned. “I wouldn’t think you’d want to be this far away from-”
“I don’t want to, but I had to come since you botched everything!” He snapped. “I told you to deliver exactly what you delivered to me!”
“I delivered the same recipe.” She held up her hands. “I don’t see what the big deal is.”
Lord Penniworth turned almost as purple as his robes. “My spies were watching you! They told me that you were carrying something that smelled good! She’ll think I actually care about her!”
“But you do.”
“Right, but I don’t want her to think that.” Lord Penniworth snapped. “If she knows for certain, and doesn’t just suspect, she’ll start to take action, and that’s what I want to avoid!”
“Why?”
“Because…” Lord Penniworth paused and sputtered a moment. “Because that’s how it’s done! If people catch you in a courtship, you’ll be torn apart politically! Jeers, boos. People staying away from you because you might have cooties! No, it’s too dangerous. You may have just ruined my entire political career!”
“Your grandma is the queen.” Elara countered. “Surely that counts for something.”
“I…”
“Look.” Elara crossed her arms. “You’re a person of some importance. Just own it! If you show weakness, yeah, they’ll jump on you like a trampoline, but if you just act confident, none of them will be able to touch you.”
“You… You really think so?” Lord Penniworth blinked in surprise.
“I know so.” Elara nodded. “Now get out there and win your future bride! You’ll do great!”
Lord Penniworth nodded, smiled, and then slipped back out the door. Elara watched him go, then sighed and looked down at her hands.
Who was she helping, anyway? The servants, or the nobility? She had just wanted to help out a poor, hurting teenage girl, and was winding up deeper and deeper over her head.
Oh, well. Whatever was happening would happen, and she wasn’t going to be able to change it unless she was there, ready, and available. She rose and went over to her wardrobe, then paused.
Princess Penelope intended for her to wear a maid’s outfit that would match House Yellow. That meant Elara couldn’t count on the effects from the monsters she had already defeated, since she wouldn’t be able to put on her own maid clothing. So, then, what would she do if she needed an extra burst of power?
An idea flickered to life in her head. It was a bit unorthodox, but then again, that was just the sort of tactic needed in order to come out on top.
She took out her magic sewing needle and sat down to work as fast as she could. She didn’t have much time and had a lot of work to do.
Thankfully, she was good under pressure. She only hoped she’d be able to do it at the party as well.






Chapter Seventeen

 
Elara marched through the halls at a brisk pace, pushing a wheeled cart along. It was draped with a white cloth like so many other serving carts and was set with a bottle of grape juice and several glasses. On the rack below, sat the bottomless cooler. Elara hadn’t had a chance to look inside, as she had been in somewhat of a hurry when she had left, but she was certain that whatever had been packed inside would be useful.
She hoped.
As she walked along the halls, it seemed to her that even more potted plants populated the hallways than usual. All of them were staffed by even more spies than usual, each of whom were busily writing notes.
She soon came to Princess Penelope’s door and gave a simple knock. It swung open with a flair.
“Come inside, come inside!” Princess Penelope beamed.
Elara nodded and swept in, and she smiled as the princess gestured at a simple maid’s outfit on the bed. Instead of being black and white, it was black and yellow, but was otherwise identical. Elara picked it up and headed into the bathroom to change. When she came back out, Princess Penelope was beaming from ear to ear, and Elara curtsied.
“You look perfect! Just like a maid of House Yellow.” Princess Penelope nodded. “Oh, Elara, this is going to be wonderful! The love of my life, and he’ll be mine after tonight!”
“I do hope so.” Elara nodded.
“Well, I know so.” Princess Penelope nodded. “You’ve been so helpful, Elara.  Shall we get going?”
“I think we shall.” Elara nodded. “This will be fun!”
She started pushing the cart, following behind Princess Penelope with perfect precision. They swept down the corridors, making their way toward the ballroom. As they arrived, Elara let out a long breath of awe, and slowly stepped into the massive room.
She had cleaned up many of these rooms before, but had never actually witnessed how they got so messy in the first place. The floor was a lovely (clean) carpet, covered in geometric patterns. The lights were soft and sublime, while a small band played over in one corner, filling the chamber with a sweet melody.
A handful of nobles stood around talking here and there. Most were in their own House groups. There was House Purple and House Red, House Blue and House Orange, and as they stood there, House Pink and House Yellow. Princess Penelope’s father came striding over to her, tall and strong, and he nodded down at Elara.
“You brought a maid along?”
“Most of the other nobles brought along some of their own servants,” Princess Penelope countered. “I’m just… Trying to fit in. You know how hard I find some of these things.”
“True enough.” Her father sighed, then nodded. “Very well. Maid,” he addressed Elara, “You should know that this isn’t one of your little servant shindigs. This is a tried and true noble affair. I don’t recognize you, so I can only presume that you’re a new addition to our staff. Behave yourself well, or you will suffer the consequences.”
Elara curtsied.
Her father snorted and walked off.
Princess Penelope flashed a small thumbs-up. And, with that, the festivities began.
Elara began by pushing her cart off to one side of the room, so that the cooler would stay out of the way for when it was needed. That done, she returned to Princess Penelope and stood behind her and to one side, maintaining a respectable distance.
Princess Penelope began to walk toward a group of House Red people, and Elara caught a glimpse of Hawk-Nose. She felt her blood chill, and she did her best to keep herself calm.
“Lord Hawk-Nose.” Princess Penelope gave a curtsy as she approached. “You’re looking remarkably devious this evening.”
“And you, Princess, look as though you’re about to drive a knife into a thousand backs.” Lord Hawk-Nose, which Elara thought was a quite unfortunate name, bowed in return. “May your aim be true and your blade sharp, provided that the back in question isn’t my own.”
“If it is, I shall do my best to make the blow clean and painless.”
Elara blinked in surprise at the greeting. She was sure it was standard protocol, but wow, did that put a whole new spin on the nobility.
“And I, should the tables turn against you, shall not let a drop of your blood strike the ground as I bring you to death.”
Wow. Elara mouthed as they continued for a few more moments, describing the different ways in which they would make each other’s demise a pleasant one. It escalated, all the way up to Princess Penelope’s “I’ll simply cast you into the void, where you will drift, painless for all eternity.”
Lord Hawk-Nose couldn’t really trump that one, and he was forced to glower as Princess Penelope curtsied once more and started to turn away. Suddenly, the lord caught sight of Elara, and he spun to her sharply.
“You…” His voice was hoarse all of a sudden, and he turned to look for his page boys.
They, though, had snuck away to join the guard’s party (which, in all due fairness, was much more fun, as they had set up an X-shaped box loaded with all the newest games: Chess, checkers, and even (dare I say it) backgammon). As such, he was forced to speak to a servant for the first time in his entire life, which made his face turn almost as red as his clothes.
“You’re Elara, the maid!”
“That’s me.” Elara curtsied slightly.
“You’re the maid who cleaned out the Dastardly Dungeon of Deepest Darkness!”
“Actually, it was the Deepest Dungeon of Dastardly Darkness.” Elara corrected him. “But I see how it could be easy to get things confused.”
“I’ve been watching you, you know.” He took a step forward, his face turned even redder. “Through magic, I’ve seen your every move. And you know what I think?”
Elara winced. “What?”
“I think you’re the best maid this fortress has ever had!” Lord Hawk-Nose held out his hand. “I’ve never before shook the hand of a servant, but I will happily do so now! Dungeons make for epic parties, and I’ve been able to start throwing them now that you’ve cleaned out several of them! Sparkling clean, too, better even than some of these ballrooms! I’ll pay you fifty Regnums if you leave House Yellow and come over to House Red right this instant.”
Elara blinked in surprise. “But… Your page boys…”
“Over-zealous twerps.” Hawk-Nose waved his hand. “Please, Elara, come with me.”
“Excuse me.” Princess Penelope cut in. “She belongs with me. You can’t just offer her money.”
“Then I’ll offer you fifty Regnums.” Hawk-Nose turned to Princess Penelope.
“Fifty thousand.”
“Sixty.”
“Forty thousand.”
“Seventy.”
Princess Penelope frowned in thought, then nodded. “Seventy, but not until after the  ball.”
“Done!”
They shook hands, and Elara blinked in surprise. As they started to walk away, Elara lowered her voice.
“Can you sell me, since I don’t actually work for you?”
“I dunno. We can sort that out later.” Princess Penelope turned as a new contingent from House Purple came walking in. The queen was at the very front, with Lord Penniworth right behind her. “For right now, I have a date with destiny. Go over there and give this to Lord Penniworth.”
She handed a glass of grape juice to Elara, with a cute little toothpick umbrella on the rim. Elara nodded, then started across the room, doing her best to avoid contact with the royals.
The queen looked up as Elara approached, and Lord Penniworth turned red. Elara knelt down on one knee. Queen Edna slowly approached and sniffed down at her.
“Maid! You are being quite irregular right now.”
Elara slowly raised her eyes. “How?”
“Your knee is at a forty-five degree angle with the ground. It should be at a forty-four degree angle. I suggest you fix it, immediately, or I will exercise my right and power as Queen to cast you into the infinite void.”
A rift began to open behind Queen Edna, and Elara nodded and raised herself slightly up.
“That’s the wrong direction!”
“Sorry.” Elara lowered herself again, just a bit. Queen Edna sniffed, then burst out laughing. The rift disappeared, and Elara frowned in confusion.
“I told you that the servants were easy to mess with! Just watch. I’m going to make that one stick his finger up his nose.”
Queen Edna swept away, and Elara slowly rose in confusion. Lord Penniworth started to walk past her, but Elara bowed her head.
“Lord Penniworth! I… I have something for you.”
At that, all the nobles around her burst out laughing, and she felt her cheeks burning again. What was going on?
“Maid.” Lord Penniworth turned to confront her. “I should have you know that maids are to address their lords and masters without any stammering. I… I… How comical! Still, out of respect, I will accept this gift.”
He took the glass from Elara’s hands, took a sip, and then frowned. He reached up and picked up the umbrella, then glanced inside of it. A smile flickered across his lips, and he handed the glass back to Elara.
“Would you please throw this in the face of Professor Dorberson the Three Hundred Twenty-Eighth? It’s a common greeting among those of a very particular distant relation.”
Elara blinked. “What?”
“We’re twelfth cousins, thrice removed. The only way to properly greet such a person at a ball is to have a servant throw a glass of grape juice in the face of the other person.”
“Right.” Elara turned away as another chorus of laughter rippled across the room. She turned to see a servant from House Red with his finger up his nose for the nobility’s amusement.. Elara sighed, then curtsied and headed toward House Blue. She noticed Lord Penniworth approaching House Yellow and nodded slowly.
So, he wanted a distraction? That made sense, it would cover his actions. Still, he didn’t have to come up with something that would get her cast into the void. A moment later, she had arrived at the House Blue contingent, where Professor Dorberson turned to regard her with a frown.
“Do I know you? You look somewhat familiar, though I can’t place it.”
“I cleaned out your classroom just a few days ago.” Elara answered. “The reason I’m here now, though, is to send a greeting from Lord Penniworth.”
“Ahh! Yes! Twelfth cousins, thrice removed!” Professor Dorberson turned to one of his own house servants, a butler, and handed him a small sandwich he was eating. That done, he turned back to Elara, and nodded. “Get on with it, then!”
Elara blinked in surprise. “You mean… Actually…”
“Of course!” Professor Dorberson nodded. “Go ahead! It’s perfectly alright, I know what you’re about to do.”
“Alright.” Elara frowned. “Then… Here you go!”
Taking a deep breath, she splashed the contents of the glass all over Professor Dorberson’s face.
He coughed and sputtered at it, and the purple juice dribbled down his blue suit. “What was that?”
“I was told to throw the glass of grape juice into your face.” Elara protested.
“Yes. The glass, not the contents. It’s ordinary protocol for the servant to drink the juice, and then throw the glass at the face of the person in question.” Professor Dorberson scoffed and shook his head. “It makes me glad that you weren’t asked to give the proper greeting for thirteen cousins four times removed. My word, what are they teaching you in servant school these days?”
He walked off, shaking his head. The butler stepped up and took the glass from her, flashing her a small smile.
“Don’t worry. I did the same thing when I first joined.”
“Thanks.” Elara smiled, then curtsied. “Well, forgive me, but I need to get back to my master.”
“Of course.”
Elara turned and started walking back across the room, but was stopped cold by a loud scream.
A scream from Princess Penelope.
Elara broke into a run and raced across the room to the princess’ side. She was standing there, hand over her mouth, as Lord Penniworth knelt down in front of her, a ring in his hands.
“Princess Penelope, I’ve long watched you from afar. I’ve stalked your every movement, I’ve watched carefully to determine your weak points and how to properly kill you if you were suddenly to turn on me, but alas! How could I imagine that you would ever take enough notice of me to turn on me? Still, the thought has kept me up for many a night, and I’ve wasted many a night that I could have spent scheming how to kill my enemies by instead worrying of how to kill or defend myself against you.”
“Oh” You’re so sweet.” Princess Penelope put a hand over her mouth. “Well, I-”
“Say not another word!” Lord Penniworth held up a hand, then giggled. “My first ultimatum to you! How lovely! Say not another word, my princess whom I will soon despise with all my heart. Let us be joined in the bonds of matrimony, this very night, until death do us part.”
“Until death do us part.” Princess Penelope nodded. “I accept! I accept, with all my heart.”
“Wonderful!” Queen Edna clapped her hands, and Elara jumped. “Let us set up the wedding this instant! Band! Play a merry wedding tune! Bring the chaplain!”
The band’s tune instantly changed, and Lord Penniworth walked off with his grandma. Princess Penelope’s father stepped up next to them a moment later, smiling down at his daughter.
“You’re getting married! How wonderful.”
Princess Penelope nodded, her pink dress bobbing in the light. It stood out against her father’s yellow suit. “I know it’s sudden, but I also know this is true love.”
“May your honeymoon last forever, at least a week, and may you stab him before he stabs you.” Her father blinked rapidly, and a tear trickled down his cheek. “Ahh! Enough with the formalities. I do hope I’ve been a good father to you.”
“Terribly repressive! Overbearing, cruel. The bruises you left on my delicate skin will remain until my death.”
Her father sniffled. “And you’ve been terribly disobedient, rebellious, secretive, you’ve never once tried to do something without doing it behind my back. How could I ask for a better daughter?”
“And I, a father?”
They embraced, and the music increased in tempo and emotion. Nobles formed two lines, leading up to a priest who had apparently been standing just outside the door in case he was needed. As Princess Penelope turned away, her father held out a hand.”
“Penelope, there’s… There’s something I should tell you.”
“What’s that, father?”
He sighed. “You… I suppose you must have guessed it by now, but… Well, Penelope, I’m afraid you were adopted at birth.”
Princess Penelope nodded. “I know. I…” She looked down at herself. “I suppose I always have liked pink a bit more than most of you.”
“Oh, but you weren’t adopted from House Pink. You were adopted from House Black!” Her father revealed. “I’m afraid I had to assassinate a minor noble, standard business, and it turned out that he had a new baby he was taking care of! I took you since I did feel sort of guilty for having to do him in, you understand.”
“Oh.” Princess Penelope looked down at herself and blushed. “I feel so foolish! All this time…”
“I’m terribly sorry.” Her father sighed. “But I do hope you understand.”
“I do.” Princess Penelope nodded. “I truly do. Now… Shall we?”
Elara stood back as Princess Penelope took her father’s arm, and the two of them started marching up the aisle. It was a lovely thing, seeing love coming together!
But the hairs on the back of Elara’s neck were prickling upward. She had the odd feeling that life was about to get very dangerous…
A feeling that solidified when a voice called out loudly over the chaos: “CHARGE!”






Chapter Eighteen

 
Elara had forgotten about the servants preparing for their attack. She was the only person in the room who had forgotten about it! After all, most of the nobles didn’t know about it, and those that did were in on the trap, and the servants who were doing the attacking had spent their entire time getting ready.
Now, what Elara didn’t know was exactly how the servants were planning on attacking. As such, no one was watching the cart, nor the bottomless cooler, and so no one noticed an arm suddenly pop out from underneath the cloth, grab hold of the railing, and pull the cooler out on the floor.
Fewer still noticed the lid swing all the way open, and Patricia slowly climbing up and out, followed by Flogger, followed by Farmer John, followed by Gerald (who got momentarily stuck), followed by a great many others. The only one who didn’t was Lou, who had walked instead of traveling by bottomless cooler.
All of them were soaking wet from hanging out among the ice-cubes, but as they were all quite good at holding their breath, they were no worse for wear, and were ready to fight.
“CHARGE!” Flogger called out, and he drew his paper towel roll.
All the other servants did the same.
The nobles turned around and screamed in high-pitched terror. Glass shattered across the entire castle, particularly the massive stained-glass window that sat behind the throne in the throne room. Of course, this scream trailed off into laughter as all the paper towel rolls went flop, given that they were just as wet as all the servants, and were unable to maintain their structural integrity.
Of course, their laughter trailed off again into screams as the servants then abandoned their paper towel rolls and simply charged forward, brandishing the tools of their trade.
Elara glanced about, watching her fellow servants charge headlong into the assembled nobles, and then at the wedding.
“Do you, Princess Penelope-”
“Cook up a storm!” Gerald rushed past the wedding party, and a thundercloud formed over his head, shooting out bolts of lightning that began striking at all the nobles in the area. Every time one was hit, they were zapped into pies, which were subsequently cooked to steaming perfection by the heat of the lightning itself.
“Take Lord Penniworth to be your lawfully-”
“Hoe furrow!” Farmer John ambled past Elara, raised his hoe, and brought it crashing down. A blast erupted across the carpet, shooting up dirt and soil, knocking nobles left and right.
“Wedded husband?”
“I do!”
“Dust the bookshelf!” Patricia rushed past Elara, waving a feather-duster. With a blast of light, a long row of nobles was knocked backward as she dusted them perfectly clean. Their badges and awards had never looked shinier as they landed, though another [Hoe Furrow] ended that streak pretty quickly.
“And you, Lord Penniworth, do you take-”
“Flog!” Flogger ran up behind Queen Edna and lifted a chair above his head, then brought it crashing down on her head.
It broke into a thousand splinters. He turned and stalked away bawling, while the queen muttered something about needing to get rid of all the flies in the palace.
Elara stayed perfectly stock-still though all the chaos, unsure of how she should respond. She could see a lot of different options, but… well…
“Elara! Get up here! We need a witness!”
Elara let out a long breath, then charged forward. Dirty rags and soap suds exploded around her, while washed-up nobles and cleaned courtiers were knocked back and forth. A moment later, she reached Princess Penelope’s side, and the priest gave a nod.
“You may now kiss the bride.”
Lord Penniworth motioned at Elara, who crouched down on the floor. He hopped up onto her back so he could kiss Princess Penelope. When the smooch was done, the priest smiled.
“I now present to you Princess Penelope and Lord Penniworth, husband and wife!” He lowered his voice. “Elara, I’m going to need you to sign some paperwork, if that’s alright by you.”
“I’m happy to-”
“That will have to wait.” Princess Penelope held out a hand and pulled Elara to her feet. A strange glint came into her eyes, and she nodded. “Elara. You’ve single-handedly helped organize all of this. Is that right?”
“I… I suppose.” Elara shrugged.
“In that case, I’d like to grant you a favor.” Princess Penelope smiled. “Join me. I’ll adopt you as my very own heir. You’ll become nobility.”
Elara’s heart nearly stopped. “You’d… But… I’d have to leave my friends.”
“Just look at them.” Princess Penelope snorted.
They both gazed out over the crowd. Truth be told, it was rapidly starting to look very bad for the servants. The nobles were eating their way out of the pies, and far from minding all the dirt that Farmer John was throwing around, actually seemed to be delighting in the mudslinging.
Lord Hawk-Nose was engaging Patricia in a duel, feather duster against sword, while Flogger smashed another chair over the head of Professor Dorberson, and burst out crying even harder as it fractured into splinters (entirely missing the fact that the professor collapsed in an unconscious heap).
“Your friends are failing, and failing epically. In just a few minutes, we’ll spring our trap, and they’ll all be killed. You can either die with them… Or you can come with me.”
Elara found herself suddenly torn between two worlds. She looked at Princess Penelope, then at her friends. Slowly, carefully, she drew out her broom and held it across herself.
“I’ve forgotten myself. I’m willing to help out whoever I can, but I’m a maid.”
“I thought you might say something like that.” Princess Penelope sighed, then turned to Queen Edna. “Your highness, it strikes me that Lord Penniworth the Five Thousand is your direct heir since your only son, Lord Penniworth the Four Thousand, Nine Hundred and Ninety Ninth, died several years ago. Is that right?”
Queen Edna nodded. “I suppose that’s right. Makes you the queen-heir, assuming the two of you haven’t gotten divorced or died by the time I kick the bucket.”
Queen Edna took a step forward, and a clatter echoed, followed by a splash. As it turned out, in the chaos, a bucket of sudsy water had landed in their midst, and had been knocked over by Queen Edna’s foot. She laughed, but Princess Penelope smiled viciously.
“Queen Edna the Ten Thousand, Six Hundred and Fifth, as is my right as the queen-heir, I banish you to the void under suspicion of collaborating with the servants to stage an uprising.”
“Grandma!” Lord Penniworth spun to Queen Edna. “Is this true?”
“Of course not!” Queen Edna sputtered, even as a rift began to form in space behind her. “What are you saying?”
“It was your idea to set a trap for these servants, knowing full well that they just might succeed.” Princess Penelope shrugged. “That seems like an easy way to get rid of a whole bunch of nobles on your hit list.”
“I…”
“Grandma! I can’t believe it!” Lord Penniworth buried his head in his hands. “I suppose… I much accede to my wife’s request.”
“You’ll regret this!” Queen Edna snapped.
“No…” Princess Penelope smiled. “I don’t think I will.”
An invisible hand stretched out from the void as the rift widened. A moment later, Queen Edna was yanked out of Fortis Regum and into the infinite, slightly less empty void. The rift closed, and Lord Penniworth sighed in contentment.
“Ahh! The king of Fortis Regnum!” He chuckled. “You know, when you proposed that plan, I thought you were crazy, but-”
“King Penniworth the Five Thousandth.” Queen Penelope turned to him, and Elara had a strange feeling that she knew what was coming next. “By my right and power as Queen of Fortis Regnum, I cast you into the Void.” She paused, then shrugged. “Just ‘cause I’d rather be queen with sole power and not have to worry about being second fiddle to you. You’re an arrogant, spoiled brat, and you’d run this fortress into the ground.”
King Penniworth looked mortified for the briefest moment, then smiled.
“That’s the most romantic thing anyone’s ever said to-UAAAAH”
He, too, was sucked into the infinite void.
Queen Penelope turned slowly to Elara.
“Elara! I ought to banish you, too, but frankly, I’d rather like to see the way this plays out.” Queen Penelope looked down at her pink clothing, then snorted. “House Black. Seems fitting. Elara, I’m afraid that I am and will forever be the Dark Lady of Fortis Regnum. You are little more than a pretender to the throne. Still… This ought to be fun.”
She turned around and began walking toward the exit. “If you survive this, Elara, come and find me! I’d like to see what your little rebellion can do.”
Elara’s jaw set, and her broom began to flicker with light. All around, nobles saw their new queen taking her leave, and began to fall back. Elara glanced around at her friends. The glow of her broom intensified. She knew her place, fully and forcefully, and she opened up her inventory.
“What are you doing?” Patricia came jogging up as Elara finished making her selection.
“Putting on an apron.” Elara whipped one out of her inventory and swiftly tied it around her waist and shoulders. “Because this is about to get messy.”
She took a deep breath, then ran forward. “Wipe glass!”
With a blast of light, she shot up the closet pillar, swept out across the ceiling, and came crashing down in front of the group of nobles. Power flashed in her broom, and her sewing needle gleamed in her hand.
Queen Penelope drew up short, then smiled. “Is this it? Your first move?”
“Whatever your plan is, you are not getting out of this room.” Elara snarled. Behind them, the servants lined up to form two long rows, not unlike how they had been positioned only a few moments earlier. “Surrender now and I’ll let you all retain your positions as nobles.”
“Sure.” Queen Penelope rolled her eyes. “We surrender.”
“Really?” Flogger called out from behind. “That’s great! We’ll take-”
“Get out of here! Now!”
The nobles surged forward, and Elara took in a deep breath.
“Sweep!”
It was the most powerful sweep she had yet swept. A great storm of air erupted from her broom, sending nobles flying about like bowling pins. Queen Penelope was struck firmly and went rolling backward across the ballroom.
With that, the battle was on.
The band struck up a lively battle song that made the blood pump through the veins of combatants. Nobles grabbed up as many weapons as they could find (mostly empty glasses), and greeted the servants as they would have ordinarily obliged a servant to greet their twelfth cousins, thrice removed.
The servants, meanwhile, unleashed a great many skills upon the nobles, or, when no such skill was available, simply whacked them with their trusty rolling pins, pillow-beaters, pails, buckets, bars of soap, pitchforks, hoes, spades, wheelbarrows, and other such weapons.
Soap suds and lightning bolts and dust and plates and chaos shot back and forth across the ballroom. Elara strode through it all, angling straight for Queen Penelope.
“You stay away from my daughter.” Queen Penelope’s father leapt in front of her and drew a sword. “I’ll have you know that no one-”
His voice was cut off as Queen Penelope cast him into the void and snorted.
“I never did like him, anyway. Now, are we really doing this?”
Elara set her jaw. “You’re a monster, and I trusted you.”
“You’re a servant, and I trusted you. You should be here, beside me.”
Elara snarled, then charged forward at her old friend.
Queen Penelope’s eyes darkened. She raised her hands. Flames curled down from her fingertips, and she gave her hand a sharp flick.
Fooooom!
An inferno erupted across the room, but Elara charged straight through it, the lion hair woven into her dress absorbing the blast without any issues. Queen Penelope snarled, then took a step back and raised her hands, gesturing at the ceiling.
With a great crack, chunks of the ceiling tumbled down into the hapless maid.
Blam!
With a single punch, Elara smashed through the debris and kept running forward. That came from the giant hair. It actually wasn’t as impressive as it looked, since the outfit’s durability had been what broke things, not some sort of increased strength on her part, but it certainly looked as though she had gained immense strength, which was what she cared about.
As she landed in front of the queen, Penelope laughed.
“Perhaps this will be even more interesting than I thought! You, truly, are a piece of work.”
“Just you wait and see.” Elara lunged forward. “Work is all I do, and I find I’m mighty good at it! Scrub the floor!”
She slammed her fist down to the ground. Suds exploded outward along with a mighty shockwave, knocking Queen Penelope backward. Elara lunged at her, bringing up her broom, only for a sword of black obsidian, to materialize in Queen Penelope’s hand. The queen stood back up and charged forward.
Magic steel crashed against magic wood. For a moment, they locked.
The band began to play even faster and louder.
A ring formed around them, noble and servant alike, as the two of them engaged. Queen Penelope struck fast and furiously, driving Elara back. Again and again and again the queen attacked, her sword carving long lines of darkness through the air, but again and again and again Elara blocked.
Finally, as they reached the middle of the room and warred against one another, neither able to get the upper hand. Elara set her jaw.
“You are going down!” Her needle, which she had tucked into her pocket, flashed up to her palm, and she threw it with all her might. It sailed down and quickly sewed Queen Penelope’s shoelaces together. Elara swung her broom. “Sweep!”
The skill smashed straight through Queen Penelope’s defenses and struck the queen dead in the chest, knocking her flat on her back. The sword clattered from her grip and bounced across the ground, then faded into nothingness. Elara stepped up and placed the broom against Queen Penelope’s throat, and snarled down at her.
“Give up. Now.”
“I… I… I think not. Skill: Escape.”
In a flash of light, a hole in space opened underneath Queen Penelope. For a moment, Elara found herself peering through a portal that led back to the throne room, which Queen Penelope fell back through with grace. She landed on her new throne with a smirk, and snapped her fingers.
The portal closed. Then the entire room rumbled.
Suddenly, more portals opened underneath the nobles. Elara gasped as the room was emptied of them within seconds. Most of them, it seemed, were evacuated to the throne room. A few were thrown out into the void, but they seemed to be in the minority.
Suddenly, the servants were alone, and the doors slammed shut. There was a sharp click as the doors all locked as well. Elara gritted her teeth.
“What’s happening?” Patricia rushed up to Elara.
Elara didn’t answer, but slowly turned toward a corner of the room where a plume of dust was just starting to billow upward.
[Warning: The room you are inside has been designated as Dirty. Dirtiness is currently at 50. If it hits 100, this room will be destroyed. Best of luck!]
The dust began to billow out a bit faster. Several small balls of dirt streaked out. The Dirtiness level appeared as a counter on the side of her vision, rising quickly.
[55]
[60]
[65]
“What’s happening is that we walked into a trap. All of us.” Elara let out a long breath. “And it’s time we got ourselves out of it. Our way.”






Chapter Nineteen

 
“Our way! That sounds…” Patricia frowned. “What’s our way?”
Elara let out a long breath, then nodded. “Alright! Patricia, go get me the bottomless cooler and as much soap as you can find. Flogger, lift me up!”
Flogger rushed to Elara’s side, caught her up, and hoisted her onto his shoulders. All the servants turned to her. She cupped her hands around her mouth to shout.
“I’m not going to lie, we’re looking at a terrible situation right now.” She turned and pointed at the growing dust cloud. “Those are dust bunnies, among the most deadly of all foes that maids have to face. If we do nothing, this room will be destroyed within minutes. However, if we stick together, we just might have a chance of getting through this.”
“I’ve got the cooler!” Patricia jogged back over, hefting the object along, breaching heavily. “And some soap.”
“Alright, then.” Elara turned slowly. “Then let’s give the Dire Dust Bunnies of Darkest Doom a show that they’ve never seen before.”
“These aren’t the Dire Dust Bunnies of Darkest Doom!” Farmer John called out from the corner. He had been ambling closer, and nodded now as he looked at them. “They’re related, but they’re actually Jocular Jumbo Jarring Jurassic Jackalopes! The dust variety, obviously.”
“Doesn’t matter what their title is, or how many adjectives someone managed to find that started with the same letter.” Elara snapped. “What matters is us! Together! We are servants! We are the ones who keep this castle clean! Are we going to let the nobles beat us at our own game?”
“YES!” Everyone chorused.
“NO!” Elara called out. “Now let’s get moving! Flogger, get the cooler and dump water all over the floor! All people ordinarily assigned to cleaning services, I want to see you down on the floor scrubbing up a storm! Get as many suds as you can! Everyone ordinarily assigned to agriculture, corral those jackalopes! Finally, everyone who’s ordinarily an attendant…” She paused, then shrugged. “Stand by to bring us whatever we happen to need!”
Everyone nodded. Farmer John led a contingent of farmers, who all grabbed their hoes and began making furrows across the hall. The dust jackalopes, zooming across the carpet, would hit the furrows and bounce off like pinballs, allowing them to set up fences (of sorts) across the room.
Patricia led the charge with bars of soap, following along behind Flogger as he dumped an endless supply of water across the room.
Meanwhile, a long line of butlers all gave their mustaches a quick brush, then stood in a line. They snatched up platters from the floor, and quickly began setting them with glasses of water for the workers. A few of them prepared some h’orderves, while the rest pulled out their white handkerchiefs and wiped down bits of dust that lit up around them.
All through the room, chaos exploded and servants rose to fight it. Suds flew as fast as the dust, and Elara stood tall, watching it all. The dirtiness meter reached 70, then 80… Then came to a stop at 82.
A lot of dust was still flying about, but pen by pen, the water and soap team was beating back the active dust jackalopes, which gave them some breathing room. Elara nodded slowly, then turned her attention to the corner where they had come from. That was where they were still the worst, and she charged there.
“Alright, Elara. Time to get your hands dirty.” She jumped into the air. “Scrub floors!”
Her trusty sponge and scrub brush appeared in her hands, and she slammed down to the ground. Suds erupted in a great explosion. Dust jackalopes in her path dissolved and were blasted apart, but the force of the suds kept them from simply becoming clouds of dust, which was nice.
She snarled and stood, then charged deeper into the cloud of dust, scrubbing the floors again and again. The dust bunnies on her path exploded, but more kept coming.
“What is this?”
Elara found herself entirely encompassed by the dust the closer to the corner she became. She couldn’t see, she was simply scrubbing and blasting, scrubbing and blasting, forcing her way ever forward. The dust pushed against her, but she set her jaw, forcing her way steadily onward.
“Where are they all coming from? There has to be a source, there has to be something… Right?”
No one answered her question, and she found herself starting to choke. Finally, she stood up and took out her broom. This was going to be tricky, but she knew she had to do something, and this was all she could think of. Carefully, she took her stance, then held out her weapon.
“Sweep!”
This time, instead of sweeping in a straight line, she swept the broom in a circle, creating a whirlwind. No… A tornado. Every speck of dust in the room was sucked into a great vortex around her. Elara pressed forward, charging through the fierce winds, and stumbled fully into the corner.
There, standing before her, was something that could only be called an abomination. Well, that, and a Jocular Jumbo Jarring Jurassic Jackalope Queen.
It was the size of a chair, and was composed entirely of dust, hair, dirt, grease, toenail clippings, and all sorts of other things you might commonly find beneath beds and under cabinets. Around it, smaller jackalopes plopped into being with flashes of light, two or three every second. Elara pointed her broom at the monster, and it seemed to draw itself upward.
“Leave now, and I’ll let you go unharmed.”
The queen responded by lunging forward, knocking Elara over. Elara leapt back to her feet, but the monster was already roaring toward the center of the room, flattening the furrows that Farmer John had worked so hard on, and muddying the waters that Patricia had worked so hard on. Elara ran after it, desperately trying to think of a way to take it down.
[Warning: Dirtiness level has risen to 90. If it hits 100, this room will be destroyed.]
“I know, I know! I’m working on it!” Elara jumped forward. “Scrub Floors!”
She flashed down and landed just in front of the beast. The resulting shockwave threw the monster into a nearby wall, but it didn’t kill it. It did momentarily stop the accumulation of dust, though it also knocked the creature further out of Elara’s reach. She spun toward it, then charged forward once more.
“I have to kill it.” Her mind whirred frantically. “Rapid Tidying!”
She dashed across the battlefield in a blur of frills, gathering up all the soap she could on her way. She ended the skill right next to Flogger, grabbed the cooler from him, and dumped every last bar inside. With that, she slammed the lid shut and nodded to Flogger.
“Shake it up!”
Flogger nodded and grabbed it, swirling it back and forth for a few moments. The dust jackalope queen reached another corner and spun around, and Elara grabbed it back from Flogger, flipped the lid open, and stuck her broom down inside.
“Sweep!”
It’s hard to describe just how much water erupted across the floor at that point. Icy suds and foam reached the ceiling, cascaded against the walls, crashed across the pillars, soaked all the servants to the skin, and, more importantly, swept the dust jackalope queen back into the corner with the force of a small atomic bomb.
A moment of quiet followed. Water swirled across the carpet, and the dust monster sagged into a great, muddy blob.
[Warning: Dirtiness level has risen to 95. If it hits 100, this room will be destroyed.]
Elara slowly took a step forward, and the blob began to pull itself upright. It hadn’t been slain, it had instead gone through metamorphosis!
With a great splurch, it rushed forward, splattering mud left and right. Now, the water and suds would do no good, in fact, they would only harm things more!
Elara snarled and rushed forward to meet it, broom blazing with light. “Sweep!”
Unfortunately, magic or no, brooms were meant for dry things. The great blast of wind hit the monster, and the creature exploded into a great, muddy mess, splattering mud over the servants, the walls, the ceiling, the floor, everything.
[Warning: Dirtiness level has risen to 98. If it hits 100, this room will be destroyed.]
Air itself tingled with energy. Elara felt her breaths grow shorter and heavier. She ran to the middle of the room, where she watched the mud animate to life. Being blasted into bits had somehow infected all the mud and dirt into one giant organism, stretching from wall to wall, ceiling to floor.
Servants screamed as it formed tentacles. Patricia screamed as it began to flatten and spread, slowly covering what few clean surfaces were left.
[Warning: Dirtiness level has risen to 99. If it hits 100, this room will be destroyed.]
Rifts began to open in the corners of the room, into the infinite void. Elara could see for an impossible distance… Or perhaps for no distance at all. Infinite voids were tricky things to wrap your head around.
In any case, rifts were forming, and that meant everyone was about to die. She took a deep breath, knowing that she had only moments to live.
Patricia and Flogger hurried up to her.
“I’m sorry.” Flogger murmured. “I’m sorry I suggested we attack this place. I’m sorry I wasn’t content just being a servant. I’m sorry I got us all into this.”
Patricia sniffled and put an arm around his shoulders.
Elara looked down, then set her jaw. “No.” She shook her head. “No, you weren’t the one who got us into this. I was.” She slowly drew herself upward. “I was the one who got us into this the moment I fell down those stairs and got something that the nobles didn’t want us to have. The instant I received something that was meant for them and for them only, that was the end of things. It was going to come to this, one way or another.”
She took a deep breath. “I got these powers by being a servant, and by doing my job. I got that cooler from being a servant and doing my job. I managed to defeat-”
She froze. A small smile came over her face.
“What is it?” Patricia looked up at her. “You’ve got a plan.”
“Maybe. It’s a desperate one, but it just might work.” She gritted her teeth. “Queen Penelope got rid of all her issues by casting them into the void. I may not be the real Dark Lady of Fortis Regnum, but maybe I can do the same thing! Everyone, get out of my way!”
[Warning: Dirtiness level has risen to 99.9. If it hits 100, this room will be destroyed.]
Rifts were now tearing through the room. Farmer John tripped into one, only to be saved by Lou. It was a dire situation, caused by the Devious Devices of Daring, Dangerous inDividuals.
It was her time to shine.
Elara set her stance, drew in the deepest breath she had ever drawn, and then swung her broom with all her might.
“SWEEEEEEEEEEEEEEEEEP!”
Once more, she slung it in a circle, and a great blast of air roared up around her. Once more, she found herself at the center of a great tornado, which sucked up nearly half of the mud around the room. Long tendrils of the wet gunk stretched from the walls and ceiling and floor to the spinning vortex, but it wasn’t enough to detach the monster.
“SWEEEEEEEP!”
She made the vortex spin and whirl even faster.
“SWEEEEEEEEEEEEEEEEEEEEEEEEEEEEEEEEEEEEEEEEEEEEEEEEEEEE-” She had to pause for breath. “EEEEEEEEEEEEEEEEEEEEEEEP!”
With that one last mighty effort, the tornado raged into a proper hurricane, slurping up the last of the mud into a single, whirling cone of destruction. Elara placed her broom down on the ground, lined up her shot, and prepared to launch the entire bulk of it out into the void.
“SWEEEP!”
The last, linear sweep sent out a blast of wind that, from the inside of the hurricane, gave it direction. It whirled forward.
Elara braced herself, but was unable to prevent herself from being picked up by the powerful winds. She was swept off her feet and flung along with the churning mud, straight out into the void.
CRASH!
Wood splintered around her. She gasped in pain. Suddenly, the force of the tornado died, and she came crashing back down to the ground in a huge pool of mud. Spitting out mud, she rose back to her feet, finding herself in one of the four hallways leading out of the ballroom. Elara frowned.
Of course, what she hadn’t been able to see from the middle of the tornado was the fact that slurping up all that mud, even if only into a tornado, had lowered the dirtiness back to 95, which had closed all the rifts. As such, instead of flinging the muck out into the void, she had simply exploded the door.
Servants streamed past her as they fled the scene. She climbed back to her feet, laughing and chuckling despite herself.
“Well!” She smiled. “That was- Whoa!”
The mud monster, still alive, swept off down the hall as well, taking along every speck and tendril along with itself. As such, Elara (and the floor, and the walls, and the ceiling) were left perfectly clean. To make matters even better, as it was terribly disoriented from all that spinning. Instead of escaping properly, it ran straight through an open door and into a broom closet.
One of the butlers closed the door behind it, and before it could escape, the dirtiness of that closet shot all the way to 100,000. There was a muffled boom as it was sucked into the void faster than greased lightning, and that was the end of the creature (and, sadly, the broom closet as well, which had been pegged as a potential replacement for the servant market).
“Well!” Elara laughed and shook her head. Patricia and Flogger ran to join her, as did Gerald and Farmer John. “I’d say that went better than it could have!”
“I’m certainly not complaining.” Patricia shook her head.
“Nor am I.” Flogger sighed, then paused. “What now?”
“Now?” Elara shrugged. “Now, we’re going to go fill out some paperwork.” After a moment, she paused. “And, if you’ll permit me to say so, we need to find you another, far stronger, flog. I have a feeling you’re going to need it.”






Chapter Twenty

 
“Watch out! That one’s tricky.”
“She knows that.”
“She might not.”
“My name is Gerald. G-E-T-O-U-T.”
“That is not how you spell your name.”
“I do the best I can! The only education I received was when I was yelled at by Lord…”
The talking went on behind her, but Elara did her best to tune it out. In front of her sat the thick stack of paperwork that would allow her to declare revolution. She stuck out her tongue as she tried to figure it out, but it really was quite tricky. The nobles wanted to make it as hard as possible, that was for sure.
At that moment, she was working on the section marked “accomplices, co-conspirators, suppliers, informants, spies, allies, and any other such affiliated individuals that the ruling party may want to inspect/imprison.”
A smile came across her face as she wrote down “Princess Penelope." It wouldn’t do anything but annoy the queen, but it was sorta fun to poke around with her. When she finished that section, she flipped the page to “proposed battle tactics,” and sighed.
She hadn’t even begun to think about that, but the nobles were demanding an in-depth analysis of the plans for attack. Which nobles did they intend to assassinate first, where would they make their fortress and fall-back points, and so on. She puffed out her cheeks, but stopped as Flogger leaned over her.
“Allow me.” He took the pen and gave it a flourish, then wrote broadly over the whole page. “None of yer business.”
“Are you sure they’ll accept that?” Elara frowned.
“I’m pretty sure they won’t, but I also know they’ll find problems with all sorts of other parts of the document.” Flogger answered. “We send it off to them and wait for them to find the other issues, and that’ll give us time to get this sorted out!”
“Perfect.” Elara grinned, then flipped to the next section. “Let’s see… Proposed system of government? Are we intending to set up an aristocracy, autocracy, bureaucracy, meritocracy, technocracy, plutocracy, slavocracy, ochlocracy, theocracy, isocracy, gerontocracy, pantisocracy, monarchy, pentarchy, ethnarchy, patriarchy, matriarchy, triarchy, endarchy, diarchy, dyarchy, eparchy, anarchy, or some other word ending in cracy, or archy? With the specific note that democracy is absolutely and utterly forbidden unless ballot boxes are allowed to be connected to the internet.”
“Ahh… I don’t even know what most of those words mean.” Flogger frowned. “Just mark one of them at random and we’ll come back to it later. If we manage to overthrow them, it doesn’t really matter.”
“True enough!” Elara flipped to the next section. “Alright. This asks for reasons of discontent. Why are we rising up? Is there anything we nobles can do better to serve the needs of our loyal servants? Please note that this will be tacked up onto our bulletin board so we know how to make your lives even more miserable.”
“Hmm.” Flogger frowned. “Terrible food, for starters.”
A flurry of suggestions rolled past her, and she spent the next half hour listing every single grievance that she could fit onto the page. That, thankfully, brought her to the end of the document, and she stood up and took a deep breath.
“Alright. I’m off to deliver the message.”
“Do you want someone to go with you?” Patricia asked.
“No.” Elara shook her head. “I… I don’t want to endanger any of you. Let me do this myself, and I’ll be back in a jiffy.” She paused. “I don’t think Queen Penelope wants to hurt me. Just… Trust me.”
Reluctantly, they did and wished her good luck.
The walk through the fortress was a long one, and not a little bit painful. The potted plants were quiet. They had spies in them, to be certain, but they watched her with fear instead of with interest.
Instead of the servant pathways, she took the main noble halls, which caused the nobles to scatter as soon as they saw her. She strolled right down the middle, staring them down.
Her protective apron was tied tightly around her waist and shoulders, glimmering with a bit of golden and silver thread that she had added. Soon, she reached the doors to the throne room, and nodded at the guards. They were all bleary-eyed from staying up all night drinking Tall Hill Don’t (the most popular soda in the whole castle) while they played chess, but they managed to pull the doors open well enough, and Elara entered the throne room.
A collective gasp echoed down from the chairs as she ignored the black carpet and walked down the red. Guards moved to stop her (those that were still awake), but Queen Penelope rose from her throne and held up a hand to stop them.
She was now clad entirely in black, and wore a crown of sharpened iron spikes. Behind her, a new stained-glass window had been installed, depicting her ruling with an iron fist. Indeed, her hand clutched a scepter that looked more like a weapon than a tool.
All around, the nobles sat still as statues, notably without their pillows. More than a few of them wore pained looks, but none breathed a word as Elara reached the end of the red carpet.
There, she drew out the packet of paperwork and threw it down at the base of the steps to the thrones.
“There.” Elara took out her broom and held it across her chest protectively. “The paperwork. The servants of Fortis Regnum officially file and declare our rebellion. You may respond as you wish.”
Queen Penelope laughed, and she walked forward, striding to the very edge of the platform. From there, she looked down upon Elara and let out a soft hiss.
“You are nothing to me, maid. Your rebellion will fail. You will be put back into your place, and you will delight in it. You serve us, and that will never change. Fortis Regnum has stood for hundreds of thousands of years, and it will continue to do so until the end of time itself. And, when that time comes, even though time steps aside, the nobles will still continue to rule, eternally watching over things, while the servants eternally preside over our business.”
“Nothing lasts forever.” Elara countered.
“On the contrary.” Queen Penelope smiled. “And I intend to go down in history as the woman, the queen, who ensured our perpetual and immortal reign. I am Queen Penelope the First, Dark Lady of Fortis Regnum. I will not be just another number. Neither, I’m afraid, will you. You will be the crown jewel of my immortal crown, the one who reared her head, only to be struck down without mercy.”
Elara set her jaw and didn’t say anything for a long moment.
Finally, she spoke a single line, “You had the chance to cast me into the void. You could do it now. Why don’t you?”
“Because if I do, you will become a martyr, immortalizing your name. I can’t have that, now can I?”
Queen Penelope slowly started descending the stairs, until she was only a few feet from Elara. Her voice dropped so low that Elara herself could barely hear it, and it dripped with malice and hatred.
“Truth be told, I really am thankful to you. I’ve had my sights set on the throne for longer than you could imagine, but Lord Penniworth was far too young, and besides, he was a spoiled prick. Not an ounce of noble stature about him.”
She snorted derisively. “I dropped every hint I could on him, but he ignored them all. I had you come to my room with the boogeyman in the hopes you would read my diary and start spreading rumors, but you were just too good for that. Having you take that soup to him was only one more in a long line of tricks I’d tried to pull, but what made it different was the fact that it actually worked. After that, you continued to play your part, and you did it well.”
“So you do care about me.” Elara raised an eyebrow.
“No, I think it’s you who cares about me.” Queen Penelope countered. “Getting that skill instilled more in you than simple power. You might not be one of us by blood, but you’re one of us in power and strength. You deserve to be by my side, and I will make it happen if you change your mind. Until then, though…”
She shrugged. “Frankly, I imagine that you’ll be a major thorn in my side for some time to come, but if I cast you into the void, as I’ve already mentioned, you’ll become a martyr. Right now, only a quarter of the servant force wants to rebel. If you fail, and fail epically, people will leave your side, and when you yourself finally give in and submit to our rule, it will deal a crushing blow to you and to anyone else who dares to rebel for thousands of years.”
She paused, then continued, “On the other hand, if I simply cast everyone involved into the void, we won’t have any servants, and nobles without servants are just people, and that can’t be allowed to happen.”
“What happens if we manage to win?” Elara nodded down at the packet. “If you look at our grievances, and just give us some basic amenities, we’ll continue to serve. Food, more clothing…” She nodded down at her feet. “I could really use a new pair of shoes.”
Queen Penelope glanced down at the packet of paperwork, then stabbed it with her staff. It burst into flame, and a moment later was nothing but ash.
“That’s what I think of your paperwork.” Queen Penelope spun around and climbed back up to her throne, once more addressing the room publicly.
“Your rebellion has no legal right to exist, no matter how you try to frame it. Servants are not people, not rightly speaking. You exist only to make our lives easier. You exist to serve, not to be served, and the quicker you get that through your skulls, the better.”
She gave a nod, and a loud thunk echoed by the door. Elara turned around, where a mountain of a man, even larger than Flogger, stepped inside.
“Starting immediately, your workload has been doubled. Failure of servants to perform their required tasks will result in flogging, performed by Flogger’s older brother, Beater. Additionally, liberty has been given to all nobles to exercise whatever justice they may deem fit upon anyone they deem unruly. This rebellion will fail, and not with a whimper, but with a bang. I will crush you like a glass being thrown in the face of my twelfth cousin thrice removed.”
The queen leaned back upon her throne. “House Black is now in control of Fortis Regnum, and I intend it to be a long night indeed for anyone who dares to challenge me.”
Elara curtsied. “In that case, I bid you farewell until we meet again.”
With that, she reached up behind her head and found a loose string. Carefully, she tied it up, activating the boogeyman threads that she had spun through the apron. With a flicker, she vanished entirely, and turned to walk out.
Nobles gasped and pointed at the spot where she had been, and Beater lunged forward. He carried a giant club, which he swung horizontally across the red carpet, but she simply ducked underneath and used [Sweep] to knock his feet out from underneath him. His face-plant made the whole room shudder.
Loud cackling echoed through the air. It was the laugh of Queen Penelope, and it was awful.
“Goodbye, Elara the Battlemaid Seamstress! Goodbye, indeed.”
As Elara walked out of the throne room, a great many questions filled her mind.
Was it really worth rebelling? Servants had survived in the castle for a hundred thousand years (at least), serving their noble masters. Sure, it could be a bit unpleasant, but wasn’t that the nature of life? What was suffering, anyway? A general unpleasantness, generated in the nerves and sent to the brain, creating chemicals that caused the mind to dislike its circumstances? There were any number of things that could cause that sort of a thing!
Would rebelling really cause them to run into fewer situations that created such general unpleasantness? After all, she sorta liked cleaning. Would she still be cleaning when they successfully overthrew the nobles? She imagined that she likely would be, so was it worth it?
And while she was on the subject, what was clean anyway?
A general sense that everything was in the right place? Was a mud puddle clean, or dirty? Anything placed in it would be dirty, but the mud puddle itself, as long as it was outside, would likely be considered clean. What sort of sense did that make? If it was that subjective, could Elara determine standards of cleanliness herself? If she decided, for example, that the nobles didn’t belong in the throne room, would that then make the throne room dirty, and subject to being destroyed?
As she made it further away from the nobles, she reached up and untied the thread, causing herself to become visible again. Clarity returned to her mind, and she took a deep breath.
Yes, indeed, the throne room was dirty, polluted by a great many people who wanted nothing more than to exploit everyone else. And, her duty as a maid was to clean the whole castle, top to bottom, until it was spick and span.
No exceptions.






Intermission

 
You are doing great things!
Hey there, reader! How are you holding up? Need a bathroom break or maybe a cup of coffee? This is a good place to pause if you need to catch your breath. Trust me, you're going to want to be all set for what comes next. Whenever your ready. Flip the page and dive into "Maid to Battle." 






Chapter One

 


“And so, children, thus begins the long and glorious history of the events surrounding the time that our fearless leaders led us through the dark and dangerous waters of turmoil that led directly into the times following, and came after the times preceding, and set the tone for all future such events, by, of course, following the example of all such events that had already happened.”
The children all leaned forward, listening with the greatest inattention possible as Professor Dorberson droned on and on, like a broken record in an empty house, whirring and playing and sputtering to a crowd as attentive as dusty old paintings hung on the wall of said house, paintings that looked out on the dusty old furniture and wondered when they might fall off the wall, or when the house might fall down around them, or when mice might come out of the wall and start nibbling on their canvases, or when an artifact hunter might enter the house to discover the treasure trove and whisk them off to somewhere exciting, only for them to be stuck in boxes until they could be dealt with and then forgotten, so that the boxes then began to collect dust instead of the paintings themselves, and then the warehouse collapsed on the boxes, and then in a thousand years archeologists from a future civilization dug them up and put them in new boxes, and then-
A loud thump echoed through the classroom. 
The students sat up in surprise, hoping something interesting was finally happening, while Professor Dorberson, imagining the noise to be something akin to applause, stood up in even greater surprise.
“What was that?” A boy asked, jumping up and running to stand beside the professor.
“That was-”
THUMP!
The noise was louder than before, and Professor Dorberson wracked his brains to formulate an explanation. He did, after all, need to appear intelligent in front of his pupils. Otherwise, they would go home to their parents and give him a bad review, which would almost certainly lead to awkward parent-teacher conferences, something that he was desperate to avoid.
“I do believe that we are facing something terrible, though of course it could also be something slightly less than terrible, and actually be something simply revolting, or even just disgusting, but it will almost certainly be dangerous and deadly, and will absolutely be dirty, likely filthy!” He paused for a breath. “I suggest we leave now.”
“Should we call a maid again?” A girl asked as the whole classroom began to hurry out into the hall.
Professor Dorbertson froze. Rumors of the recent uprising and rebellion were growing stronger, with word of dissent running through a great many of the servant units. He himself had been present at a ball where the servants had supposedly attacked, though he had been quite unconscious for a great deal of it. After a few moments, he nodded grimly.
“Yes, indeed.” He crossed his arms forcefully. “Indeed we should.”
###
“Elara!” The voice rang out through the small bedroom, and Elara bolted upright in her bed. “Elara, we’ve got a job to do!”
Elara blinked a few times and wearily rubbed her eyes. Patricia came bursting into the room, her red, curly hair waving all about. Her eyes were wide and wild, and Elara slowly crossed her arms.
“And what job is that, exactly?”
“It’s Professor Dorbertson’s classroom again! It’s been attacked by… Something.” Patricia shrugged. “Don’t really know what, but we need to get there fast!”
“Right. Because leading a rebellion against the nobles means that we totally still respond to their every whim.” Elara swung her feet out of bed and slowly stood up.
“Of course! We just complain a whole lot more about it while we’re doing it, and we organize attacks against the nobles here and there.” Patricia sighed. “Look, Elara, if all the servants just rallied together and went and attacked the throne room, this would all be over in the course of like… Two chapters.”
“Chapters?”
“Yeah, like a chapter of your life? Roughly equivalent to about an hour and a half, I’d say.” Patricia shrugged and wagged her hand back and forth. “Anyway, who would want to read that? It’s over so fast.”
“Why do we care who reads it?” Elara countered.
“Because right now, most of the servants are illiterate! When we rebel, we’ll get proper education, and then our children will learn how to read, and we’ll give them the story of our rebellion to read for themselves!” Patricia beamed. “We have to make sure they’ve got a good tale to remember, and that means that this rebellion needs to be long and drawn out. If we can draw it out far enough, we could even make it a trilogy!”
“That sounds like a wonderful idea.” Elara rolled her eyes, then waddled over to her wardrobe and changed out of her nightclothes and into her maid’s outfit, complete with shimmery magic thread, along with a bit of monster hair to accent her abilities. “But, in any case, rooms do get destroyed when they get too dirty, so I suppose we have a duty to do. Do you have all your things ready?”
“Of course!” Patricia grinned. “The last time you went into Professor Dorberson’s classroom, you walked out with a dual-class and superpowers galore! Do you think I’m going to pass up that sort of an opportunity? No, sir! You just tell me what I need to grab, and I’ll get it.”
“Alright.” Elara let out a long breath, then shrugged. “Well, since you don’t really know what we’re up against, I’d say we need brooms, mops, buckets, soap, all the general stuff. As long as we can contain the mess, we can always leave and come back with more specific supplies.”
“Yay! Go us!”
Patricia rushed out of the room to grab supplies. Elara quickly finished preparing, then ran out as well. 
She dodged briefly through the kitchen, where Gerald the cook was frantically flipping fabulous flapjacks for fifty- well, actually, for just about anyone who came into the kitchen. Elara snatched up a plate and held it out, catching a few of them as she dashed past. She wanted to say a few words to him, but she had a job to do. So she ran through the halls toward the Terribly Twisted and Tormented Tower of Terror, where Professor Dorberson’s classroom lay. Patricia met her at the base of the stairs, and Elara frowned.
“Didn’t this place used to have a different name?”
“Oh yeah! The Twisted Spire of Iron, I think.” Patricia nodded. “So, the author - he’s this guy who runs around the castle naming everything - discovered that you can look through the dictionary to find lists of words that all start with the same letter! He’s having quite a blast with it, or so I’ve heard.”
“Seems like the whole of Fortis Regnum is turning upside-down.” Elara murmured. She dismissed the thought and charged out the staggeringly long spiral staircase, until she reached the proper floor. Just like last time, she found Professor Dorberson standing outside the door, tapping his foot.
“Alright! What’s the issue here?” Elara ran up to the door and rubbed her palms together, preparing to charge inside. The door clearly displayed the words “Dirty - Needs Cleaned.”
“Well… That’s difficult to say. It’s certainly something large, though I’d say somewhat smaller than the room itself, and terribly messy.” Professor Dorberson answered. “It sounded ferocious! More ferocious than a house cat, though less ferocious than a dinosaur. I’d say you’ll be in certain danger if you enter, though perhaps less danger than if Beater is ordered to flog you on account of your disobedience.”
Elara blinked a few times, then turned to look at the students. 
One of them, a girl, shrugged. “He’s been acting weird ever since he got knocked out at the ball a few days ago. We think it’s a concussion.”
“I am acting no stranger than the least strange person in this fortress.” Professor Dorberson declared.
“Of course.” Elara glanced over at Patricia, who gave a nod. “In that case, wait right here, and we’ll be out in a jiffy. Ready?”
“Set?”
“Go!” Professor Dorberson called out. Patricia threw herself forward, and Elara did the same.
[Warning: You are about to enter a Dirty Room. The level of Dirtiness is [60]. Do you wish to continue?]
“Piece of cake!” Elara nodded. With that, the door popped open, and the two maids rushed inside.
“ACHOO!” Patrica sneezed almost instantly. “Ahh… Ahh… CHOOOOOOOOO!”
Elara sniffed as well, blinking in surprise as she looked about the room. Desks were overturned, chalk was strewn about wantonly, and a great deal of hair was drifting around through the air, dancing this way and that way as air currents swept about. 
Elara reached out and caught one of the strands, then frowned.
“Skill: Analyze.”
[This hair comes from a Short Shedding Shabby Sheep!]
“Now that’s one I don’t believe I’ve ever heard of before.” Elara frowned. “Patricia?”
“Heard of it? No.” Patricia shook her head. “See it? Right there!”
Elara turned. Something white streaked across her vision, angling from the corner of the room. Hair trailed through the air behind it like a cloud of dust. It was small, no bigger than a medium-sized dog, and had massive, curled horns that seemed to take up about half of its body mass. As it charged forward, desks were tossed about wildly.
Bam-bam-bam-bam-bam-bam-bam-bam!
The little monster slammed into her, flinging Elara into a nearby wall. A veritable storm of hair drifted down across her and the room around her. Proud of its achievements, the sheep snorted before turning and charging back to the front of the room, scattering desks as it went. 
It hit the professor’s desk with a mighty crack. That desk shuddered, but didn’t move.
[Warning: Dirtiness level has risen to 70. If it hits 100, this room will be destroyed.]
“Yeah, I know that.” Elara stood up, finding her outfit covered in hair. “This thing is shedding like a dog! Any idea how we stop it?”
“Ahh…” Patricia frowned. “Not exactly. Thinking things through has always been your thing, not mine, you know?”
“True.” Elara frowned. “Alright, then. We’ll just have to do this the hard way. Patricia, you come up from the right, chase it over to the left-hand side of the classroom!” She pulled out her broom and took up a stance. “It’s time to sweep!”
“That’s a terrible catchphrase, but if it makes you feel better, I won’t condemn it!” Patricia ran up the right-hand side of the classroom. “Alright! I’ve got it right here! I’ve… Ahh!”
Instead of running away from Patricia, the sheep turned and barreled straight at her. It knocked back into the wall. 
Elara gritted her teeth as the dirtiness of the room rose to 75. She bolted for that side of the room. Suddenly, the creature was charging at her. She swung her broom with all her might.
“Sweep!”
Power exploded down through the broom, and she lashed out with all her might. An eruption of power and light washed through the room. The little sheep was picked up off the ground and smashed into the back wall. Of course, doing so caused a hair to positively drown the room, and Elara nearly choked on the tufts. Patricia, meanwhile, began to sneeze violently.
“Elara! I-choo! I-CHOOOOO! I don’t know if I-Choo can do-chooo this!”
“Then get out!” Elara gritted her teeth. “I’ll handle it myself.”
As Patricia ran to the exit and slipped away, Elara gritted her teeth and charged forward. She had an idea, she just had to execute it. Reaching the middle of the room, she stomped down on a hidden trap door that she knew well.
[Would you like to explore the Nearly Infinite Stairs of Pain?]
“Yes, please.”
The trap door sprang open, but Elara jumped nimbly to the side. The little sheep came thundering at her, but Elara took a step back, then leapt forward.
“Scrub floor!”
She struck the ground with immense force, slamming her hand (which now held a scrub brush, teleported there by the skill) to the cobbles. Suds exploded outward, creating a shock wave that picked up the sheep. Her aim was true, and it slid right into the hole, plummeting out of sight in an instant. 
There was a sharp bleat of pain, and then silence. 
Elara let out a long sigh of relief.
“And there we have it! Now, time to get this all cleaned up.” Leaving the trap door open, Elara quickly turned and activated her next skill. “Rapid Tidying!”
She streaked back and forth across the room in that instant, righting the desks and picking up all the chalk. When she was done, the dirtiness of the room had fallen to 40, which pleased her immensely. 
Still, though, she needed to get all the hair cleaned up, and that was going to require her to let the stuff floating about in the air settle down. In order to do that, she needed to wait… And she had the perfect idea for what to do during that time.
Moving quickly, she walked over to the trap door and sat down, where she could just see the stairs below. She judged the gap, then jumped, landing on the top step with flair.
Snap.
Her second shoe snapped upon impact, and she fell flat on her back, then tumbled backward, head over heels more than heels over head this time (which was some small consolation), all the way down the long, spiral staircase that plunged into the depths of the castle. When she finally came to rest at the bottom, she gasped in pain, then slowly rose back to her feet.
The sheep lay nearby, quite dead, and she inhaled deeply. She hadn’t meant to actually kill it. It was sorta cute after all, but she supposed that what was done was done. 
She knelt down and sheared a pretty good deal of the monster’s wool, making it a Sheared Short Shedding Shabby Sheep. Tucking all the wool into her inventory, she turned and started hobbling back upward. It was slow going between the broken shoes and the bruises from tumbling down stairs, but she gritted her teeth and soldiered through it.
After all, she was leading a rebellion, and even if she did sometimes still have to work for the nobles, she was also still helping the rebellion itself by doing these odds and ends.
Now, all she had to do was return to her room and figure out what she had just acquired for the rebellion.






Chapter Two

 
As Elara finally reached the top of the Nearly Infinite Stairs of Pain, she climbed back into the classroom once again, then sighed and glanced around. The hair had nearly all settled, leaving just about every surface in the room covered in fluff. 
She drew out her bucket and mop, then started walking along, sponging down the desks and mopping the floor, until the Dirtiness of the room had been reduced to 0. No sooner had she finished, than the door sprang open and Professor Dorberson strode inside.
“Ahh! Yes. Splendid. Less splendid than finding out that we’re having spaghetti for dinner, but more splendid than a hangnail, so I suppose you’ve done a moderately splendid job!” Professor Dorberson surveyed the room. “Would you care to step outside? I do believe that we have a bit of a reception set up for you.”
Elara frowned. “What exactly are you talking about?”
“What I’m talking about is something outside this room. That is to say, it isn’t in here, nor is it in the stairwell, or most other places about the castle.” Professor Dorberson frowned in thought. “I would call it splendid as well. Less splendid than finding a cleaned room that you didn’t have to clean yourself, but more splendid than dropping an anvil on your toe to cause the hangnail.”
“Right.” Elara frowned, gripping her broom tightly. She tucked everything else back into her inventory and made to leave. When she reached the door of the room, she stuck her head out, only to be pushed from behind by Professor Dorberson.
With that, she stumbled fully into the trap that had been set for them! 
Patricia was tied to a chair just down the hall, where she thrashed about attempting to escape. A second chair sat next to her, with its own ropes ready. The students sprang upon Elara instantly, and, as she was so taken aback, she was soon pushed down into the chair and tied down firmly. As the last of the bonds were fastened, red clothing flashed in the distance. 
Lord Hawk-Nose swept into view, accompanied by his two loyal page boys (who were really servants in their own right, but as they didn’t have the title of servant, they didn’t mind doing things for the nobles). The tall and proud noble snorted, and he addressed the assembled students.
“And what, pray tell, are you doing here?”
“We set a trap for them!” The students all grinned. “Now we’re going to take markers and doodle beards and mustaches on them!”
“The inhumanity of it all!” Patricia wailed. “How can such a thing be happening? What did we do to deserve this?”
“You rebelled.” One of the students reminded her.
“Oh! I suppose I did do that, didn’t I?” Patricia chuckled, then glanced at Elara. “Get us out of here, will you?”
“I’m working on something.” Elara whispered back. She tested the strength of the bonds, but they held her fast. She gritted her teeth. “Just be patient.”
Lord Hawk-Nose snorted derisively. “Draw beards and mustaches on them? Pitiful. Professor Dorberson hasn’t been teaching you properly if that’s all you can think up. There are far worse, far more… Devious… Things that can be done.”
Elara felt her blood growing cold. “Just what exactly are you talking about?”
“This.” Lord Hawk-Nose smiled and opened his inventory, and a large box appeared on the ground. “Everyone take one. It’s a good thing I felt trouble in my veins today, or else these servants might have gone entirely unpunished! What a terrible thing that would have been.”
Elara gulped as the students pulled cream pies out of the box, each and every one of them arming themselves with pastry projectiles. She set her jaw and faced the students bravely, staring her doom in the eye, while desperately trying to think of a plan. 
Her broom had been taken and cast to the side, which didn’t leave her with a lot. She still had her needle, but…
Her needle.
“These cream pies are made with the finest ingredients.” Professor Hawk-Nose continued. “The crusts are made out of bread crumbs, butter, and metal file shavings from the metalworker’s floor. The filling is, of course, made with the finest shaving cream that money can buy. Even better is the fact that I didn’t even have to buy it, since I stole it from the servant who makes it! Now, students, why don’t you take aim…”
Elara opened up her inventory as best she could with her tied hands, and scrolled through it rapidly. When she found her magic needle, she selected the item, and it dropped into her hands. She could give her fingers only a small flick, but it was enough, and with that, the needle shot off through the air, a long, silvery thread trailing behind it.
Zing!
As the first of the students went to throw their pies, the needle flashed through the sleeves of their outfit, sewing their arms to their backs, to other students’ arms, to other students’ backs, and a great deal more. Instead of a pies flying down the hallway, they splattered the very nobles who went to throw them, with only a single pie making it about halfway down the hall toward the two maids.
“Yeah! That’s my Elara!” Patricia grinned.
“Just you wait.” Elara glanced over at Patricia. “You haven’t seen anything yet.”
She whistled, and her magic needle zipped back to her hand. The nobles began frantically trying to cut themselves free (which wasn’t easy, since most of them didn’t carry knives as that was a rather servant-y thing to do, and their swords were all ceremonial and unable to cut anything stronger than butter). Besides, they weren’t in a huge hurry, since Elara’s needle could only sew things together, not take things apart.
Right?
Elaras set her jaw in focus as the needle landed in her hand. She drew a deep breath and sprang into action. Quickly, she switched threads, then cast it out once more. This time, it was armed with boogeyman thread, and she smiled as she sent it darting into the clothes of Lord Hawk-Nose himself.
Zzzzzzzzzzip!
There was a momentary flash of light, and Hawk-Nose vanished into thin air. Elara chuckled as the needle shot back to her hand. 
Patricia glanced over at Elara in surprise. “Now what’d you go and do that for?”
“Just you wait.” Elara murmured. “Invisible thread has an odd sort of effect on you.”
“I… What’s happened?” Hawk-Nose’s voice echoed through the air. “I’m invisible! This is incredible! Do I exist at all? If light can pass through me, what else may pass through me in the same manner? If someone speaks to me, and I retain none of what is said, is it as if I were invisible to that conversation? If that’s true, then I suppose that I am little more than a phantom, wandering through these halls with no purpose, until I die and fully fade away into the nothingness that I am.” 
He let out a long philosophical sigh. “And on the other hand, look at these servants! These friends! Nay, my fellow nobles, while I am quite invisible, I am afraid that these two are quite visible indeed, visible to each other and to everyone they come across. Odd, don’t you think, that it would be the servants who were truly visible and the nobles who were not?”
His ponderings drifted through the air until he stood right in front of Elara, and his voice became ever-more thoughtful.
“And here we are, seeking to smother you with shaving cream pies. What a thing to do, to attempt to cover up something merely because of our own invisibility! What a shame, what an absolute shame! Allow me, noble Elara, to undo these bonds of yours, that you may rise and become all the more visible, until you stand as a tower among men!”
Now, if Elara had been paying attention at that exact moment, she might have noticed that the nobles behind Hawk-Nose had finished untangling themselves, and had all armed themselves with more pies. As they couldn’t see Hawk-Nose, and indeed had no idea what was going on, they quickly let fly, launching two volleys at the hapless women.
Splat-splat-splat-splat-splat-splat-splat-splat!
The first volley hit Hawk-Nose in the back, covering him in thick pie goop. The two women were entirely saved from being splattered, but the noble gasped and spun around, horrified and ashamed at being pied. 
Of course, that was when the second volley struck. The two women were once again spared as he took the brunt of that one as well.
Splat-splat-splat-splat-splat-splat-splat-splat!
Elara and Patricia both laughed, and, dripping with shaving cream, Hawk-Nose slowly turned around and wiped goop off his eyes. This created the illusion of a hollow, man-shaped blob of shaving cream with two gaping holes in its head that let you see inside. It was quite surreal, and Elara gasped in surprise and horror.
“Ahh!” Hawk-Nose screamed, then turned and gestured to his page boys. 
They ran forward, and the Servant-Speaker whispered in the ear of the Servant-Message-Writer, who quickly scribbled a note onto a pad of paper and flipped it around to show the two women.
“Ahh! What did you do to me? I was about to release you!”
“I guess the existential questioning wears off when you become visible again.” Elara frowned. “Anyone have a hose?”
“I do!”
The voice was triumphant, and came from behind. Elara turned her head to see Flogger charging up the stairs, followed by Gerald. Flogger pulled a long hose out of his inventory and pointed it at the shaving-cream blob.
“Water the plants!”
Water exploded outward, hitting Hawk-Nose in the chest and pushing him backward. Now clean, Elara didn’t see where he landed, though she did think that she saw a trail of wet footprints racing away from the scene. 
With that, Gerald opened up his own inventory and drew out a stack of apple pies. He set them down, then took a deep sniff.
“Ahh! These smell so good I can hardly bring myself to throw it.” He paused, then shrugged. “But I suppose it’s for a good cause.”
The nobles all turned as one to run away, and Elara laughed. There was a sharp zing, and a flurry of apple pies streaked over their heads at the fleeing children (and professor), and she sighed in contentment.
At least, until a dark and flickering portal appeared in the middle of the hall.
Black lightning erupted around the outside of the portal, and a figure in a midnight dress slowly emerged. Her face was pasty white, while gothic eyeliner highlighted her eyes and streaked down her cheeks. A crown of iron spikes sat upon her head, and a scepter of the same material rested in her pasty hand.
“Enough!” She roared.
The pies still in the air froze in place, then slowly curved around and shot back at Gerald and Flogger (though not before she took a bite out of one). The two men dove out of the way, and pies splattered down the hall. 
The nobles all froze as well as the last of the cream pies rose up from their box and flew down the hall, forming a barricade that prevented them from running any further. Slowly, the Dark Lady of Fortis Regnum (who was very certainly not Elara) drew the two sides together.
“Nobles. Servants.” Her voice was quiet, but radiated power and queenly authority. “These sorts of hijinks are not to be tolerated. Nobles, you are to order the servants about with clarity and authority. Your commands are to leave no room for interpretation, and to specify clear punishments if they are not carried out. On the other hand…” 
She turned slightly. “Servants! You are not under any circumstances to buck the authority of the nobles. It does not matter what command they give you. It doesn’t matter if they look like buffoons, or if they stutter, or if they don’t say things in exactly the same way you might expect. You are to obey, and you are to obey well. Is that clear?”
“Yes, ma’am.” Patricia looked down at the ground.
“No,” said Elara, much to her own surprise.
Queen Penelope the Black slowly turned to face her, and her alone. She gave her staff a flick, and the bonds around Elara’s wrists fell away. 
Elara climbed to her feet and squared her shoulders. “We are in rebellion against you, whether or not you accept our paperwork.”
Queen Penelope twisted her lip upward in derision. “If that’s true, why did you come clean this room?”
Elara set her jaw, and didn’t answer for a long moment. Finally, she nodded slowly.
“Because if I hadn’t, the room would have been destroyed, and once a room is gone, it can’t be generated again. If I hadn’t done my job, the entire fortress could have exploded.”
“Precisely.” Queen Penelope nodded. “That’s how this little game of yours works. You can play pretend rebellion in your free time, but you know good and well that if you don’t do your job, you’ll die. We all will.” She started to turn away, then smiled. “Do you know what I think?”
“What?” Elara slowly drew her broomstick in front of her.
“I think that if this is how you servants act, you’ve likely already got a bit too much free time on your hands.” Queen Penelope smiled. “Starting this afternoon, I’ll be throwing a ball every six hours. I believe that comes up to every four chapters, by your reckoning of things.” She nodded at Patricia. “You servants will be required to take care of everything, or, as you know, the castle will begin to deteriorate. If you fail, well…” 
She chuckled and started to back up. “Our deaths will be on all of you. Now I suggest you get this hallway cleaned up before the first one begins. You’re not going to want to miss the first ball, now will you?”
Dark energy flickered around her, and she vanished. 
The servants were left staring at the nobles, who all stuck their noses up into the air and marched away. 
Elara regarded the mess, and Patricia sighed.
“Every four chapters, and it’s the nobles’ fault we got in trouble!” She sighed again with even greater defeat. “I’ll start cleaning this up.”
“No.” Elara held up a hand. “You head back down and get some rest, clean up any minor jobs you have to take care of. I’ll get this all cleaned up.” She set her jaw, and a grim determination came over her. “Life is about to get really crazy, I can feel it in my bones. We just have to make sure that we can make the nobles feel it in their bones, too.”






Chapter Three

 


Elara spent the next hour cleaning up that long hallway. It wasn’t terribly challenging work, but she enjoyed the solitude, and needed the time to think. She mulled over a great many things in that time, including the likelihood of a rebellion actually succeeding, the work that it would take to make it happen, what the fortress would look like afterward, and other such things of that nature. 
The unfortunate fact of the matter was that she rather liked being a maid, and frankly most of the other servants rather liked their job as well. They didn’t have any grand ambitions about changing how things work. All they were asking for were a handful of basic amenities.
When she finished, she hadn’t come up with any major revelations, and she slowly trudged back to her bedroom to prepare for the upcoming ball. Somehow, she had a feeling that it wouldn’t be nearly as simple as balls often were, and that she would need to take extra precautions to ensure the success and longevity of the servants. 
Unfortunately, as much as Elara hated to admit it, Queen Penelope was right. The work needed done, or the castle would be destroyed. That was the order of things, and if the nobles could exploit that fact, it would be easy enough to run the servant force ragged.
Elara found her bedroom empty, which was nice. She didn’t know where Patricia and Flogger might be, but she imagined that they were around somewhere. 
She sat down on her bed and opened up her inventory. After a moment of scrolling, she found the Sheep Wool, and pulled it up.
[Sheep Hair: Effects: Sewing this into any outfit will make the wearer a great deal faster, though more prone to run into things.]
“Now that sounds like something I could use.” Elara chuckled, and scrolled a bit further through her inventory to pull out an apron. It was one of her plain ones, and she quickly whipped out her magic needle, threading it with the sheep hair. “I’d still like one that makes me super strong, but I suppose you can’t have everything.”
There was no response. 
She quickly sewed a pattern of sheep hair into the apron. You couldn’t actually see the pattern because it was white hair on white fabric, but if you had been able to see it, you would have read the words “Kiss the Battle-Maid.” Not that Elara particularly wanted to be kissed by anyone, but that was what aprons always said, and that particular apron had been blank when she was given it. 
In any event, it was functional, and she added it to her inventory. She then pulled out her composite apron and added it to that one, too, before putting all of it away.
She now had one apron that gave fire resistance, one that gave her durability, one that gave speed, one that held all three, and one that was simply pretty, on account of the magic (and endless) silver and gold thread that the needle could generate. She smiled and looked down at the needle, then stowed it away and stood up as Patricia bustled into the room.
“Elara! It’s worse than we ever imagined.” Patricia breathed heavily. “Orders for the ball are coming in hard and fast. Farmer John, Flogger, and the whole agricultural team have been tasked with putting up more food than they’ve ever grown before. Gerald is being asked to cook up…” 
She paused and consulted a list. “Almost eight three-tiered cakes! That’s twenty-four tiers, and he can ordinarily only do one or two an hour! Elara, we need help, and we need it fast.”
“Alright.” Elara rose and nodded. “In that case, you go help Flogger and Farmer John. I’ll come along after I help Gerald in the kitchen.”
“You’re the best, Elara!”
Patricia ran off. 
Elara sighed, before standing and jogging to the kitchen. There, she found Gerald standing over the stove, mopping his brow.
“Ahh! Good to see you here, Elara.” He smiled. “I need your help, and I need it bad.”
“Just tell me what I can do.” Elara looked over at a counter, which held a long array of ingredients, including flour, eggs, milk, sugar, and other such things. “I don’t know that I’ve ever seen you make anything other than soup!”
“In fairness, soup is a whole lot easier to make than everything else.” Gerald puffed out his cheeks, and his pot belly jiggled a bit. “Alright, here’s the deal. When the nobles send out an order, the kitchen that it’s sent to is given a timer. If I don’t cook up everything in time, the kitchen is destroyed, just like your rooms are destroyed if they don’t get cleaned in time.”
“Whoever designed that fact about the fortress was an idiot.” Elara scowled, then stepped up next to Gerald. “How long do we have?”
“An hour!”
“Part of a chapter, then.” Elara nodded. “In that case, let’s get to work!”
“Great! You stand there next to the stove, and catch things as I throw them to you!”
Gerald hurried over to the counter, and Elara positioned herself next to the stove. A massive bowl sat on the counter, and Gerald started throwing ingredients up through the air. 
Elara’s arms flashed like pinwheels as she caught it all and threw it into the bowl, until it was filled almost all the way to the brim. As she finished, she let out a long breath, and Gerald ran over.
“Perfect! Now we need to mix it!”
He snatched up a large spoon and slammed it down inside, where he began to stir frantically. Elara watched it all get whipped together. He let out a sigh of relief upon finishing, and dumped it all into one of the closest pans. With that, Elara took the pan and stuck it into the oven, where it began to cook. 
A small dial started to twist back and forth, marked “heat,” with a “Goal” arrow drawn on the stove itself. She reached out and caught hold of the dial and tried to hold it as close to the “goal” as possible, though it resisted her efforts. A few moments later, it finished with a ding, and Gerald used his oven mitts to scoop it out and back up onto the stovetop with a flourish.
“Bit overdone, but nothing they can complain too loudly about.” He nodded, then glanced at the clock. “And, in any case, it’ll keep us from getting sucked into the void. That’s what I care about at the end of the day, I suppose. Next one! We’ve got to move faster!”
“That was the fastest we could have gone.” Elara countered, then paused. “I’ve got an idea.”
“What idea?” Gerald frowned.
“Are these all the ingredients we need?”
Gerald nodded slowly. “Yeah, I reckon so. Why?”
“Because. Grab that bowl and stand at the end of the counter!”
Gerald nodded and did so, placing himself at the opposite end as Elara. Elara, meanwhile, took out her broom.
“Brace yourself!”
“Wait, you can’t-”
“Sweep!”
With a great blast of wind, Elara swept out with her broom, launching up all the ingredients into the mixing bowl. It was full to overflowing, there was no doubt about that, but it worked well enough, and she jumped forward, snatching up the spoon.
“Scrub floors!”
Her hand whirred rapidly in the motion that would ordinarily have chiseled a great deal of dirt and grime from the floor. Now, though, it whipped the cake battle into a slurry. A bit more splashed out, but Elara spun to the oven and motioned for Gerald to start pouring it out. Soon, the last of the tiers were filled. She threw open the oven and popped them all in.
“Elara! That’ll make the heat-”
The dial began jerking back and forth, and Elara reached out and snatched the little knob with all her might. Her increased strength strained against the knob, and she tasted copper on her gums while wrestling to hold it in place.
“Harder!” Gerald finished. “The more you try to cook at a time, the more difficult it is!”
“You said yourself that it’ll keep us from being sucked into the void.” Elara gritted her teeth. “Right now, that’s what I’m setting as a goal.”
“Yeah, but if it’s bad enough, I’ll lose a star.” Gerald complained. “Five stars is all there are, and if you hit zero, boom! Kitchen destroyed.
“Once more, who made this system?” Elara demanded. 
A moment later, though, the timer dinged, and the oven door popped open. Elara peeked inside to find twenty-three quite burnt cakes, which she pulled out.
“And there we go.” She nodded as she placed the last one on the counter. “That ought to be enough to get you through, in any case. Get some really good frosting out of the bottomless cooler, and no one will know any difference, I’m sure of it.”
Gerald nodded slowly, and a smile came across his face. “I guess I sure owe you one, Elara.”
“Make me a good breakfast, and we’ll call it even.” Elara frowned as she took a step back. “Now, if you don’t mind, I’ve got to go check on Flogger and Farmer John.”
“Get to it! Go save the world, and all that.”
Elara flashed him a smile and waved goodbye, then turned and jogged out of the room and sprinted toward the distant farm of Farmer John. When she arrived, she found Farmer John, Flogger, and Patricia frantically at work amidst a steady rainfall of servants tumbling from the heights of the two towers on either side of the farm. 
The servants were all landing in the nets that she had sewed up the last time she had been to the farm, though the structures seemed to be breaking amidst the heavy abuse. Elara ran up, shoving through the crowd of disoriented servants, and came up to Farmer John.
“What’s going on here?” She asked breathlessly.
“Hard to say.” He shrugged. “From what I gather, the towers are now so high that the servants are passing out before they can even reach the top. They just go up and then down and then up and then down all day long. Makes this farm a bit of a madhouse.”
“And it’s really hard to get anything done!” Flogger called out as he ducked under a net holding a large watermelon. “Just about every time you get close to harvesting something-”
A servant tumbled from above and landed flat on Flogger, knocking him to the ground. 
The watermelon was smashed to bits, and he groaned as he slowly climbed back to his feet. 
“That happens.” He scowled, then helped up the disoriented servant and sent him on his way. “Anyway, we have to have two hundred watermelons in less than an hour, and I don’t know how we’re going to do it! We only have twenty harvested, and I don’t even know if we have that many left in the whole of the farm.”
Elara considered the situation for a moment, then said. “Alright, then. I’ve got a plan. Give me any watermelon seeds you have and some dirt, and I’m going to need a lot more rope.”
“I know where there’s some rope in a broom closet!” Flogger and ran out through the door. “I’ll be back in a jiffy!”
Elara watched him go, then took out her apron that enhanced speed. Farmer John brought her some seeds and a shovel full of dirt. She planted them, then wrapped the apron tightly around the small, impromptu planter.
“Keep that hydrated!” She ordered, then produced her all-purpose apron from her inventory. 
Farmer John pulled a hose out of his inventory and used [Water Plants] to spray water all over it, while Elara put on her second apron. Taking a deep breath as the world around her seemed to slow.
“Alright. Rapid Tidying!”
That particular skill had been helpful even before she had been enhanced with a dual class, and had only gotten faster since then. Now, enhanced by the sheep hair, she streaked across the farmyard and gathered up the last of the watermelons before Farmer John could finish batting an eye. 
Of course, the time it took him to bat one eye was the same length of time it would take most people to bat at least three eyes, but it was fast in any case, and they were all dumped squarely into the wheelbarrow. 
Time returned to normal. Elara turned as Flogger reappeared with a roll of rope.
“Here you go! Took me a minute. The first broom closet I checked had the servants’ market crammed inside.” He frowned. “They really need a new place for that.”
“I’ll see what I can do.” Elara took out her magic needle, and threaded it with the rope. 
Do keep in mind that it was magic, so this wasn’t nearly as impossible as it may sound. In any case, as soon as she had it locked in place, she lunged forward and began to sew so fast her hands blurred.
This time, Farmer John was able to bat his eyes four times by the time she was done, and Patricia was able to bat her eyes ten times, but it was done well enough, and no more servants missed the net as she had covered up the entire farm. This caused more issues down the line, of course, but that will come later. 
Elara let out a sigh of relief and sat back, then looked down at the little patch of soil she had wrapped in her apron. Augmented by the speed of the sheep hair, the vines had erupted from the cloth and were spreading across the ground. Watermelons formed before their eyes. 
She, Patricia, and Flogger picked them and added them to the wheelbarrow. Within just a few minutes, the wheelbarrow had the requisite 200 watermelons, and the trio let out a collective sound of relief.
“And there we go! Just inside the one hour.”
“Indeed.” Patricia nodded slowly, then set her jaw. “That means that the chapter of preparation is up, too. It’s time to head off to the ball.”
 




Chapter Four

 


Elara made her way back to the kitchen, where Gerald was squeezing icing onto the last of the multi-tiered cakes, which had been loaded onto carts. A handful of other servants were ready to push them out.
“Alright, people!” Elara clapped her hands. “Let’s get moving!”
She led the way as a procession of the servants hurried through Fortis Regnum. The ball was being orchestrated in the very same ballroom where the servants had been trapped and nearly destroyed only a few days earlier, likely to remind them of just how much brute force the nobles could bring to bear if they truly wanted to do so. 
Farmer John and Flogger came along with their wheelbarrows of watermelons, the cakes stretched out in a long line, and behind them came an assortment of butlers and waitresses and other such individuals. Soon, they arrived at the broad doors, which had been flung open for the occasion.
“Servants!” A short little lord that Elara didn’t recognize, clad in an orange coat, came striding up. He came up to her waist. “I have been tasked as the organizer for this event! Everyone, get to your places, and I expect no mistakes! If you do… Well… You all know the punishment.”
“Indeed.” There was a soft thump-thump as a massive individual came walking up, holding a club, which he bounced in the palm of his hand. He was a good seven feet tall at the least and had shoulders as broad as a mountain. “Name’s Beater. I’ve met Elara, but I don’t think I’ve been in-tro-duced to the rest of you.”
“Pleased to meet you!” Patricia held out a hand. “Are you the new flogger?”
Flogger burst into tears. 
Beater nodded, grinning. “That’d be me! I’ve been having to pick up after my brother ever since I was born, and I don’t suppose that’ll ever stop now.” Beater turned and nodded into the room. “One foot out of place, and I’ll smash it into putty. One hand out of place, and I’ll turn it into pulp. One head out of place…” He chuckled. “You won’t want to see that one.”
Elara stepped forward and curtsied. “Well, we’ll take our chances.”
“See that you do.” Beater grunted. With that, he nodded at the room, which was still empty. “Get this place set up before the nobles arrive!”
“Ahh, I think that I was giving the instructions.” The orange lord held up a hand.
Beater turned and snorted down at him. “Well then, Lord Clementine, have at it.”
“Very well!” Lord Clementine waved his hands. “Everyone! Get this place set up before the nobles arrive!”
Elara nodded and rushed into the room. They set the cakes along one wall, while the watermelons were set along the other. A band entered the room and climbed up onto their stage to begin to play, while Elara positioned herself near the doorway. 
Patricia and Flogger walked over to join her, and Elara lowered her voice as the first of the nobles started to enter. “What’s the deal with Beater? He’s your brother?”
“My little brother, yeah.” Flogger scowled. “Two years younger and almost a hundred pounds heavier, but that’s the way it goes sometimes, I suppose. When I got the job flogging all you servants, I was over the moon, but he resented it awfully. I bet he was behind my flog falling apart!”
Elara winced and rubbed her jaw. “I suppose I should probably tell you that-”
“Ahh! And here we are.”
The voice was dark and black, and Queen Penelope swept into the room with a sinister smile upon her face. Slowly, she turned and pointed her staff at everything. A wide train of nobles came behind her, and she sighed deeply.
“Welcome, welcome all! Dearest nobles, my fair friends of this fantastic fortress, I welcome you warmly with wondrous w-”
Grrrrrrrrrrrrrrratalatlatlatlatluuuuuuuuuuuuuurrrrrrrrrrrrrrrrrrggggg!!!!!!
Whatever she was about to say was cut off by a loud grumble-growl that shook the room. It started on the southern side, then moved around, growing through the walls like some great beast stalking its prey. 
Elara’s eyes darted about and gripped her broom tightly, but didn’t see a thing. Suddenly, a small contingent of people in white HAZMAT (Hazardous, Attentive, Zealous Mechanics A-fixing Toilets) came charging through, racing straight through the ballroom without any regard for who was inside.
“It’s going that way!”
“I’m on it!”
“Pardon us!”
“Apologies!”
“IT is on the job!”
“No toilet is too big, no plug is too great!”
Flogger frowned, and Elara leaned over toward him. “That’s the IT department. Imperial Toilets. They’re… A bit passionate about their job.”
“And, in fairness, if the Clogs and Plugs and things that get into the pipes wind up emerging, it can cause quite a mess,” Patricia noted as the white-suited people charged out the far side and vanished down the hall, continuing to chase the noise. “Anyway, back to the party.”
“Ahh!” Queen Penelope smiled and nodded after the IT individuals. “Well, I think we can forgive that interruption, and I think we should all give a round of applause for our noble IT department, who keep our pipes running to ensure that we always have a place to expel all the waste created by our hedonistic lifestyle. Now, let the festivities begin!”
The band stuck up a soft, soothing tune in the corner of the room, and a wonderful melody began to drift throughout. 
Elara’s eyes narrowed, and she paid close attention to the nobles who began to wander over to the cake to cut slices. They ate with their hands as they turned and walked back and forth across the room, dribbling crumbs here and there and everywhere.
“The only proper way to eat cake.” Patricia whispered. “Sometimes I wish I was a noble so I could do the same thing.”
As some folks dribbled cake on half the floor, the other half of the floor was soon taken up by the watermelons. There, the nobles used their swords to carve out great wedges of the fruit, which they ate with big gobbling gulps while strolling about. This, too, was eaten without plates, allowing the watermelon goop to drip down across the floor. Several of them started up a seed-spitting contest, and Elara had to admit that she was impressed at the distance that some of them were spitting.
“Once again, I’m so jealous.” Patricia whispered. “The utter disregard for common sanitation, the knowledge that someone else will come along and clean up after them, it’s just so high-class! So elegant!” She sighed deeply. “Oh, I want to be rich.”
“Stick by me, and we will be someday.” Flogger set his jaw. “I’ll reclaim my place, and I’ll bring you with me when I return to House Black!”
“Guys?” Elara waved a hand. “Aren’t we rebelling so this sort of thing comes to an end?”
“Ahh… Right.” Flogger blinked, then grinned. “Well… I don’t know, but I’ll do something, and it’ll be cool, and make you feel rich even though you aren’t.”
“Deal!”
Elara smiled, but kept her eyes on the ball all the time. Professor Dorberson wandered around not far from Lord Hawk-Nose, droning on and on.
“And I’m telling you, this thing that I’m saying, it’s important, importantly so.”
“Is that so?”
“Quite so! More so than sewing, so so that I can hardly express it! More important than… Than importance itself!”
“And what is it?”
“Why, it’s what I’m saying! Aren’t you listening?”
Only ten minutes into the chain of events, Queen Penelope sighed and walked to the center of the room.
“I’m dearly sorry, my fellow nobles, but it does seem as though this party has become somewhat of a bore, doesn’t it?”
A murmur of agreement rose up around the room. 
A red-robed noble raised a hand. “Actually, I’m having a good time! Watermelon, cake, good music, my three favorite things! Really, this is actually-”
His voice trailed off as the air split open behind him, a great rift in space, revealing the great nothingness of the Void. An invisible hand plucked him up and cast him out through the hole, and then it closed, and he was gone. 
Elara looked down at the ground and shook her head. Yet another soul, thrown out into that great space between worlds, consigned to float for an eternity in that wide expanse.
“I said, and I do hope I make my point this time, that this party has become somewhat of a bore.” Queen Penelope sighed. “I do hope that all our servants take particular notice of what’s happened here, as I wouldn’t want it to happen again. I hope that point is made as well.” She sighed and gestured in exasperation. “Well, everyone, the next ball will be in just a few hours. I suggest you all get rested and prepared for it! It will be far better, I assure you.”
She raised her staff, and a great bolt of luminous lightning lit up the area. It streaked across the room clockwise and counter, hitting the watermelons with gusto and the cakes with fervor. An explosion rocked the room, and every last ounce of food was blown up and scattered across the carpeted floor. 
Pleased with her actions, Queen Penelope swept out, followed by all the nobles. The doors slammed shut behind them. 
Elara sighed.
[Warning: The room you are inside has been designated as Dirty. Dirtiness is currently at 40. If it hits 100, this room will be destroyed.]
“Alright, everyone!” Elara called out and drew out her broom. “If you’re on cleaning staff, get to work! I want all this cleaned up inside of twenty minutes, and then we’ve got to start getting ready for the next round of things! Agriculture, food prep, get out of here and start examining your next round of orders. I want to make sure we’re ready when all the cleaning staff are ready!”
Everyone began rushing about, making preparations for the next set of tasks. Patricia ran to grab buckets of soapy water, which she poured across the carpet and started scrubbing away at the stains. Other maids began mopping the walls. Elara took a deep breath.
“Time to shine.” She set her jaw, then walked to the center of the room. She knelt and checked to make sure no one else was around her, then activated her skill. “Scrub Floor!”
Soapy froth and bubbles erupted outward from her hands, and propelled her forward, mopping up the carpets beneath her. It was a bit slower and less effective than on a stone floor, carpet had a tendency to absorb just about everything that landed on it, which made for a trickier task, but she still moved along at a good clip.
She carved out the middle of the floor fairly quickly, then proceeded to the walls, where people were using scrub brushes with long handles to get the grime off the stone edifice. Elara waved them aside, then took out a rag and bent her knees a bit.
“Wipe glass!”
Wallpaper was technically a far cry from glass, but it was vertical, so the skill did its job and launched her upward. She was able to scrub down the wall within minutes, then the second wall a few minutes after that.
After a few good minutes of scrubbing, the servants took one final look around, and Elara consulted the display.
[Dirtiness of the room has been reduced to 0. Congratulations! Your reward will be dispensed to a qualifying noble, since, as a servant, you do not possess the right to receive any rewards.]
Elara rolled her eyes. She had seen the same message appearing ever since she first became a maid, but she hadn’t really paid much attention to it before this whole rebellion began brewing. Now, she felt her hands balling into fists. It was beyond frustrating, there was simply no doubt about it. Why couldn’t she even accept a reward for doing her job? The only reason had to be to prevent her from becoming powerful enough to rise up.
When the doors opened and the long train of servants started to walk out, she noticed a short, orange-robed noble standing off to one side. He stared directly at her. 
She curtsied, only for him to give a small nod of his head toward a nearby broom closet. Elara frowned, but walked over that way. He slipped inside a moment before she did, and she followed.
The inside of the broom closet was small, and smelled of mildew. The little noble climbed up onto a shelf so he was more or less eye level with Elara. She crossed her arms and raised an eyebrow.
“What exactly is this about?” She asked softly. “Don’t tell me you support our little rebellion?”
“Not at all.” Lord Clementine shook his head. “Frankly, I believe the whole thing to be a pompous abuse of your power, comparable to a small child throwing a tantrum because they were denied a piece of candy.”
“Well, it’s good to know you’ll speak your mind.” Elara rolled her eyes. “What do you want, then?”
“What I want is a bit of a truce, so to speak.” Lord Clementine shrugged. “While I believe your rebellion to be the product of childish behavior coupled with adolescent impropriety, I also believe that Queen Penelope is being excessive in her treatment of it. All she will accomplish by these acts is enflaming tensions, which will certainly plunge Fortis Regnum, as well as the aforementioned hedonistic lifestyle of my particular class, into total, utter, and complete ruin. As such, I propose to you here and now that, if you assist me in my attempt to procure power within the walls of this fortress, I will guarantee your little band of rebels a few of your creature comforts if it will put an end to this nonsense.”
“What power are you trying to gain, and what ‘creature comforts’ do you propose to offer?” Elara tilted her head.
“What power? The only power that anyone wants to gain.” Lord Clementine snorted. “The throne, of course! I want to be King Clementine. None of my family has ever risen beyond the designation of petty lord. As you may well know, though of course you may not, the Clementine family has always been the smallest of the families within House Orange, overshadowed by such Orange families as the Navels, Mandarins, Bloods, and others. I wish to change that. I wish everyone to bow to the name of Clementine, and I wish you to help me.”
“You’ve made that clear. Now tell me what you’re offering, or we have no deal.”
“Very well.” Lord Clementine puffed out his chest. “I will offer, to all servants of the castle, one tea break per day, consisting of fifteen minutes during which you will be allowed to shirk your duties to your hearts’ content.”
Elara crossed her arms slowly. “That’s it?”
“Of course.” Lord Clementine chuckled. “And what exactly would you propose as a counter?”
“We already shirk our duties at least that much per day anyway.” Elara shrugged. “Two thirty-minute tea breaks, one in the morning and one at night. Guaranteed lunch and dinner breaks, and pay. I’d say a minimum wage of at least $15 an hour.”
“In your dreams.” Lord Clementine snorted.
“Then you can let the throne be a dream as well.” Elara raised an eyebrow.
“Ahh…” Lord Clementine rubbed his jaw. “One tea break, thirty minutes apiece for lunch and dinner, and $1 an hour.”
“$14.”
“Let me think about it.” Lord Clementine hopped back down to the ground, then strode over to the door, threw it open, and marched out. “I trust that you’ll wait a few moments so as to provide some discretion about my presence here? It wouldn’t do if someone knew I was talking with you.”
With that, he left Elara gritting her teeth. The arrogance! All he wanted was the throne, and he was willing to pay little more than crumbs to get it. Still, though, it was an angle. When he realized how badly he wanted the throne, she was fairly certain he would come back to her.
Elara just needed to make sure she had an answer for him by the time that happened.
 




Chapter Five

 
Elara fumed as she made her way back along the halls, winding in and out of the servant corridors, which were designed to allow servants to pass back and forth without being seen by the nobles. She didn’t care quite so much about intruding in the halls of the nobles nowadays, and she was known to be powerful enough that they rarely dared stop her, but there were times that she simply didn’t want to be seen.
This was one of those times.
Her blood was boiling, so much so that she thought there must be steam coming out of her ears. The more she thought about the little proposition, the more she was convinced that it was another ploy used to string along the little servants in their quest for a few basic human amenities. 
Suddenly, as she was forced to step out into one of the noble hallways, she noticed a doorway and stopped.
It was a dungeon, clearly labeled as the Sneaky, Slippery, Stylish Sociopathic Snake’s Sunroom of Certain unSavory Circumstances. Elara paused for a moment, and her fingers drummed idly on the shaft of her broom.
She knew she needed to hurry along to the kitchen, to see what else might be needed preparing for the next ball, but… Well… She was frustrated, and cleaning a dungeon might just be what she needed to whip herself back in shape. After all, if she couldn’t focus, she wouldn’t be nearly as much use as she would otherwise be. Her jaw set, and she nodded firmly.
“I’ll just duck inside here, whip this out, see if I can collect a reward or two, and then head out.” Elara nodded. “Maybe I’ll even be able to get something that will help us.”
There was no one to answer, so she stepped forward and grabbed hold of the doorknob.
[Warning: You are about to enter a Dungeon. The level of Danger is 99. Would you like to continue?]
“Yes.” Elara nodded grimly.
There was a loud hiss, and the door popped open. Elara stepped inside, and the door slammed shut behind her. A long tunnel lit up before her, illuminated by a long row of torches hanging on either side of the expanse.
For a long moment, Elara stood there, appraising the place. The tunnel was circular, without any distinguished walls or ceiling or floor. It wasn’t smooth either, but was quite rough, as if it had been hewn from the ground using pickaxes and the like. She counted fifty torches total, twenty-five on either side, and nodded after a moment.
“Alright. Well, we’ll start with that!”
She opened her inventory, then took out a box of 200-Watt torches. It came down on the floor with a loud thunk, and she slowly started up and down the length of the hall, changing them out to make the whole thing a bit brighter. 
The new torches were many times more powerful than the older ones, and she nodded with delight upon finishing. Now, in the proper illumination, she could see that, as expected, the dungeon was absolutely filthy! 
Dirt and blood was smeared all over the entire lower half of the tunnel, while the stone was pockmarked by what seemed to be acidic venom. She shuddered as she inspected the deep marks. Whatever had made that, she didn’t want to meet it!
“Hello, lady.” Hissing, a snake wearing sunglasses poked its head through the doorway at the far end of the tunnel. The head was nearly the length of Elara’s body, so it was certainly a bit terrifying, but Elara had the mess to worry about, and didn’t put much more stock in the creature. “It’s a pleasure to meet you!”
“And you as well!” Elara knelt down, then took out her scrub brush. “Scrub floor!”
Soapy foam and light bloomed out of her scrubber,and she blasted away large chunks of the grime off the floor and walls. Slowly, she advanced, cleaning as she went along.
“You are cleaning?” The snake seemed surprised. “Just… Why, exactly, if I may ask?”
“Well, someone’s gotta do it, so it might as well just be me.” Elara sighed, then rose and shook her head. “Be careful, Mr-” She frowned. “I don’t know your name.”
“Mister Snake was my father.” The snake bowed his head. “My name is Sam. Sam Snake, the sniveling, stellar serpent.”
“Well, Sam, once I get down to your end of things, I’ll get everything scrubbed up in a jiffy.”
“Oh, there’s no need for that!” Sam chuckled. “How about… You clean the inside of my mouth?”
With a hiss, he lunged at her, mouth wide. Elara frowned at the approaching snake. Slowly, she rose and took out her broom. As he bit down, she wedged it in between his upper and lower jaw.
“Ahh! I see what you mean.” Elara frowned as she inspected the inside of the snake’s mouth. It didn’t have any teeth, per se, but it did have a great many rather pointy things that all angled inward, to prevent prey from escaping once they were inside his mouth. Of course, most of those points looked to be rotting off, from rather nasty bouts of cavities and plaque. 
“Now, I’m no dentist, but I’ll see what I can do. I cleaned up a lion’s teeth once, I’m sure I can do this, too.” She glanced up at the snake’s fangs, which were glistening with venom. “You might see about getting those fangs removed. I’d hate to see you bite a friend by accident, you know?”
Sam’s forked tongue flicked out and played against Elara’s face, tickling her furiously. She laughed and slapped the thing away.
“That’s not- That’s not helping!” She giggled. “Alright, let’s do this! Ahh… Scrub Floor!”
She slammed her sponge down onto the base of the snake’s mouth. The snake’s mouth was pinned onto the floor, which made Sam’s sunglasses bounce from his head and shatter against the stone. 
Sam gasped and tried to slither away, but Elara caught hold of the broom and stopped him. Shen then quickly cleaned up the roof of his mouth as well. Sam kept on snarling and hissing at her.
“Sorry about that. Like I said, not a dentist, but…” She shrugged. “There’s been a lot of damage, but I reckon you’ll heal with time. Just try to watch your diet. I advise no red meat, lots of fruits and veggies and things, and do try to brush your teeth!”
Sam hissed one last scowl at her, then turned around and slithered away. Elara watched him go, then went back to scrubbing away. Soon enough, she had finished the hall, and stepped out into the main portion of the dungeon.
Like in every other dungeon she had visited, it was a large domed room with a handful of halls stretching out in an assortment of directions. The middle of the room was an earthen nest, where Sam had curled himself up, while a few faint beams of sunlight filtered down through a small hole in the ceiling.
“Ahh! The sunroom part of things!” Elara looked up and nodded with a frown. “Not too shabby, though it is somewhat deceptive.”
“It used to be much brighter.” Sam hissed softly. “I was just a young snake then, but I remember when this whole place was full of light. The mirrors up above have gotten dirty.”
“Well, if you can lift me up there, I’ll see about cleaning them up.” Elara nodded. “How’s that sound?”
“Excellent!”
Sam opened his mouth once more, and Elara strode over, propped his jaws wide with her broom, and stepped inside. Sam rose up into the air, tilting himself backward. This forced Elara to cling onto the shaft of the broom to avoid falling into the maw of his throat, but she managed well enough, and she soon reached the ceiling.
There, sure enough, she found a small hole no more than four feet across. A small inside the entrance reflected light downward. Dust and flecks of blood covered it. Elara nodded, then braced herself and leapt.
“Wipe glass!”
She shot upward like a rocket, and cleaned the glass in the blink of an eye. For a moment she hung in space, above the still-open jaw of Sam the Snake, but she kept her eyes upward. High above, Elara could see another mirror, and she set her sights upon it.
“Wipe glass!”
With another flash of light, she shot up to that one, wiping it down. From there, she could see another, and another use of the skill launched her on upward. Flash by flash, she climbed up until she reached the very top, and was shot out onto the roof of a tower high above Fortis Regnum.
She came down hard on the rooftop tiles, and for a moment, struggled to draw breath. Only two towers were taller than this, rising straight to the west, one red and one blue tower rose high above the rest of the fortress. 
Meanwhile, all around her, the castle stretched out for miles upon end. Rooftops and corridors, gardens and farms. Smoke belched out of hundreds of smokestacks, flags fluttered from hundreds of flagpoles, and beyond that, beyond the far wall, stretched out the infinite land of the Wilderness, an endless stretch of trees.
“Incredible,” she whispered, then rose and turned to the last mirror. 
It was the dirtiest of all, covered in bird droppings and a heaping pile of accumulated dust. She wiped it down, and a brilliant beam of sunlight shot back down the center of that tower.
“Alright.” Elara took a deep breath, then jumped back down the long shaft. “Here I come!”
Her maid outfit billowed around her as she plummeted. Sam the Snake was obliging enough to catch her when she entered the chamber, and with a mighty crash, she slammed down onto the ground like a bullet. The only thing that prevented her from splattering into a billion pieces like a bug was… Well… Sam the Snake, who instead was knocked quite dead by the blast. 
Elara frowned as she climbed off of him, and rubbed the back of her neck. In the brilliant light of the sun, the white snake (on account of living in the darkness for so long) began to blister and hiss in the light of the sun.
[Congratulations! You have cleared a- Oh. You again.]
“Is that a problem?” Elara walked over to the entrance and started scrubbing away at the floor.
[Not strictly speaking, but I’m seriously going to get in trouble if some warriors don’t start getting off their couches and coming down here. I’m not supposed to reward servants, though I do have to reward anyone who cleans out the dungeon, so… You’re sorta putting me in a box.]
“Well, show me where the box is and I’ll come clean it.” Elara chuckled, then shrugged. “Sorry. I suppose I’m just a little tired and overwhelmed. Queen Penelope is trying to discourage our rebellion, and it’s sorta draining me.”
[I understand. You should have seen what happened when… Well, his name doesn’t really translate well, but my brother-in-law got it in his head a few millennia ago that he was going to oppress the rest of us Guardians, and it was just a giant mess! We’re still sorting out that situation, if I’m being completely honest. If you’re ever contacted by a Guardian named Greg, you turn tail and run, you hear me?]
“I’ll keep that in mind.” Elara chuckled as she worked. “Well, since you have to give me a reward, what do you have?”
[Well, it’s not a reward per se, but you’re going to want to take trophies from Sam. They’ll make for excellent additions to your growing arsenal of sewing buffs.]
“I’ll do that.” Elara nodded. “Keep going.”
[Hmm. Well… As I’m sure you’ve noticed, you never gain any XP, which means you can’t level up ordinarily.]
“What’s XP?” Elara asked. “Yeah, I remember my level increasing from like 50 to 55 when I got the fighter class, but that’s the only time I’ve ever seen that happen.”
[Yeah! So ordinarily, you’d gain XP from doing jobs, but the nobles slurp it all up so they level up instead, which is why none of them bother with clearing out the dungeons anymore. Hmm. I can’t give you any XP or people will notice… But I could probably increase your level directly, which might just make it possible for you to gain new skills and things.]
“That would be great!” Elara grinned. “What do you have?”
[Your level has risen!]
[55 -> 65]
[You have earned a new Skill!]
[Open]
Elara chose not to open the skill right at that moment, and went back to scrubbing. She wouldn’t leave the dungeon until it was clean, and then she had to return to help her friends.
In any case, though, she did feel a lot better… And at the end of the day, that was enough for her, at least for the time being.






Chapter Six

 




Elara left the dungeon after tidying it up. With fresh light spilling down from the sun high above, it gleamed so bright that she had to put on sunglasses, which made her feel quite good about the state of things. Sam the Snake’s carcass had been cast into the void by the Guardian (whose name apparently wasn’t Greg, though she knew absolutely nothing more about him), though not before Elara had collected several scales and a fang. Now, as she walked along, she opened up her interface and started scrolling through things.
“Alright. First things first, I need to know what this new skill is.” She frowned and clicked the [Open] button, then blinked as she read it.
[Power Dusting: Using your new Magic Feather Duster, rapidly dust a space 50’ x 50’. Stored dust may be discharged later for a wide variety of purposes.]
“Interesting.” Elara frowned. She couldn’t think of any particular reason she’d want to discharge a bunch of dust, since that would only make things dirtier, but she supposed that something might come up. Satisfied with that, she closed down her stats, then opened up her inventory.
Grrrrrrrrrrrrrrrrrrrrruuuuuuuuuuuuuuuuuuuuuuuuuuuuuuuuuug!
A rumble started from behind her, then ran forward beneath her feet, shaking the cobblestones. A team of IT personnel, fully equipped with their HAZMAT suits, came charging past. The leaders had long toilet brushes, while the ones in the rear carried a wide assortment of plungers. One in the middle carried a plumber’s snake, which hissed angrily at Elara before the group charged past.
“Never fear!”
“IT is on the job!”
“We’ll get that plug!”
“We’ll get it out of the pipes!”
“We’ll save your toilet!”
“Protecting all the johns of the world!”
“Or at least of Fortis Regnum!”
“Hey-o!”
They disappeared around the corner. 
Elara chuckled and shook her head. If only everyone could have that much love for their job. As the rumble and the IT team faded into the distance, Elara turned back to her inventory, and scrolled down to the two new items she had picked up.
[Superb Snake’s Scales: Effects: Sewing these onto any garment will serve as a flashy eye-catcher, and will slightly increase the durability of the item if it gets attacked in that exact location. More importantly, though, this will provide the ability [Shed Your Skin], which will help you escape from dangerous situations. This is passive. Side effects include becoming a bit more distrustful, sneaky, and protective of jewelry. It is advised not to use these for long periods of time.]
“Hm. Could be useful.” Elara made a mental note to add the scales to a new apron, then scrolled down to the snake’s fang.
[Fantastically Fatal Fang: Effects: Contains a venom of the deadliest variety. Venom is dispensed in drops, and may be used for poisoning your enemies (or your friends, I suppose, though I don’t know what the purpose of that would be). You can, of course, simply stab someone with the fang, though results may vary depending on the venom resistance of the target. A quick reference guide may be followed:
1 drop per plate of food: Will cause [Disorientation].
2 drops per plate of food: Will cause [Great Deal of Pain]
3 drops per plate of food: Will cause [Impossibly Intense Indigestion] 
4 drops per plate of food: Will cause [Extreme Fever]
5 drops per plate of food: Will cause [Plausibly Painful Paralysis]
6 drops per plate of food: Will cause [Death (mostly)]
7+ drops per plate of food: Will cause [Death (entirely)]
It’s important to note that there’s a big difference between someone being mostly dead and someone being entirely dead, so do take note if you intend to be a cheapskate.]
Elara shuddered as she scrolled through the list. “And why would I want to poison anyone? I don’t want to kill people! I just want this revolution to succeed!”
That said, she suspected that she would find a use for it at some point. In any case, she was almost back to her room, so she pushed aside those thoughts and set about figuring out how to prepare for the next ball.
She found Patricia and Flogger rushing about the room, grabbing an assortment of items. She frowned, and Patricia glanced at her.
“Where have you been?”
“I-”
“The next ball is in just a few hours!” Patricia blurted out.
“What?” Elara blinked in surprise. “But I thought-”
“Yeah! Six hours, every four chapters, but apparently the nobles aren’t ones to keep their promises!” Patricia snapped. “Get down to the kitchen, Gerald could really use you.”
“On it.” Elara glanced longingly at her wardrobe, then turned away. She could sew things later. Right now, she had friends to help and a ball to put on. She left the room and jogged down the hall to where Gerald was standing at the stove, frantically stirring pots and sampling soups.
“Elara! Ahh! You’re in time.” He breathed a sigh of relief. “Apologies. After the last ball, I came back to find that we’re being given way less time than before. We have to be ready in just…” He glanced at a nearby clock. “It looks like we’ve got about 55 minutes left, and some of these pots need to simmer for almost five hours, so if you’ve got any ideas on how to manage that miracle, my hat’s off to you.”
“Step aside.” Elara whipped out her sheep hair apron. It was still muddy from the farm, but it would have to do. Quickly, she gestured at the pots. “Which ones?”
“Ahh… That one and that one.” He pointed at the two pots at the back, which sat above glimmering orange flames. “What are you up to?”
“Bit complicated.” 
Elara spun to a countertop and spread out the apron, scattering semi-dried chunks of dirt here and there, and then pulled out her magic needle. She threaded it with lion’s hair, and then struck out. The magic needle left her hand and flashed through the fabric, and in the blink of an eye, it had been utterly and thoroughly fireproofed, and she gave a nod of satisfaction. 
“That’ll have to do! Alright, let’s get this thing all wrapped up!”
She stepped back over to the pot and threw the apron around the back two pots. Fire licked the fabric, but refused to burn it, and the pots began to simmer faster than they had been. Gerald whipped off his hat and bowed (at least as much was possible with his pot-belly), and he turned to the front pots.
“Well, now that we have that done, we just have a whole bunch of these little soups to make.” He pulled out a list. “I need to put potatoes in this one, and leeks in this one, and cucumbers in this one, and cheese in these two, and then parsnips in this one, and some beef in these two- no, these three, and then we need to-”
“Alright.” Elara glanced over at a nearby counter. She could see a cutting board and a knife, along with a wide assortment of ingredients. “What do you think the odds are that anyone actually eats any of this anyway?”
Gerald shrugged. “Cook’s honor still demands that I put every available bit of effort into-”
“Gerald! We don’t have time for that!” Elara said, but relented. “Alright, here’s the deal. Do you want to chop things up or put them in the soup?”
“If I chop, I’ll be faster.” He frowned. “If I put things in the soup, they’ll go in the right place.”
“What matters most to you?”
Gerald’s face twitched, and he stepped up to the cutting board. “Try to match colors, alright? Green things go in the green soups, meat goes in the brown soups-”
“Gerald!”
Gerald nodded and stepped up to the counter. His knife blazed with light, and he quickly tossed items onto the cutting board. “Chop!”
With a sharp zzzzzzzzt! the veggies and meat were carved up faster than Elara’s eyes could follow. Gerald flicked it all into a nearby bowl with a practiced wave of his wrist, and Elara snatched it up.
“Alright! Rapid tidying!”
Elara flashed across the room, dumping ingredients into the soup in what she hoped was more or less the right order. She let the skill do most of the work for her, though she had no way of knowing if it was doing a good job. 
Along the way, she also picked things up and tidied the workplace, dumping measuring cups and spoons and forks and other such things into the sink. To her surprise, Gerald could easily keep up with her skill, and she soon gasped with exertion as she finished tossing in the last bit of it. Gerald stepped up to the stovetop and sniffed a few of the pots, and Elara gave a nod.
“How bad is it?”
“Simply awful. If they have a single taste bud left, they’ll declare that this stuff was made by a child who’d never seen the inside of a kitchen before.” Gerald declared, then shrugged. “That said, we have a dozen pots of soup, and that’s more than I can say if you hadn’t come along. As always, thank you.”
“As always, you’re more than welcome.”
Gerald reached to the back of the stove and untied Elara’s speed apron, which seemed to have done its job, and tossed it to her. Now, it was covered in soup stains as well as dirt, but that was just a hazard of the job, she supposed. She went to tuck it into her inventory, but was stopped as Patricia burst in through the door.
“Elara! We could use your help out on the farm. Big problems!”
“What sort of problems?”
“The big kind! The huge kind! The kind that throws water balloons at you!”
Elara wrapped the apron rather clumsily around her waist, and ran out. She shot along the halls like a rocket, snatching hold of Patricia’s hand on the way. 
Patricia was dragged along like a human anchor, and careened off the walls, potted plants, paintings, and more. That sent the spies rolling out from behind the potted plants like bowling balls, which was all fine and dandy until the paintings fell from the wall and revealed all the spies hiding behind them. All told, they really left quite the mess in their wake until they came to the farm, and Elara came to a halt and untied the apron.
The farm had turned into a bit of a war zone. The nets had all been cut down, which would have been bad if the sky had still been raining servants. Thankfully, they were falling down more or less like apples (only one every two or three minutes), which gave the farmhands enough time to catch them in between picking tomatoes. 
What turned the situation from an average afternoon to a warzone was the gaggle of teenager and young adult nobles standing around the high walls of the farm, lobbing water balloons at Farmer John and Flogger.
“Down with the servants!”
“Yeah! If you fail to deliver, you’ll be destroyed!”
“Or cast into the wilderness!”
“Or the Void!”
“Or worse! Your pictures will be sketched, and you’ll be plastered into the great Book that Faces the throne room so that everyone can see how ridiculous you look!”
“Don’t be silly. No one uses the Book that Faces the throne room anyone. They all go talk to that bird, who goes around the castle chirping at everyone.”
“Nah, I heard that bird just died.”
“Oh. Well… Umm… You’ll be embarrassed, anyway!”
“Terribly embarrassed!”
The kids cackled maniacally.
Elara rolled her eyes, but did have to admit that the situation looked dire. Even as she watched, a water balloon streaked down and hit Farmer John on the back. He stumbled and fell, landing in the mud, and groaned as he slowly picked himself up.
“Come on, Elara!” Flogger called out. “We need your help!”
“Alright.” Elara slowly stepped out and held out her broom. 
All the nobles froze. 
She took a deep breath. “Listen up, young whippersnappers! You are to leave now, and never come back, or I’ll make sure that your pictures are… I don’t know what you’re talking about, but I’ll make sure it happens!”
There was a long pause. 
Then the bravest of them stuttered, “You… You don’t know what you’re talking about. I think you’re bluffing.”
“Of course she’s bluffing!”
“She has to be bluffing.”
“Isn’t she bluffing?”
“What’s a bluff?”
“Get her!”
Zero hesitation. All at once, every single noble hurled their water balloons. As they sailed through the air, Elara set her jaw, then lunged forward and swung her broom through the air.
“Sweep!”
A blast of air rolled off the tool and erupted outward, the balloons. They were returned to the senders instantly. The kids were all knocked away from the top of the wall, and Elara gave a small nod.
“This just in! Students knocked down by a maid!” A small bird fluttered through the air, crying out in a chittering sort of voice. It was black, and had two intersecting lines drawn across its belly. “Was it the word of the servants down below, or of shoddy footing? We’ll let you be the judge!”
The bird fluttered off, and Elara raised an eyebrow. “Well. That was odd, but I suppose that’s fairly par for the course around here.” 
She glanced at the wheelbarrow, which was now rapidly filling up. After all, without the water balloons, the only thing they had to worry about were catching the servants falling from the towers, which were coming in far smaller intervals. 
“Are you all ready to go?” she asked the workers.
“I think so.” Farmer John wearily wiped mud from his brow. “Thanks, Elara.”
“Glad to help.” Elara gave a small bow at the waist, and she turned toward the doorway. “Now let’s go put on this ball. Again.”
 




Chapter Seven

 
Elara and the others rushed through the halls toward the very same ballroom they had just left. Along the way, they met up with Gerald and a number of other kitchen staff, who were pushing a number of carts with all the soups. Large signs read “Warning, contents are hot!” Meanwhile, a handful of other servants carried along other signs as well, though they were turned away from Elara at that exact moment. 
They reached the ballroom, where Beater and Lord Clementine stood at attention.
“Welcome to the Soup ball.” Beater looked down at the motley assortment of servants with disdain. “Soups on the northside. Tomatoes on the south. And you-” He caught hold of Elara as she tried to slip past. “I want to have a word with you.”
Elara blinked in surprise. He flexed his muscles and hauled her over to the side of the room and slammed her up against the wall. For a few moments, he simply glowered down at her, but then… His countenance broke for a split second.
“How’s my brother doing?” He murmured softly.
“As well as he can be, given the circumstances.” Elara frowned. “I didn’t realize you cared.”
“House Blacks remain loyal to each other, even when we’re apart.” Beater glowered down at her. “That makes me extra loyal to Queen Penelope, and I want you to know that well, but I certainly didn’t mean to take my brother’s job. He’s a crybaby, and he’s never done anything but crush my ambitions, but he’s also my older brother, and I will do anything I can to help him. If there’s ever anything you need, you just let me know.”
“I’ll keep that in mind.” Elara murmured. 
Beater gave a sharp nod and started to turn away, then paused and looked back at her.
“By the way, I’m supposed to make a bit of a demonstration this evening. You don’t mind if I use you, do you?”
“Not at all.” Elara nodded, a small smile climbing across her face. 
Beater puffed out his chest and turned away. 
Elara hurried to the corner of the room. She unwound the dirty, stained apron from her waist and dropped it into her inventory, then scrolled through the list for a moment before selecting her giant hair reinforced apron. She soon had it wound around herself tightly, and moved to observe the room.
The tomatoes were all stacked up in crates along the south side of the room, though Elara still didn’t fully understand their purpose. Sure, you could eat tomatoes plain, but most people ate them as ingredients in other things. She supposed she could figure it out later. She then turned to the northern side of the ballroom, where a small laugh escaped her lips.
The soups simmered in their pots on a long table, heated over small burners. Meanwhile, the signs that she had seen earlier, the caution ones, all hung from the table next to each pot. Around them were dozens of other signs mounted on white pickets to create a maze you had to navigate to reach the soups.
“Warning: Soup will be HOT!”
“Touching soup before it cools will burn you!”
“Seriously, this soup will hurt you badly if you’re not careful.”
“The servants take no responsibility for anyone who is injured after reading these signs.”
“Please wait at least five minutes after serving yourself before consuming, or you will regret it.”
“Hot: An adjective describing the state of something being warmer than usual, to the point of INJURING anyone who may touch it.”
“The most common cause of injuries at balls? Hot Soup! How to impress that lovely lady-lord? DON’T GET BURNED!”
It went on for a good bit longer, nearly every sign was unique, and all of them had the same basic message. Elara chuckled.
Gerald walked up to her and crossed his arms.
“Isn’t this overkill?” She glanced up at him.
“Nope.” Gerald shook his head. “Just you wait. Ahh! Here’s our first noble now.”
As it turned out, Lord Hawk-Nose was the first person to amble into the room, striding along slowly and purposefully. He looked around, then spotted the soups and lit up. His two page boys scampered along after him as he strode up to the soups, smiled, grabbed a bowl, and quickly scooped up a large serving of a cheesy beef soup.
“And here we go.” Gerald murmured. “In three… Two…”
“YOW!” Lord Hawk-Nose screamed in pain as he took a sip of the soup. He spun around furiously, then marched up to Elara and Gerald, where he crossed his arms sternly. HIs servant-speaker whispered in the ear of his message-writer, and the message-writer swiftly scribbled out a note.
“I demand to know who is responsible for the state of that soup! It’s dangerous! Are you trying to kill us?”
Lord Hawk-Nose leaned forward, raising an eyebrow ominously.
“Sir, I’m afraid that we did put up plenty of signs.” Elara gestured at the sea of signs that filled the room.
“Poppycock! I haven’t seen a single one of these signs.”
“Sir-”
“Don’t you sir me!” Lord Hawk-Nose leaned closer to Elara, his face turning rather red. The speaker whispered all the faster, and the message-writer scribbled so quickly that smoke began to rise from the notepad. “I am a lord! I am to be addressed as ‘Your Lordship,’ ‘Your Majesty,’ ‘Your Excellence,’ ‘Your Grace,’ ‘Your Eminence,’ or by any other sufficiently flattering adjective you care to attach.”
“Technically it’s a title, not an adjective.” Elara held up a finger. “Now-”
“Silence! I will not be made a fool of by-”
“YOW!”
Another noble, one that Elara didn’t recognize, shouted at the top of their lungs as they burned themselves on their own bowl of soup. Elara stepped to the side to look around Lord Hawk-Nose, where she found a growing line of nobles stretching backward, through the signs, away from the soup. 
As each one reached the front of the line, they served themselves a bowl of their favorite soup, took a sip, screamed in pain and dropped the bowl, and then made their way (through the signs, of course) to stand in a new line forming in front of Elara.
“YOW!”
“OUCH!”
“That hurts!”
“So much pain!”
“I’ll never find joy in eating anything again!”
“YEOW!”
“YOP!”
That one final yop, which was rather quiet, came from the smallest noble in the room, Lord Clementine himself. The sound of his yop traveled all the way to the throne room, to the ears of Queen Penelope. 
A moment later, she teleported herself to the ballroom in a puff of shadows. The queen sighed and shook her head.
“And what is the matter here?”
The room fell deadly quiet. 
The next noble in line behind Lord Clementine took a sip of his own soup, but given that the queen was there, he was forced to hah-mmmnnn his soup until he could swallow it, which did look to Enora to be quite painful. 
Queen Penelope started slowly walking around the room. “Soup. Hot soup, and without a single warning? How… Utterly inconsiderate!”
“And how exactly do you propose we provide ample warning, your highness?” Gerald snapped. “Telepathic messages projected directly into their skulls?”
“That would suffice, yes.” Queen Penelope shrugged. “Although, perhaps more realistic would be pictures. Show, don’t tell. It’s a rule we all know well, and it’s not one that I think bears repeating.”
The servants started grumbling, frustrated. The nobles paid them no attention. As such, none of them saw the many, many foulnesses that were drawn onto napkins, the walls, or the backs of the signs that showed exactly what the servants (particularly Gerald) thought of the nobility. 
Queen Penelope’s attention was turned to the opposite side of the room by that point. She slowly approached the tomatoes even as the calls of “Ouch!” and “Yow!” continued back on the far side of the ballroom. She picked up one red fruit, hefted it, examined it, then shrugged and tossed it back in the box.
“Hmm. My apologies. I’m afraid that when I requested the tomatoes, I was a bit hungry for them, but in that time, I’ve changed my mind. You know how that goes, I’m sure.”
Elara gritted her teeth, but said nothing. 
Queen Penelope smiled at her obvious anger, then let out a long breath and crossed her hands behind her back.
“Alright. If that’s the way they’re going to play it, that’s the way they’ll play it. We can deal.” She let out a dramatic sigh. “I just have to figure out how.”
Even as she said it, her mind began spinning. They were in active and open rebellion, at least technically, but were chained by the rather destructive rules of the castle and the ruthless nature of the nobles. 
Where did that leave them? How would they ever manage to rise up? Importantly, what would they even do to rise up? 
It wasn’t something Elara had yet figured out, and as she stood there, nothing new came to her mind. It was frustrating, but she knew that something would come to her when the time was right.
Before too long, Queen Penelope sighed and yawned. “Well, I don’t know about all of you, but this is the worst party I’ve ever been to, and that’s really saying something after the lemon we went to last time, am I right?”
The nobles all laughed and started to leave, but Queen Penelope held up her hand. Instantly, the room froze, and Beater walked out to stand next to her. His massive club rested in his hands, and he chuckled deeply.
“Alright. Well, I have to return to the throne room, but I believe that Beater has a bit of a demonstration he’d like to make before I go, so… Beater? Give it all you’ve got.”
Beater chuckled and nodded and turned to face Elara. “Get out here, Battle-Maid. If this is your revolution, people need to know what following you will look like.”
Elara nodded. She walked forward with slow, deliberate steps, feeling the itchy fibers of the giant hair scratching away at her shoulders, back, belly, and really just about everywhere else. As she approached the mountain, Beater took a deep breath, then gave his club a few practice swings.
“Alright, everyone! See what happens to those who defy the reign of the ruling monarch!”
He drew the club back and swung it with all his might. Elara winced and closed her eyes. 
A mighty crack echoed through the air. 
Elara didn’t feel a thing, and as she opened her eyes once more, she found Beater standing there holding the stump of a club in his hand. He stared down at it in shock, then slowly looked up at Elara.
“That was… That was made of solid oak. I’ve hit pillars of obsidian with it, and nothing happened! How’d you do that?”
The nobles began to murmur. 
Elara fought to keep a smile from her face.
“Maybe he’s losing his touch too, just like Flogger!” suggested one noble.
“Maybe he’s a weakling!”
“Maybe he’s just incompetent! This was his first public beating.”
“Maybe it’s a curse! The curse on House Black!”
Queen Penelope stiffened. It wasn’t much, but Elara noticed it. What did that mean? Curse of the Black House? She didn’t have time to hear more juicy rumors as Queen Penelope turned to Beater and put a hand on his shoulder.
“It’s alright. We all have off days.” Her voice was soft but firm. “Go back to your quarters and get some rest, and we’ll try things out again in a few hours. In the meantime, I’ll try to find you a new club.”
In the distance, Flogger’s anguished cry rose up through the room. Beater nodded weakly, drew himself upright, and dragged himself out into the hall. Queen Penelope raised her iron staff as the nobles all filed out of the room, and a sharp wind began to blow about.
“Alright, servants! Your next assignment is coming soon, and this room will need to be cleaned! Get to it!”
The wind rose to a sharp gale, and the soup was blown over, spilling all across the carpet. The tomatoes, though, were the real problem, as they were sucked up into a great whirlwind and churned up in a blender of flying signs. The resulting ketchup was then splattered across the entirety of the room. A few rifts began to open in the corners of the room, and Queen Penelope teleported away.
[Warning: The room you are inside has been designated as Dirty. Dirtiness is currently at 90. If it hits 100, this room will be destroyed.]
“Alright, everyone!” Elara raised her voice to be heard. “Get out, all of you!”
“Are you sure that’s wise?” Patricia rushed up next to her and frowned. “This is a big mess, and if any monsters show up-”
“It’s a big mess, and we’re already seeing void portals. I can get this cleaned up faster without help, and it will be risking fewer lives.” Elara answered quietly. “Besides, I wouldn’t mind the time to think, anyway.”
“I’ll trust your judgment.” Patricia nodded, then ran for the door. “Let’s go, people! We’ve got another ball to get ready for!”
Elara watched them go. Sheunstrung her giant hair apron and put on the dirty apron. As the last person ran out, she turned to face the giant mess.
It would take her a little bit to clean up, but not altogether that long. Meanwhile, what she had said was true. She had a lot to think about… And there was no better place to think than while cleaning.






Chapter Eight

 
“There! Done and done.” 
Elara finished with a flourish. The room was sparkling clean, and would be for at least a few hours until the next ball messed it up. 
She yawned as she slowly left and started down the hall toward her bedroom. Night was coming on. It wouldn’t be long before the balls were taking place when any ordinary person would be fast asleep. 
Elara wasn’t sure who would hate the arrangement more: The overworked servants or the hedonistic nobles forced to party during their beauty sleeps. She supposed they would learn soon enough. 
Elara turned her thoughts back to what she had been mulling over during the cleaning job. The fact of the matter was that they needed to start striking back at the nobles. They were on the defensive, and that needed to change before they would be able to inflict any sort of lasting harm. Additionally, they had to balance striking back with meeting all the crazy demands of the nobles. 
The plans required a delicate balance, and she wasn’t exactly sure how to pull off the act yet. The mental juggle made her head spin, but, on the bright side, all the spies watching her from the potted plants and paintings couldn’t glean any details from her confused expressions. How could they, since even she wasn’t sure?
When she arrived back at the kitchens, she found Patricia and Flogger flopped in chairs near the stove, snoring softly. The sun was setting, lingering right above the distant rooftops. 
Gerald stood at the counter, chopping up a large block of cheese. “Hey, Elara,” he murmured softly. “I told everyone to take an hour and a half to catch some sleep. Might be the only sleep they get for a while.”
“True.” Elara sighed and sat down on a nearby stool. “What’s the situation? Have you received the next set of orders?”
“I have.” Gerald nodded and shrugged. “Honestly, it’s not nearly as bad as it might otherwise be. Cheese and sausage trays. Oar-derves, I think they’re called.” He nodded at Flogger. “He and Farmer John will have to run over to the pig stye to butcher some hogs for the sausage, but that won’t take all that long.”
“Makes you wonder why they’re giving us an easy one.” Elara frowned and crossed her arms.
“My guess, though I don’t know for sure, is that it’ll be easier for the nobles.” Gerald shrugged. “These things you just drop on the floor and crumble everywhere. Way less intensive than getting burned by soup. Queen Gothface isn’t going to want to interrupt her beauty sleep any longer than absolutely necessary, you know.” 
After a moment, he chuckled. “Not that I think she really gets all that much beauty sleep, but…”
Elara laughed. 
Flogger and Patricia both jumped at the noise. 
Elara clapped a hand over her mouth. “Sorry about that.”
“It’s alright.” Patricia yawned and sat up. “What’s the situation?”
“Just chatting.” Elara frowned, then nodded to Flogger. “Can you explain something to me real fast?”
“Sure.” Flogger nodded and straightened up a bit, though he mostly retained his slumped posture. “What’s up?”
“What’s the Curse of House Black?”
Flogger froze, then frowned. “Where’d you hear that?”
“Someone mentioned it. When Beater’s club broke, they blamed it on House B-”
Flogger burst into tears, and several minutes were spent calming him down. When they finally succeeded, he drew himself together, then sighed miserably.
“I’m sorry. It just… It hurts to know that my brother was given grace where I was only given a cold and indifferent hand.”
“First off, I do want to say that a different queen was involved.” Elara held up a hand. “Not that it makes it much better, but…” She shrugged. “Someone mentioned the Curse of House Black. I think it scared Queen Penelope, since she’s from House Black, too.”
Flogger started nodding slowly, and his sniffles slowly died off. “That’s… Interesting. Hmm.” He stroked his chin for a moment, then shrugged. “Well, anyway, you want to know about the Curse of House Black. If it’ll help things, I suppose I can tell you the story. I’m not technically supposed to share this with servants, but you’re all close friends.”
“Flogger?” Patricia leaned over. “You’re a servant, too.”
“Which means that they technically shared the story with a servant when they demoted you.” Elara pointed out. “So it’s not your fault at all.”
“Hey! You know what? I think you’re right.” Flogger brightened a little, then crossed his arms and took on a serious expression. “Alright, so here’s the tale. It’s kind of a scary one, just to warn you, alright?”
“We can handle it.” Elara nodded. “Go!”
Gerald chuckled and continued chopping away at his block of cheese.
“Years and years ago, while the walls of the fortress were still being built to keep out the wilderness, someone showed up.” Flogger’s voice was low. “It was a wicked witch, an enchantress of immense power. She slipped in through a crack in the wall and entered the castle, and came at once to the king, whose name has for obvious reasons been forgotten, but who belonged to House White.”
“What then?” Patricia demanded.
“Well, she asked for refuge in the fortress, but the king was wise. He could tell that she was evil, and that she would tear us apart from the inside. He refused her refuge, and ordered his guards to throw her out. She resisted, and that’s when it all went wrong.” 
Flogger paused for what Elara assumed was dramatic effect, but then his face scrunched up from trying to remember how the story went. “She escaped the guards and hid among the servants. By giving them some small tokens of power and performing some tricks, she managed to convince them that she could help free them. Ridiculous, I know, but that’s what it was. The guards searched for years for her, but every time they came close, she managed to escape. She was a thorn in the king’s side for many long years, until he lay on his deathbed. There, he devised a plan, and let it be made known that whoever was by his side when he died would inherit the throne.”
“He wanted to draw her out.” Gerald commented.
“Exactly.” Flogger confirmed. “So anyway, she disguised herself as his daughter and snuck into the room. She actually had him fooled, until the real daughter came in. Both were seized and questioned, and it was determined which one was the daughter and which was the witch. With that, the king slew the witch with his own hand. As she fell to the floor and died, though, she cursed him. His robes became as black as coal, along with the clothes of his wife and all his descendants. House Black was born. She also added the note that, though House Black would crave power, it would lose it on that very night, and would never again hold the throne for more than a single generation.” 
He shrugged. “She also promised a wide assortment of other terrible things, including rats, elf infestations, boils, rashes, early deaths, blisters, never being satisfied with your lot in life, hunger, desperation, a general spirit of disobedience among house servants, general unluckiness, and things like that.”
“Did he lose power?” Elara asked softly.
“Indeed he did.” Flogger nodded. “His daughter moved to the side of the bed, and waited there until he died. At that moment, all power in the castle passed to her. Now, what no one knew was the fact that she was also an imposter. The real daughter had been tied and gagged and stuffed in a broom closet, the one at the bedside was the king’s twelfth cousin, thrice removed, who knew enough about the daughter to pull off a passable impression. Thus, power passed into the hands of House Pink, which was the house she belonged to, and House Black has been in ruin ever since.”
Elara thought over the revelation. “Interesting. So… At least in theory, if we can make the nobles believe that the curse is real-”
“The curse is real!” Flogger snapped. “House Black has never, in all the time since then, managed to hold the throne for longer than a single generation. It hasn’t mattered how many people we’ve bribed or murdered or poisoned or blackmailed or boiled or stewed or flogged or imprisoned or chained or caged or stuffed in a broom closet or thrown from the highest tower in the castle or strung up by their fingernails or hanged or tortured or waterboarded or-”
“I get the idea.” Elara nodded slowly. “Well, if we can give the curse a little help, then, maybe we can get Queen Penelope off the throne a bit faster.”
“Now that’s a plan I like!” Patricia sat up and nodded firmly. “What are we going to do first?”
“I’ve got a handful of ideas for that.” Elara leaned forward. She frowned as she noticed a potted plant slowly starting to slide through the doorway, and nodded toward it. “Does someone think they could go get rid of that thing?”
“I’ve got it!” Gerald puffed out his chest. “Skill: Bake pie!”
Lightning flashed and the potted plant was zapped into a rather lovely pie. A few palm fronts stuck out through the latticework on top, and a pleasant steam drifted up through the air. 
The spy just behind the pie blinked in surprise, then dove forward and hid behind the trash can. Satisfied that the annoying plant was out of the way, Elara turned back to her friends.
“Anyway, like I was saying, I have a handful of ideas.” Elara lowered her voice. “We need to make a stance. What if we all go on strike? We stare her down? All us servants march to the throne room, and we cross our arms, and we tell her that if she wants to destroy the whole castle, that she’ll just have to do it. It’ll become a blinking contest, and it’s one where we hold all the power.”
“Nah. Sounds like work. Plus it’s way too easy.” Patricia shook her head. “What I’m thinking is that we go around and spike all the drink coolers!”
“Ooh! I like it!” Flogger leaned forward. “What are we spiking it with?”
“If we use something strong enough, the results could be… Humorous.” Gerald chuckled, then walked over to the pantry. He pulled it open, glanced back and forth, and pulled out a large bottle of grape juice. “Just take a whiff of this. It’s double-concentrate, so you get twice the grape with each swig! They’ll be so full of grape they’ll all turn purple!”
“Except that we’re just spiking the coolers, not filling them with the stuff.” Patricia shrugged. “By the time it gets diluted, it’ll only be like one-tenth concentrate, and that’s just purple water.”
“Mmm. Good point.” Gerald frowned. “What were you thinking?”
“I was thinking we could put salt in it!” Patricia grinned. “Have you ever accidentally tasted salt water by mistake? It’s so gross! They’ll be spitting out their water left and right and it’ll be disgusting and super funny to watch!”
“I love it!” Gerald nodded. “Let’s do it.”
“Wait.” Elara held up a hand. “Let’s just… Let’s think about this for a moment longer.”
“Alright. I’m thinking.” Flogger leaned forward. “What if we use…” He paused, then closed his eyes in thought. “I’m thinking… I’m thinking… I… Nope. Got nothing.”
“What if we use some sort of sleeping powder?” Elara suggested.
Gerald started to nod slowly. “I know where the nobles keep their supply of it. I have to mix up sleep teas and soups and things every now and again for them. I can get my hands on enough to put the whole castle to sleep, if that’s what we want to do.”
“Yes!”
“No!” Elara raised a hand. “We don’t want to put the servants to sleep.”
“Plus with the way the pipes have been, I don’t think we even could spike the water supply of the whole castle,” said Patricia.
“I didn’t say that I wanted to spike the whole castle, just that I could get my hands on enough to do it.” Gerald crossed his arms.
“Why would we need to do that?” Flogger frowned.
“It’s an expression!”
“Well, right now, the expression on your face is quite annoying to look at.” Patricia squinted her eyes at him.
“You know what else is annoying?” Gerald scowled, but let it go and sighed. “Look, alright. It doesn’t matter. I can get us sleeping powder, enough to accomplish our goal. Does that work?”
“Wonderful!” Patricia beamed. “When can we get started?”
“I’ll head out and pick it up right now.” Gerald pushed himself away from the counter and started wandering toward the door. “Elara, why don’t you scope out all the water coolers, make sure we have a map of all the ones we’ll need to spike? Flogger and Patricia, you start rounding up the servants to do it.” He chuckled, and his belly jiggled in the fading light of the day. “We’re going to strike back, alright. This is going to be epic.”








Chapter Nine

 




Elara crept through the hall, darting from potted plant to potted plant. The spies all ogled at her as though she had grown a second head (or, perhaps, just glared at her with the general disdain that they directed at all servants). They said nothing, however, for the common law of potted plants (and other suitable hiding places) decreed that what happened behind the potted plants stayed behind the potted plants, and was never to be divulged to anyone else under any circumstances.
Regardless, Elara was soon able to get a good feel for the locations of the water coolers in the area. Fortis Regnum was positively enormous, so it would be impossible to spike every single one, but as long as they covered their bases it ought to be enough. 
She went down the main corridors, particularly the ones leading to the main ballroom, and marked out ten different orange coolers that sat at major crossroads between all the major houses. That done, she turned and made her way back to the kitchen just as everyone else arrived.
“Alright. We’re here.” Patricia ran inside with Flogger and Farmer John. “This is the only person I found who was willing to help. Everyone else is busy sleeping before the ball starts.”
“This will have to do.” Elara murmured. “We have ten coolers. That means that we each have to do two.”
“Well, that’s not too bad.” Gerald marched back inside. He set a large bottle of pills on the counter and gestured to it grandly. “And here we are! Just drop one of these inside each one. It’ll dissolve within thirty seconds, and after that, will put anyone to sleep within about thirty seconds of consumption. After that, you’ll be able to smear shaving cream on them, doodle mustaches, prop them up in funny poses, just about anything you’d like.”
“Sounds like a plan.” Elara nodded. She grabbed a large paper towel, then started sketching out the map. “Alright. Patricia, I want you to take this intersection here, on the hallways between House Pink and House Orange. Flogger, you’ll go here to the intersections between House Black, House Red, and House Yellow.”
Flogger sniffled. “I don’t want to have to hurt my own house.”
“Flogger. They literally disowned you and cast you down to our level,” said Elara. “They don’t want you there.”
Flogger began to cry. 
Elara sighed, then rubbed her jaw and turned back to the map. “Alright, then, you can take House Purple and House Tye-dye.”
“That leaves me with Blue and Red.” Gerald grinned. “This is going to be fun!”
“I’ve got House White.” Farmer John nodded gravely, speaking in his watery voice. “Let’s get this done!”
“Take three pills apiece, just to make sure.” Elara ordered as Gerald cracked open the bottle and dumped out the tablets. “We don’t want any mistakes. As soon as this is done, make sure to head to your assignments. We still do have to prepare for the next ball.”
“Sounds like a plan.” Flogger flashed Elara a thumbs-up. “You’re doing great, Elara! Just want to make sure you know that.”
Elara grimaced and nodded, and then grabbed a set of pills. She was off, racing down through the halls toward House Black.
This time, she took the servant halls almost exclusively, trying to stay out of the sight of the spies. A few times, she even ducked through darkened sewer tunnels when she heard noble-noises in the distance. If this plan was to go off, it needed to be executed with absolute secrecy, such secrecy that not even the spies knew it was happening. She reached the start of House Black territory without being spotted, and crept up to a small servant entrance sitting just behind a potted juniper tree.
There, carefully, she looked out across the carpeted floor, the lush walls covered in paintings, and the elegant and elaborate ceiling covered in gold and silver. Three hallways intersected there, merging into one that struck off like an arrow through the middle of the fortress. A chandelier hung from the ceiling to really set a tone of simple and lovely elegance.
Elara held her breath as she located the water cooler. It was across the way, near a pillar, where it would be easily accessible, but not be so noticeable as to spoil the view. A handful of nobles stood around it, chatting idly about one thing or another. Elara frowned, then slowly reached into her inventory and drew out her feather duster.
She gave the item a small shake, and a smile came across her face. She had a plan. 
Straightening up, she stepped out into the hall, then slowly walked down the right-hand side, dusting the walls and paintings as she went.
“Ah-choo!” A painting depicting a great general riding a horse sneezed powerfully as her feather duster brushed the nose of the spy hiding behind it. She giggled and went on, hoping that the spy wouldn’t try to kill her or anything for discovering his hiding spot. With herself disguised as a simple maid, she had soon crossed down the hall a good distance, turned around, and came back on the far side and worked her way to the water cooler. The nobles still mingled around it, chatting.
“Have you heard about the new ball?”
“Yeah! You going?”
“I think so. The night’s still young, they say. I’ll probably even hit the one after that, though the one after that might be getting late enough into the morning that I’ll have to go to bed. I dunno, we’ll see.”
“Yeah. Hey, do you want to run over to the other ballroom? The guards are setting up their gaming system again tonight!”
“No way! Their X-shaped box?”
“That’s the one!”
“That’s what I’m talking about. You know what I heard?” The noble leaned forward. “I heard someone managed to get his hands on the new Chess game a full week before it’s supposed release.”
“Really? Is it any good?”
“There are some new maps that looked sorta cool to me. One had eight squares on each side, one had eleven, and I think one of them even had hazards that explode if you hit them.”
“Really? Epic!”
“Yeah! There’s only one hitch. The Queen insisted on adding a piece based on herself.”
“Really? Let me guess, it’s indestructible?”
“Not exactly, but it can move any direction it wants, as many spaces as it wants.”
“Pfft. There goes the balance of the game!” There was a pause. “Anyway, we’ve got to go try it out!”
“Yeah! Let me grab a drink of water first.”
Elara nodded. That was her cueShe turned and activated the dust trap on her magical feather duster.
[Notification: Would you like to release all collected dust at this moment?]
Elara nodded. 
There was a brief pause, followed by a massive eruption of dust. Elara found herself unable to see more than an inch through the cloud, but she could feel things well enough. 
She stepped over to the cooler, cracked open the lid, and dropped one of the pills inside. It hissed as it started to dissolve. Just to make sure that the noble didn’t take his drink too early, she stumbled forward and slammed into him, knocking all the nobles back out of the dust cloud.
“Ahh! I’m terribly sorry.” Elara stammered. “I didn’t mean to!”
“Get off me, maid.” The noble snapped, then brushed off his coat. “Was that you who caused that blast?”
“Ahh… That sorta depends on your definition of the word.”
“Which word?”
“Ahh… Whichever one you want?”
“How about you?” One of the nobles piped up. “My definition of the word ‘you’ means anyone who’s not me.”
“Lay off it. Let’s just go before a line builds up!”
The nobles turned and jogged off through the halls in mild panic. Elara watched them flee and let out a sigh of equal parts relief and disappointment. She hadn’t been caught, and the cooler was spiked now, but those particular nobles hadn’t been caught. 
Oh, well. You couldn’t win them all!
She slipped away, angling down the hallway toward the next cooler. When she reached it, she found herself gaping a bit in awe and fear.
This was the intersection where the main halls of the fortress met up with House Black. The hallway in their direction was long and dark, lit only by a few flickering candles. A few figures were striding about, but none were paying attention to her. 
Elara hurried over to the water cooler. After dusting it, she cracked the lid open. Inside was nothing but a cobweb and some dust. 
She frowned, glancing about. A small broom closet caught her eye, and she took the cooler down and started in its direction. Half-way there, a noble clad all in black walked up to her.
“And just what do you think you’re doing?”
“Refilling the water.” Elara nodded down at the cooler. “It’s… Empty.”
“Oh.” The noble frowned. “Usually, the House Black servants do that, though I guess I don’t remember exactly when the last time they did it was. Carry on.”
Elara nodded and continued to the closet. She pulled open the door and located the small tap. It was easy enough to wedge the cooler in underneath, twist the lid open, drop the tablet down inside, and crank the handle open.
Grrrrrrrrrrrrrrrrrrruuuuuuuuuuuuuuuuuuuuuuugugluglugluglugluglugluglugl.
Elara sighed, then reached up and grabbed a tin can connected to a long string. The string ran out through a hole in the ceiling, and she pulled it down to her ear.
“Excuse me, but could I please be directed to the IT department?”
There was a long and muffled reply that Elara couldn’t quite understand. After a moment, a sharp click followed, and a voice came through.
“Hello. You’ve reached the IT Department, this is Rob. Please note that this call may be recorded in shorthand by our transcriber for quality and training purposes, how can I help you?”
“Yes, Rob, my name is Elara the maid, and I’m in a Broom Closet…” She glanced up at some markings over the door. “Thirty-Seven-Oh-Nine. I’m trying to fill a water cooler, and there’s nothing coming out of the tap.”
“Right! Well, first things first. Have you tried turning it off and back on again?”
“Nope.” 
Elara twisted the knob back off, and the growling noise died away. She waited a few seconds, then twisted it back on again. In response, a great deal of pure water gushed out, and she grinned. 
“That worked!”
“Good, good. Thank you for calling the IT Department, as I said, my name’s Rob if you’d like to leave a review at the end of this call, and I do hope you have a good day.” The line went dead. 
Elara replaced the can before the survey could come through. Within a few moments, the cooler was full once more, and she screwed on the lid and hauled it back over to its stand. As she left the scene, she noted a number of nobles approaching it, but she didn’t dare glance back to watch how it played out. Doing so would make her look guilty.
Ss she neared one of the servant hallways, something moved within. A noble stepped out. Obediently, Elara bowed her head, hoping that she wouldn’t be recognized.
“Excuse me, but I do believe that you would be Lady Elara, the rightful Dark Lady of Fortis Regnum?”
Elara looked up with surprise, and her eyes narrowed. Standing before her was a noble, clad all in red. He was a smidge shorter than Lord Hawk-Nose, and didn’t have… Well, frankly, he didn’t have quite the same nose as Hawk-Nose. It was more like a canary-nose, a bit smaller and not quite as hooked. 
The lord stared down at her, then turned and motioned toward a nearby doorway. “Come. Please.”
Elara frowned, but she curtsied and followed. With a click, Lord Canary-Nose swung the door open and stepped into a large study. It was one of the more ornate rooms Elara had ever seen in the palace, complete with stuffed and mounted moose heads, a small garden of potted plants with stuffed and mounted spies. Or, rather, animals that had been mounted in the same positions as spies. Fortis Regnum was odd, not grotesque. A few paintings with the eyes carved out hung on the walls, but without anyone hiding behind them to fill the eye-holes, and other such things. 
The red-coated noble sat down in a large, leather chair, picked up a cigar, lit it, and motioned for Elara to sit down opposite of him. She did, and he took a deep puff, filling the air with smoke, before he spoke.
“Can you tell me, Elara the Battle-Maid, what you intend to accomplish by this little uprising?”
“That seems to be the question on everyone’s mind.” Elara grumbled and leaned forward. “I was sorta planning on taking all the thrones and melting them down, then having them forged into spoons.”
“Why, that seems like an impractical goal, but then, I suppose you are a servant.” Lord Canary-Nose sighed in disdain and took another puff of the cigar. “Your brain can’t process things the way that we refined nobles can.” He sighed once more, shrugging. “If your little rebellion succeeds, Fortis Regnum will come tumbling down, and we’ll all find ourselves out in the wilderness! A new age of darkness, to be certain. Do you want that?”
“I… I’m not sure what you’re saying?” Elara leaned forward, preparing to stand up and leave.
“What I am saying is that I understand why you’re so upset. You’re treated like little more than animals, because you really are only a step or two above them, I’m afraid, and you’d like something more. Asking through official channels has gotten you nowhere, largely due to the incompetence of our queen, which brings me to my proposition today.”
“You have a proposition?” Elara raised an eyebrow. “Is it half as insulting as that speech you just gave me?”
“With luck, it will be far more so.” Lord Canary-Nose folded his hands. “I will cut to the point, if that is what you so desire. If your rebellion succeeds, you will find yourselves in the position of attempting to rule this place, which, I’m afraid, is impossible without sufficient training and knowledge, not to mention an inherent class that can only be learned through genetics. That said, bets are holding fairly even odds on whether or not you manage to succeed. Thus, I offer this proposal: Accept my help. I will do what I can to ensure that you win for yourself the rights you desire, and in return, I will assist you in the governance of your new society.”
“Funny. You’re the second person who’s come to me with that offer.” Elara leaned forward. “I’m not doing this just so some other noble can sit their arrogant bottom upon that throne.”
“Ahh! Yet another example of general servant incompetence.” Lord Canary-Nose rubbed his forehead for a moment before taking another puff on the cigar. “You see, Elara, arrogance is a faculty of the mind, which is centered in the heart, which, as we all know, is in your chest, not your bottom, so it’s a physical impossibility for someone to, as you put it, ‘sit their arrogant bottom upon that throne,’ or any throne, really, unless it be that their circulatory system is substantially different from that of most people.”
Elara rolled her eyes. “I don’t have time for this.” She started to stand up, but Lord Canary-Nose held up his hand.
“If you don’t accept my offer outright, perhaps you will accept a token of my goodwill.” The noble rose as well, blowing smoke out through his nose. “I will provide you with my entire personal force of servants to help you prepare for the next ball. I’m well aware of the fact that the prep work is substantially lower than it might sometimes be, but I’m also aware of the fact that Farmer John and Flogger are fast asleep on the job over in the pig stye. They got a bit of your sleeping powder on their hands, I’m afraid, which then found its way into their blood when they cut their fingers on a sharp piece of wire that was wound about the gate handle by accident.”
“Goodwill?” Elara raised an eyebrow. “You drugged my two friends and are calling that goodwill?”
“And as recompense for my services, all I ask is one small thing.” Lord Canary-Nose shrugged. “There’s a dungeon nearby. The Cacophonous, Calamitous, Cantankerous Cavern of Caterpillars, Cats, and Caimans. Clean it out. At the very bottom of the dungeon, you’ll find a little cubbyhole, and inside that hole is a barrel. Inside the barrel is a box, inside the box is another box, inside that box is a locket, and inside the locket is a key. Take the key, and then backtrack to the main part of the cavern, where you’ll find a treasure chest.” 
He paused for breath. “Inside the chest you’ll find another box, which will contain a blanket. Unwind the blanket and you’ll find another locket. That’s what the key will open. Unlock it, and you’ll find another key, which will open up a little side door. Inside the side door is a jewelry box. Bring it back to me.”
“And that’s all I have to do?” Elara raised an eyebrow.
“Indeed. And, do keep in mind that if you reject my kind hearted offer, you’ll most likely fail to impress at the ball, and your little rebellion will fail.”
Elara sighed, nodding slowly. They did need help and the task sounded more than doable. “Oh… Fine. Let it be done.”
“Wonderful.” Lord Canary-Nose clapped his hands, and several servants ran through the room. Elara was ushered out, and she sighed deeply.
That was a turn of events. Still, though, cleaning dungeons was fun, and she didn’t mind the break.
She only hoped that Lord Canary-Nose wouldn’t have too many more tricks up his sleeve.
 






Chapter Ten

 
As always, it took her a hot minute to actually locate the dungeon. Now, she expected to get confused because of similar-sounding dungeon names, like the “Cacophonous, Cantankerous, Calamitous Cavern of Caterpillars, Cats, and Caimans,” the “Cacophonous, Calamitous, Cantankerous Cavern of Cattle, Cats, and Kids, and the “Crazy Cave of Kittens, Catfish, and Caribou,” however, that wasn’t the case. But no. She couldn’t find it because the author (the guy running around changing all the names in the castle, as you recall), had just taken down the sign to rename it to “Dungeon 124,” which in Elara’s opinion wasn’t nearly as catchy, but was a bit easier to keep straight. 
In any event, with the sign down, she wound up having to ask a number of local house servants, who all gave her directions along the lines of “turn right at the bookshelf,” “turn left when you see the flower pattern on the floor,” or “crane your neck when you enter the antechamber, and you’ll see a little spider web hanging from the ceiling by the skylight. It’s been there for years. Just go that way, and you’ll get there for sure.” 
None of these directions proved terribly helpful, but an old man eventually led her there, and she sighed in relief as she reached out and grabbed the doorknob.
[Warning: You are about to enter a Dungeon. The level of Danger is 99. Would you like to continue?]
“Yes.”
The door opened with a soft pop, and Elara slowly stepped inside. She squinted into the long, dark tunnel, hardly able to make out a thing. When the door slammed shut behind her, she opened up her inventory and pulled out her box of torches.
Foom!
Torches roared to life up and down the length of the tunnel, nearly blinding her. These were no low-wattage flames, these were at least 300 Watts, maybe higher. Even with her eyes closed, the brilliance penetrated her eyelids. She snatched sunglasses out of her inventory and snapped them down over her face.
“Ahh. That’s… Better.” With shades on, she could see that the tunnel was, as all the dungeons were, absolutely and utterly filthy. 
It was made from cobblestone, which was better than hewn stone, but… Well… It was also rather difficult to see the cobblestone underneath the layer of grime. Dirt covered everything, sometimes several inches deep. On top of that, hairballs were scattered here and there, and not the small type, either. Some of them were as large as Elara’s head, and a few of them even had perms. All in all, it looked like quite the job, and Elara set her jaw and braced herself.
“Alright now, dungeon! Prepare to be cleaned!”
Her voice echoed down the tunnel.
No one answered her.
She strode to the other end and set up a trash can, then returned to the front of the dungeon and took out her broom. Something moved at the far end in the doorway, but she paid it little attention, and swung the broom with all her might.
“Sweep!”
A wave of air shot down the hall, and with it, all the hairballs were sucked up and blasted neatly into the trash can. Well, most of the hairballs were sucked up. A few of the older ones were so caked in grime that they stayed firmly put, like grotesque boulders.
“Hmm. This is going to take some work, I see.”
She walked down to the end, moved the trash can to the other side, and swept that side of the tunnel as well. All the loose hairballs were once more deposited in the trash can, and Elara nodded firmly as she strode up to it.
“Alright. Now… Just need to lug this… Out of the way…”
She grunted as she tried to move the trash can. It was growing heavier and heaver, to the point where it took her more than a few moments to twist it to the middle of the doorway. The hairballs were apparently quite heavy, though she didn’t really know why that would be. With the floor swept now, though, she quickly knelt down and began to scrub.
Scrubbing the floor was a time-consuming, but all things considered, rather cathartic task. When she was done, the blazing torches reflected off of the cobblestones so brilliantly that it hurt to look at even through the sunglasses. 
Satisfied, she rose and walked to the entrance to the main chamber, shoved the trash can aside, and slowly stepped in. Once more, torches blazed to life, though less intense. Actually, they were downright dismal, virtually dark. 
Elara squinted through the gloom… Only to remember that she was wearing sunglasses. Taking those off brightened things up quite a bit, and she sighed in contentment.
And then screamed.
When Lord Canary-Nose had told her to go to the bottom of the dungeon, he hadn’t been joking. The ceiling was domed, like all the other dungeon chambers, but the floor… well… the floor was missing. Instead, a sheer drop down gaped in the ground, plunging what must have been almost two hundred feet down to what seemed to be a bloodied cobblestone floor. Elara frowned, looking for any sort of stairs, but couldn’t spot anything.
“Hmm. This will be… Interesting.” 
Elara pondered her options for a moment, then leapt out into the open air. She plummeted at accelerating speed, flashing past the smooth walls toward the floor below, and drew her broom up behind her head. As she neared the ground, she swept outward with as much force as she could muster.
“Sweep!”
Air erupted downward, hit the ground, and billowed back up. She was caught upon that updraft, and set down as a feather. Elara looked about, noticing a great many bones, ancient blood, and a number of darkened dens around the edge. Eyes stared out from them, shining green in the light, and Elara braced herself.
“Well, I’m not seeing caterpillars or caimans, but those certainly look like cats.” Elara frowned, then shrugged. “Well, I suppose they’ll come out when they’re ready. Wish I had some catnip.” 
She studied the floor, trying to spot any sort of a trap door or anything, but she couldn’t even see a side door, or a treasure chest, or any of the other things that Lord Canary-Nose had told her to search for.
Now, unbeknownst to her, the old man had accidentally led her to Dungeon 125 (whose sign had also been taken down for repainting, and which had formerly been known as the Crazy Cave of Kittens, Catfish, and Caribou, though the kittens had, over the many long years, matured into cats, which ate the catfish and drank their pool dry, while the caribou had been hunted to extinction for their antlers). Being the determined battlemaid she was, though, Elara quickly picked up all the bones and deposited them in a small urn that she had in her inventory, then bent down and started scrubbing at the floor.
Hisssssssss.
A sharp, cat-like hiss echoed from one of the dens. A great creature, almost as large as a lion (though shaped more like a tabby cat) slunk out. It flexed its long, rotten claws, bared its rotten yellow teeth, and shook its matted, brown fur. 
Elara’s heart almost stopped as she looked at the poor creature, and she smiled at it. “Ahh, you poor kitty! So much gunk all tangled up in your fur! Here, let me help you!”
The monster snarled and swept its claws at her, but Elara danced out of the way, laughing.
“Come on, now, don’t be like that!”
The kitten hissed and crouched down, then pounced at her. Elara ducked to let the monster fly overhead, then started scrubbing once more.
“Play if you like, but do let me know if you want some help!”
The kitten slammed into the far wall (shaking the extremely overloaded trash can overhead) and dropped back down to the floor, then slowly turned once more to regard the maid. It let out a soft hiss, crouched down, and sprang forward once more. Once again, Elara simply dodged out of the way, laughing a bit, and then looked up at the walls high above her head.
“You know what? I have absolutely no idea how I’m going to climb out of here. I’m sure I’ll figure out something when the time comes, but…” She shrugged and took a deep breath. “Scrub floor!”
Her hand hit the ground as the kitten crouched. Soapy bubbles exploded outward from the point of impact, blasting its legs out from underneath of it, and it fell in a heap. Sensing playtime, several other kittens leapt out of their own holes and began to pounce on their brother, and they were soon all rolling about the area in a great ball of matted fur and dirty claws. 
Elara laughed at it all (though she did feel a bit of frustration at not being able to scrub the entirety of the floor, since the mass of kittens was taking up a pretty good bit of it), then sighed, gazing upward once more.
“We’ve really got to get you all out of here. You’d do well with a good bath, and I imagine you’re all hungry.” She frowned, then ran toward the wall. “Wipe glass!”
With a blast of light and soap, she erupted upward along the wall. Now, she had every intention of scaling the wall using the same technique she had used to climb the mirrors, but something intervened to change that plan.
Namely, as the kittens bumped and banged into the wall, the trash can high overhead shuddered and tipped, dumping all the contents of the entryway (particularly the hairballs) down upon the unsuspecting group.
It should be noted here, of course, that the hairballs were no ordinary hairballs, and contained the armor and weapons of many countless warriors who had ventured into the dungeon only to perish miserably. Elara watched it tumble down, and, hoping to save the kittens below, did the only reasonable thing she could. She drew out her broom and swung, sending a blast of air upward.
Ka-boom!
The trash can exploded under the force of the impact, flinging the weapons and armor all the way up the ceiling of the cave. There was a terrible pause, and they, along with Elara, all came shooting back down to the bottom. 
The kittens (who, I should remind you, really were all terrible monsters) looked up and blinked a single time before they were minced into oblivion by shields, clubs, swords, lances, pikes, helmets, boots, gauntlets, breastplates, maces, spikes, hammers, nails, chisels, a few wrenches, an IT uniform, several screwdrivers, and a toolbox. 
By the time Elara landed, the monsters were all quite dead, and she crossed her arms.
“Awe! Poor kittens.” She sighed. “Well, I suppose-”
[Congratulations! You have- Look, did I not make things clear last time? If you keep doing this, I’m going to have to start giving out punishments instead of rewards.]
“You could always pass it along to a qualifying noble.” Elara commented as she wiped her brow. “Real fast, though, would you mind getting rid of all these corpses? Just like the other times?”
There was a colossal, cosmic sigh. A rift opened and slurped the kittens out into the void. 
That left her with a clear view of the remaining mess. She used [Rapid Tidying] to throw all the armor and weapons out into the void as well. The rift closed, and she brushed off her hands.
“Well, that’s done and-”
Crack!
The ground shuddered, and she frowned. “What was that?”
[All the debris from the trash can hairballs weakened the floor. You’re about to fall into a secret passageway.]
“Oh, not again.” She groaned. “Is there another dual class down there?”
[Ahh… No. No, there’s not.]
“Great! Then-”
The floor gave way, and she fell into something that looked rather like a long throat, lined with stalagmites like teeth.
[Congratulations on exploring the Lengthy Lacerating Larynx!]
Elara was thankful that she hadn’t taken off her giant-hair apron as she bounced off the stone pillars. Ping-ponging off the walls, she tumbled down… down… down… And then, hit the bottom with a thud and an oof. 
Now, as it happened, the floor of that particular secret passage was quite weak, and with her reinforced apron, she punched straight through rather like a bullet. Stone crumbled underneath the impact, and she tumbled out into Dungeon 124, flashed right past the caimans, cats, and butterflies, slammed into the side door, smashed right through, and struck the jewelry box with enough force to shatter it. 
Necklaces and rings and diamonds and emeralds and a great deal of other things fell to the floor, and she scooped it all into her inventory. That done, she leapt up, turned, and ran. Monsters eyed her curiously as she charged up the hallway for the exit, but none followed.
Of course, she wasn’t running because she was afraid, she was simply running because she had suddenly realized what time it was. The next ball was nearly upon them and she needed to get into position.






Chapter Eleven

 
Elara dashed through the hall. It was technically a bit undignified and would land her in trouble if she was caught, but being late would land her in far more trouble, so she decided to take her chances. Soon, she raced around the last corner and found the doors of the ballroom flung wide open, with red-clothed servants marching inside with large trays of cheese and sausage. 
Gerald, Patricia, and Flogger stood nearby at attention, watching the procession with bleary eyes. Lord Canary-Nose watched it all from a corner. Thankfully, he seemed to be the only noble to have arrived thus far. A handful lay about the halls of the fortress, slumbering peacefully with paper cups still in their hands, but that was it. 
Elara smiled and nodded in satisfaction. That much, at least, was going well. She took up her position next to her friends, and Gerald leaned over and lowered his voice.
“Do you have any idea what’s going on here? These guys just showed up. I’m not going to say that I’m complaining, but I also don’t really understand it. You didn’t make any trades or something, did you?”
“Nothing I wasn’t forced to do.” Elara murmured. “I needed help, and he had it. Of course, the reason we needed help was because of him, so… You know.”
“Yeah.” Gerald nodded. “Well, we made it, so that’s what we have to- Ahem.”
He coughed, and Elara frowned, then turned to the side. To her surprise, she found Lord Hawk-Nose standing there, a smile upon his face, holding a cup of water in his hand. He made a beckoning motion, and Elara walked over, confused.
“Once more, we are forced to speak face to face. I’m afraid this is past my page boys’ bedtime, and I need them bright and fresh tomorrow morning.” He slowly raised the paper cup. “I just took this from the cooler down the hall. Should I take a sip?”
“My lord, you’re more than welcome to do whatever you wish.” Elara bowed her head.
“Quite so.” Lord Hawk-Nose tilted his head back and drained the cup, then sighed contently. “Sleeping powder. Effective, I certainly must say. It was a smart move. Knock everyone out. It’s not a winning blow, but it will cause a great deal of embarrassment, especially for the ones you’ve taken the liberty of bedazzling.” He gestured at a handful of nobles nearby that had rather elegantly-drawn mustaches scribbled across their face in marker. “Brilliant.”
“But not for you.” Elara commented.
“I’m afraid I’m quite immune to sleeping powder.” Lord Hawk-Nose shrugged. “I have twelve children, and my wife has been dead for five years. I haven’t slept at all since her funeral, aside from a catnap here and there when the older ones are at school and the little ones happen to take their naps at the same time. Still, I commend you for trying.”
“What are you doing here?” Elara asked softly.
“I’m here to make the same offer I made right before Queen Pricklepants ascended to the throne.” Lord Hawk-Nose shrugged. “You’re being given a demonstration of how the House Red servants work. I’d like you to join them. You’ll be their leader, commanding each and every one, only taking the plush jobs you’d like.”
Elara’s eyes narrowed. “Then… were you the one who set this up? Were you the one who sent Lord Canary-Nose to me?”
“Of course not, though I decided to take advantage of the fact once I saw that it was happening.” Lord Hawk-Nose shrugged. “Consider the offer. It’s the best one you’re going to get.”
As he started to turn away, Elara scowled, then stepped forward and put herself in front of him.
“Do you know what I think?”
“I know you think servants should be equal to nobles.” He half-snorted, half-laughed. “I don’t know why you think that, it runs contrary to all reason, but-”
“I think we’re scaring you nobles.” Elara’s eyes narrowed. “You’re the third noble who’s offered me something. A position, a token of power, a small dribble of what we’re asking for, in exchange for helping them in some way. Mostly everyone just wants the throne for themselves, but…” She shrugged. “You know.”
“Indeed I do.” Lord Hawk-Nose’s lips played into a smile. “Well, Elara the Battle-Maid, perhaps you’re right. In fact, you are. We nobles do need you. Now, let us say that Gerald, your cook, suddenly said that he wasn’t going to cook for you anymore. No, he wants to be the ruler of the servants. Do you let him do it?”
“I’d certainly want to talk to him,” Elara countered. “I’d want to know why, and if-”
“But you wouldn’t let him do it,” Lord Hawk-Nose snapped. “That’s what you’re missing here. In this situation, if Gerald were to become the leader, who would cook? No one. You’d all starve, and Gerald would have no one to rule. Rules are in place for a reason, and Elara, you’re throwing that reason all about. Listen to reason. Listen to me. Take one of these offers. Take mine, or take someone else’s, I frankly don’t care, but please, don’t go down this path any further.” 
He tossed the cup to the side, then smirked as he turned toward a slumbering Professor Dorberson. “Though… I do have to admit, I’m going to enjoy this.”
He strode over, bent down, and doodled a flower on the man’s forehead, then added a goatee on his chin. That done, he turned and walked away, chortling. 
Elara rolled her eyes, then returned to her friends.
“What was that all about?” Patricia murmured.
“Proof that we’re winning, even though it doesn’t feel like it.” Elara answered softly. “We just have to stick it through. I know it’s hard, but we’re all doing a good job.”
Patricia nodded, and Flogger drew himself upright. Gerald sagged and nearly fell asleep, though he was drawn back upright by Flogger’s stiff hand. Suddenly, as they finished arranging things, the red servants all finished their work, turned, and stiff-marched out into the halls. 
There was a pause as they faded off into the distance, and the four servants were left facing an empty room.
“Hmm.” Patricia coughed after a few minutes had gone by. “This is… Somewhat anticlimactic.”
“Our sleeping powder worked even better than we thought.” Gerald rubbed his hands together. “Well then, given that we don’t have anyone here to stop me, and given that I haven’t had a proper meal since all these balls started, I’m going to go get a snack.”
Elara’s stomach rumbled, and she started wandering toward the sausages. As she reached the tray, her mouth watered at the sight of deliciously thick treats. She reached out and picked up a link.
Flash!
A wraith of darkness shot through the room, and Elara turned as Queen Penelope materialized in the middle of wiggling shadows. She regarded four servants, all of whom had food in their hands, maliciously and crossed her arms.
“Naughty servants! Now just what do you think you’re doing, anyway? This is a ball for the nobles, not for you.”
Elara realized the trap that had been set for them. There had likely been no nobles invited to this ball at all, it had just been for the purpose of snaring the hungry and increasingly exhausted servant workforce! 
Queen Penelope stared at her. 
Elara slowly lifted the sausage towards her mouth, unable to stop herself.
“Don’t you dare.”
“Ahhhhhhhhhhhh-” Elara opened her mouth wide.
“I said don’t. Be an obedient servant.”
Elara lifted an eyebrow, then bit into the sausage with gusto. It made a loud crunch, and juices dribbled down her chin. 
Queen Penelope’s face darkened. She swept forward, drawing out her scepter. She placed the sharpened tip of it underneath Elara’s chin, smiling.
“We’ve both seen what this thing can do to paper. I don’t think we want to find out what it’ll do to flesh.”
Elara slowly and pointedly took her sausage and held it to the tip of the scepter. It blackened upon contact, charring and burning underneath the intense heat produced by the weapon, and a good bit of smoke rose up into Elara’s face. Still, though, she kept her eyes locked upon Queen Penelope’s eyes, then reached down, grabbed another sausage, and took another bite.
“And, with this sausage, I shake the foundation of Fortis Regnum.”
Queen Penelope snarled and lifted the scepter as if to strike Elara, then paused.
“Scared you’ll break your scepter like Beater and Flogger?”
“What game are you playing?” Queen Penelope snapped.
“I think I should ask you the same thing.” Elara felt a confident smile growing across her face. “You’re scared, aren’t you?”
Queen Penelope froze. “I… No.” She recovered her composure. “Why would I be scared?”
“Because of the Curse of House Black,” Elara answered. “It has you spooked. When you first found out that you were from House Black, you saw an opportunity to ditch the seemingly weak color of pink and embrace black. Then… Then, only after the fact, you remembered that House Black is cursed.”
“It’s a fairy tale,” Queen Penelope snapped.
“A fairy tale that people believe. Those are the most dangerous kind,” said Elara. “Any weakness you show, any gains that we earn, people will see as confirmation of that fact.”
A loud guglugluglugluglugluglugluglugluglatlatlatlatlatlatlatl sounded from the hallway, rattling the ground underneath their feet. A team of white HAZMAT suited IT technicians raced past, calling out all their usual cries of encouragement, but that wasn’t what Elara was focused on.
“The curse!”
“House Black!”
“Plugs!”
“Toilets breaking!”
“No indoor water!”
The slumbering nobles scattered across the hallways all groaned in their sleep and rolled about as the noise rattled about in their heads, disturbing their dreams. Queen Penelope paled, and she took a step backward.
“It doesn’t matter if people believe it.” Queen Penelope fought to keep her voice steady. “What matters is whether or not it’s true, and if it’s not, I can do this. Besides…” She drew herself upright. “You likely don’t know the whole story.”
“Oh?” Elara raised an eyebrow.
“Indeed. Years after the sorceress died, it was reported that her will was found. She had gone into that room knowing that there was a good chance that she would be killed, and had prepared the curse in advance.” Queen Penelope answered softly. “There were more details in there, particularly, and this is what people care about: The destruction of not only House Black, but all of Fortis Regnum, precipitated on the condition that a member of House Black takes the throne once again. It’s that detail that often causes so many members of House Black to be ousted so quickly. Fear of the curse, not the reality of it.”
“Really?” Elara crossed her arms, suddenly interested. “And what exactly does the curse say about this final destruction? Any further clues?”
“Only one.” Queen Penelope smiled, seeming to regain some of her confidence. “That the jewelry of the First Family will be revealed, hidden away these long years. When it comes to light, the end will be near.”
“Jewelry.” Elara opened up her inventory and scrolled for a moment, then drew out one of the necklaces that she had recovered from the smashed jewelry box. “Like… This?”
Queen Penelope nearly fainted. In an instant, she recovered and flashed to Elara’s side, snatching the necklace out of her hand, only for the item to jump, of its own accord, back to Elara.
“Where did you find this?” Queen Penelope whispered hoarsely. “If you show this to anyone, I’ll cast you into the void, I don’t care what-”
A soft snicker echoed across the ballroom, and both women spun. Standing there was Lord Canary-Nose, along with a few other nobles who were all blearily rubbing their eyes. Their marker-drawn beards and mustaches were all a bit ragged from having just woken up, they certainly looked like they needed a good shaving. 
One by one, they all noticed the necklace, and their eyes grew wide with wonder. Only the red lord himself seemed unsurprised, and he simply seemed to be enjoying himself.
“The curse of House Black!”
“It’s real!”
“Elara the Battle-Maid bears the tokens of Peter the Perfect!”
“Should we kill her?”
“No! No one can be harmed who bears such a thing.”
Elara slowly took a step forward, then held out the necklace. “Boo!”
Screaming, all the nobles turned and ran. 
Lord Canary-Nose grinned from ear to ear, then bowed, mouthed the words “thank you,” and left. 
With that, Elara looked down at the necklace in her hand, frowned, and tucked it away.
“What was that all about?” Patricia walked over, stuffing a great many lumps of cheese in her mouth.
“Slow down there!” Elara glanced at her friend.
“Sorry. Force of habit.” Patrica closed her mouth, swallowed, then sighed. “So, what was that all about?”
“That was… Complicated.” Elara tapped her chin in thought. “This ball was all about making a statement. Everyone had a different one to make, and I do believe that everyone managed to get their point across.”
“Whose point was best?”
“I wish I could tell you,” Elara murmured, shaking her head. “Though I do know one thing.”
“Oh? And what’s that?”
“I know that the war is starting,” Elara said softly. “The gloves are off, along with all bets. Queen Penelope and the royals are going to come after us with everything they have. Expect the next ball to be the worst yet.”
“Got it!” Patricia nodded, then frowned. “So… What are we going to do about that?”
“The only thing we can do. We’re going to strike back with every ounce of strength we can muster. We’re going to doodle more mustaches. We’re going to embarrass more nobles.” She looked down at the plates. “We’re going to eat more sausages! And we’re going to have a good time doing it!”






Chapter Twelve

 
Elara’s mind whirred as they made their way back to the kitchens and the bedrooms (after cleaning everything up, of course, which thankfully didn’t take too long). Most of the servants were still asleep, due to the help that the House Red servants had provided. 
Elara herself was leaning against a wall, fighting off slumber, as Gerald meandered into the kitchen and leaned against the stovetop. One of the burners flared to light and caught his apron on fire. He blinked in confused surprise for several slow moments, before he was able to react and beat the flames out.
“Why don’t you go get some rest,” Elara suggested. “Take an hour and a half, and I’ll wake you up when it’s time to start getting ready for the next ball.” She yawned. “I think it’ll be early morning when that comes around. Probably still low attendance.”
“I’ll take you up on that.” Gerald walked over and lay down on the floor next to the sink. Within moments, he was snoring almost as loudly as the grumbling pipes. 
Elara turned to Patricia and Flogger. “Alright. We need to strike back again, and we need to do it fast.” Elara reached into her inventory and pulled out the jewelry. “Can you think of any sort of pranks or attacks we could pull that has something to do with these?”
“I do!” Flogger grinned. “We could go steal all the jewelry of all the nobles in the castle!”
“Flogger.” Elara raised an eyebrow. “I’ve seen the rooms of some of those nobles. They have separate closets for their clothes and their jewels. There’s no way we’d be able to do it, and besides, that’s not really what I want to go for.” 
She paused and stroked her chin. “I want to remind Queen Penelope, and everyone really, about the jewels. Removing them will make everyone forget, I want people to remember.”
“We could always go doodle things onto the paintings!” Patricia suggested.
“Nah. Too similar to what we did last time.” Elara shook her head. “Remember what you were telling me earlier, about how we need to keep things exciting for when these events are read at a later date? If we do the same thing twice in a row, our children will get bored, and they’ll stop reading before they get to the end of our story!”
“And if that happens… It’ll be like it never took place at all,” Patricia murmured softly, putting a hand over her mouth. After a moment, though, she straightened. “Alright, then. How do we remind the nobles of the jewels?”
“We need something sparkly.” Elara stroked her chin in thought. “We could always bedazzle their outfits, but that would take awhile and we are going to have to make sure we’re still getting things ready for the next ball. What if…” A horrible thought hit her. A terrible, awful, no-good, very bad thought. “What if… And hear me out…”
Flogger and Patricia both waited with bated breath.
“What if we make a glitter bomb?”
Patricia gasped, and Flogger fainted away. He hit the floor with a thud, and his eyes flickered back open, but being as tired as he was, he simply curled up and went to sleep. 
Elara didn’t begrudge him the rest, and she turned to Patricia.
“A glitter bomb?” Patricia whispered, eyes wide. “Do you have any idea how dangerous those are?”
“I know, but-”
“Elara. If even the slightest bit of glitter gets on you… You’ll never get it off.” Patricia glanced around to look for spies. 
The one behind the trash can gave a small wave. 
She waved back, then returned to Patricia. “I have a bit of glitter on my leg from when I was just a girl! It never comes off, and… If that’s what we need to do, then that’s what we need to do, but I don’t know, Elara. Sounds like we’re getting in way over our heads, I’d say.”
“I think it needs to be done.” Elara was adamant.
“Then… I’ll trust you.” Patricia’s lip trembled. “What’s our next step?”
“We need to secure the Glitteranium we’ll need to make the bomb.” Elara frowned in thought. She snatched up a napkin and started to sketch upon it, as fast as she could manage. “I foresee four divisions to this project. Manufacturing, theory, detonation-”
“Elara?”
“Right. Too much.” Elara flipped the napkin over. “Alright, then. I’ll acquire the Glitteranium. I need you to get me an implosion device. Maybe balloons, those could work if we do it right. Balloons and a cardboard box?”
“And you’re sure we want to do this?” Patricia’s voice was soft.
“Yes.” Elara nodded. “Yes, I’m sure we want to-”
“Elara the maid?” A page boy dressed in red appeared in the doorway. Elara slid the napkin to the side, and nodded at him as he doubled over, gasping deeply as he tried to recover from his apparently lengthy run.
“Nope, I’m Elara the frog.” Elara crossed her arms. “What’s up?”
“I… Well…” The boy took a few more deep breaths, then finally managed to get himself drawn upright. “We need you. Big infestation in House Red.”
“And your own House servants can’t handle it?” Patricia puffed out her chest.
“They all just went to bed because they were busy helping you! Our common room is about to be destroyed unless you do something, and do it fast!”
“Keep your shirt on, I’m on my way.” Elara pushed herself away from the counter. She gave Patricia a grave nod. “I’ll be back as soon as I can. Make sure you wake people up to start getting things ready for the ball, but also work on the you-know-what just as much as possible. I’ll bring back some of the necessary substance when I return.”
“Then I’ll see you when you get here.” Patricia cast a longing look at her slumbering friends, and walked away. 
Elara turned and jogged after the page boy, and with that, they set off through the house.
“What seems to be the trouble?” she asked as the page boy led her toward House Red territory. “You said it’s an infestation? Please don’t let it be the Dire Dust Bunnies of Darkest Doom.”
“Nope.” The boy shook his head. “This time, we’re looking at the Large Lively Loathsome Larval Lint Leeches!”
“Then I suppose it’s time to clean like I’ve never cleaned before.” Elara set her jaw and ran on a bit faster. “You said it was in the House Red Common Room?”
“Yeah!”
“Then I’m on my way.”
Elara broke into a sprint, and was soon racing through the fortress. She flew past the slumbering nobles, the non-slumbering spies in the potted plants, the indeterminately-slumbering spies in the paintings, until she came to the border of House Red. There, two large wooden doors led to the common room. She ran up and grabbed hold of the doorknob.
[Warning: You are about to enter a Dirty Room. The level of Dirtiness is 80. Do you wish to continue?]
“Yes.”
The doors swung inward, and Elara rushed inside. A moment later, they closed behind her., Elara scanned her surroundings.
The room was enormous, there was simply no other way to describe it. It was long, at least a hundred feet or more, and was probably thirty feet wide or so. The middle of the room was filled with plush leather chairs, small coffee tables, a few game tables, and other such things of that nature. 
The walls, meanwhile, were entirely covered in lavish bookshelves, which in turn were stacked high with lavish books, which were (probably) filled with a great many lavish words. Elara doubted that many of the books had been taken down from the shelves in recent years, but she also imagined that the original authors had been just as pompous and wordy as the current batch of nobles. A handful of oil paintings also hung here and there, a moose head hovered above a large and crackling fireplace, and few other such decorations were scattered about.
And, of course, a great many Large Lively Loathsome Larval Lint Leeches wormed about here and there, wreaking havoc.
Each one was perhaps a foot long, and resembled a larva composed out of lint. They crashed into things blindly, knocking books from shelves, overturning the tables, knocking down the chairs, and more. 
Elara gritted her teeth as she counted them. There were hundreds of the little menaces, and the dirtiness of the room was rising every second!
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[Warning: Dirtiness level has risen to 90. If it hits 100, this room will be destroyed.]
“Yeah, yeah, yeah,” Elara muttered. “Always has to be something to keep me on my toes. Sit tight, and I’ll have this whipped out before you can say… well… something cool. Here we go!”
She took a deep breath, then rubbed her hands together and ran forward. “Rapid Tidying!”
She became a blur of black and white maidly frills, picking up the books, resetting the tables and chairs, putting vases and other such things back onto the tables at superhuman speed Problem was, the lint larva kept knocking things over as fast as she could pick things up! 
Elara skidded to a stop, then quickly took off her giant-hair apron (which really was quite uncomfortable, though she was willing to put up with it for the sake of knowing that she was protected) and put on her sheep hair apron. It was stained with mud from the farm, soup from Gerald’s pots, and tomatoes from Queen Penelope’s whirlwind, but it was still a good apron, and she needed the speed. 
“Alright, then.” She drew in a deep breath. “Rapid Tidying!”
She streaked across the room faster than anyone’s eye could have followed. She was a simple blur of energy, snatching up books and coffee mugs and other such things even faster than her brain could target them. By the time the skill wore out, she had reduced the dirtiness of the room to a mere 70, which gave her a bit of breathing room.
“I need to find a way to get rid of all these larval lint leeches,” she murmured as the little creatures wiggled back and forth, knocking things over. “Let’s see… I can’t use my broom here or I’ll just knock over the bookshelves and really make the place messy. Scrubbing the floor isn’t going to do much except make the leeches soggy. Lint can totally get wet without any real consequences. I need… heat!”
She turned toward the fire, and an idea sprang into her head. She snatched up two chairs and pushed them over to the fireplace, where she used them to frame the crackling blaze. She then grabbed a second set of chairs, constructing a tunnel of sorts that led to the fire. That done, she opened up her inventory and scrolled until she found a blanket, which she threw over the top, transforming the makeshift passageway into a true tunnel.
“Here, leeches!” Elara called out. “I know how much lint likes to get stuck in nice, warm places! This is about the warmest and nicest lair you could find!”
Her logic was built upon the fact that lint, as everyone knows, is quite fond of belly buttons. While not a belly button per se, her tunnel was a warm den that had some surface-level resemblance, which she hoped would be enough.
As it turned out, she was right.
The lint leeches took one look at the cave and raced toward it, charging inside as if they were fighting for seats at the movies. Elara watched with satisfaction, though her nose did wrinkle a bit as the lint started to burn. The leeches at the front of the line screeched and writhed upon realizing they were being pushed into the flames, but they were unable to fight against the tide of the monsters pushing behind them, and were soon forced to their doom. 
Elara kept a close eye on it all. As the last one slipped in, she pushed a final chair across, blocking them in. It took a few minutes before she was able to kill the last one, but when she did, a peace settled over the room.
She’d folded the blanket back into her inventory and returned all the chairs to their proper position. The books were tidied, candlesticks were put back in place. The room looked good as new. Better than new, it looked freshly-tidied. Which, of course, it was. 
Elara crossed her arms, appraising a job well done. With a clunk, the door opened and a familiar face stepped inside.
“Elara! I’m so glad to see that it was you on the job.” Lord Canary-Nose smiled rather condescendingly at her. “It seems that you did an excellent job. You know, if you like, I’ll consider this to be a satisfactory interview for your position here in House Red. My brother, Lord Hawk-Nose, is quite right when he says that you would do well here. Or, of course, my own offer is still on the table.”
Elara’s hands balled into fists. Healt built up in her chest. “Was that all this was, then? Just a chance to get to talk to me?”
Lord Canary-Nose shrugged. “Take it however you wish. I prefer to take it as… Fate.”
“Fate that you orchestrated.”
“Fate is something that anyone can orchestrate,” sai Lord Canary-Nose. “Think very carefully about what your next move will be, Elara the Battle-Maid. I know what you servants are up to.”
Elara’s blood froze. “You…”
“I won’t stop you. Frankly, I’d rather like to see it play out to see what the consequences will be.” Lord Canary-Nose shrugged. “Be careful, Elara, that you don’t bring the whole castle crashing down around you.”
“Coming from the person who intentionally had me dig up the jewels that connect to the curse.” 
A smile flickered across Lord Canary-Nose’s face. “As I said. Fate is something that anyone can orchestrate.”
He turned and walked away, leaving Elara feeling a bit confused and slightly miffed.
Oh, well. She didn’t have time to sort out everything that Lord Canary-Nose was up to. At that moment, she had some shopping to do, and a bomb to build.
Anything else would just have to wait.






Chapter Thirteen

 
“Servant market… Servant market…” Elara murmured softly to herself as she walked down the halls. The market was known for moving around often, to stay out of the way of the nobles who were always trying to shut it down. 
She’d checked every broom closet she could find, which didn’t leave her with many options. Or, rather, it left her with far too many. There were innumerable lengths of tunnels and sewers and old rooms and abandoned towers and other such places spread throughout Fortis Regnum, so many in fact that it was almost impossible to find the place even if you were looking for it. 
This, of course, was the goal of the people running it, to keep it out of the eyes of the nobles. Sadly, they didn’t tell any of the servants the location either.
Something caught her eye, drawing her to a halt. It was a familiar sign and lay down on the ground instead of hanging on the wall. Elara bent down, where the words “Deepest Dungeon of Dastardly Darkness” had been carved into the wood. 
She frowned, then slowly picked it up and flipped it over. The letters SM had been etched into it, and a smile flickered across her face. How fortunate! She knew where to go to look for that, and she set off at a slow jog.
Unfortunately, though she didn’t know it yet, the servant market had already moved on. When she arrived at the dungeon, all she found were a few scrape marks on the floor, made by the merchants when they rapidly evacuated, as well as a single, cryptic clue about where their next location.
“We will be hiding in a place you’d never expect. Certainly not Lord Penniworth’s old room. Never there.”
Elara frowned, then left the dungeon and headed to the old room of Lord Penniworth, which had been abandoned when Queen Penelope cast him into the void. Here, she found remnants of an old marketplace, along with another clue.
“We have been driven out like rats, and like rats, will return to the place we once were!”
Elara raised an eyebrow, and so went back to the Deepest Dungeon of Dastardly Darkness. There, she found a large group of merchants tiptoeing quietly as they started to set up their shops. One of them looked up at Elara and let out a squeak.
“Ahh! We’ve been found! Run!”
“No, wait!” Elara held up a hand. “I’m here to buy things!”
“You are? Really?” The merchant blinked in surprise. “You want to make a purchase?” The other merchants all began to crowd into the room. “It’s been so long since someone wanted to buy things instead of imprisoning us! Weeks, it feels like!”
Elara couldn’t be certain, but she wouldn’t have been shocked to find out that, indeed, the merchants had become so paranoid that they had started running every time they saw a customer. Or a monster. Or a mouse. Or-
“Ahh! Run! We’ve been found!”
The same merchant let out a scream and began packing up his bags, though he had only just started to take something out. The other merchants all did the same. 
Elara looked about in surprise. “What? Where?”
The man froze, then rubbed the back of his neck sheepishly. “Sorry. Force of habit, I suppose.” He sighed, then nodded to Elara. “Now, then, what can I do for you? What do you need? We’ve got it all, except the things we don’t, because the nobles have those.”
“I need…” Elara paused. “I need a pair of shoes, really badly, actually. Both of these are broken, and they’ve been hurting my ankles badly.”
“Shoes… That’ll be Grimes, right over there.” The man pointed to a shoe-seller who was setting up a folding table just between a lady selling scraps of leather and a man selling scraps of clothing. “Anything else?”
“I need…” Elara lowered her voice and leaned forward. “I need Glitteranium.”
The man’s eyes widened and darted around. He leaned over, whispering in a conspiratorial voice. “That’s some… Dangerous stuff there, you’re asking for. One might ask why.”
“One might, but that’s why we’re here, in a dungeon, instead of out in the halls.” Elara’s eyes narrowed. “No questions. I just need it.”
“Alright, alright, don’t get huffy with me. That’ll also be Grimes. Don’t blow me up, alright?”
Elara gave a small nod, then quickly walked over to the table. Grimes was setting out an assortment of shoes, all of which appeared to be throw-aways from the nobles, and he gave her a grizzled nod of his grimy head.
“Alright, what’ll it be missus?” He asked softly, his voice rumbling in the stillness of the dungeon. All the other sellers seemed to hang onto every word, staring out at him as if they didn’t want to miss a thing. They probably didn’t want to. After all, they almost certainly hadn’t had any customers in ages, which meant that they were desperate for sales.
“I need two things.” Elara answered. “Shoes and Glitteranium.”
“Ooh. Terrible business you’re in.” Grimes smiled softly. “Still, though, I wouldn’t be selling the stuff if I had any moral qualms with it. Let’s see, how much do you need?”
“Two shoes, and as much Glitteranium as you can give me.”
“How much money do you have?”
Elara reached into her pocket and drew out two pennies. “How about this?”
Grimes snorted. “That would buy you a single speck of the Glitteranium, and maybe a single scrap of leather.”
“I’ll give you two scraps of leather for those pennies!” The woman in the booth next to Elara spoke up. “And, if you want, I’ll even steal the Glitteranium for you!”
“That’s okay.” Elara opened up her inventory and scrolled through it for a moment, then drew out a large ring. It was set with a black diamond, which was ringed by a number of sapphires whose natural blue color was deepened and darkened by the proximity to the dark jewel. “What about this? Would you trade the items for this?”
“Ooh. Now that, I recognize.” Grimes leaned forward. “Where did you get this?”
“Doesn’t matter.”
“Who put you up to it?”
“Doesn’t matter.”
“Is the fortress about to be destroyed?”
“Not if I have anything to say about it.”
Grimes paused for a moment, then nodded slowly. “I’ll do it. No shoes, this stuff is too high-profile, but I’ll give you the Glitteranium.”
“You won’t throw in a pair of shoes?” Elara snapped.
“Like I said, this ring is too noticeable. If someone gets their hands on my transaction register, and they see that someone traded this ring for a pair of shoes, that’s going to raise some eyebrows.” Grimes shrugged, then shuddered. “Not to mention the taxes. If you gain too much money too quickly, you just get taxed up one side and down the other. You ask my opinion, the government just gets jealous, but what do I know? Anyway, this will suit you just fine.”
He took the ring and dropped it into his pocket, then bent down and lifted a wooden crate onto the table. He pried it open, picked up a pair of tongs, and reached inside carefully. Elara held her breath as the Glitteranium was drawn out.
It was a thing of terrible beauty, beautiful and deadly all at the same time. It had been refined into a cylinder, two inches across and six long, and sparked with brilliance, catching every single ray of light that came its way. Elara continued to hold her breath, hardly daring to look at it, as Grimes slowly set it down on the table.
“The thing is glitterioactive. Touch it, even in its refined state, and you will have residue on your hands for a month.” 
Grimes bent down below the table and slowly lifted up something that looked like a thermos. He cracked open the lid, revealing a form-fit foam interior, and lifted the Glitteranium inside. The moment it was in, he slammed the lid shut, then passed the tongs and the thermos over to Elara. 
“There you go. Treat it with care, and do try not to blow up the whole castle, alright?”
“I’ll do my best.” Elara accepted the thermos, gazed longingly at the rack of shoes, and hobbled away on broken heels. She was sorta getting used to walking with them, though she certainly wouldn’t have minded getting a better pair.
Leaving the market, she caught sight of several nobles walking rapidly in her direction. They looked like business, and certainly had the air about them that they were looking to break up the market. 
She sighed. Couldn’t the market catch a break even for a moment? She nearly turned around to confront them, but given the rather volatile nature of Glitteranium (not to mention the fact that if she was caught, she would certainly get more than a few breaks herself), she lowered her head and kept walking. Soon, she was back in her familiar haunts, and slipped back rapidly toward the kitchens.
She found the place had become a great hubbub of activity. A crowd of servants, refreshed a bit from a couple hours’ rest, were helping a weary Gerald prepare a wide assortment of breakfast foods, including eggs, more sausage, biscuits, gravy, and other odds and ends. 
Flogger was in the process of waking up, while Patricia was over in a corner with a few other nobles, frantically working away at something. Elara walked up to join them, and the group turned and gasped, then collectively put their hands over their hearts.
“Oh! It’s just you.” Patricia turned and nodded toward a small, cardboard box. “Well… What do you think?”
Elara looked down at the device, grimacing. The box had been outfitted with a number of balloons, all of which were blown up and positioned around the outside. Meanwhile, a small hole had been cut in the top to serve as a nozzle. The balloons were held shut with rubber bands, all of which were rigged to a complicated-looking string system.
“Explain this to me.” Elara bent over and squinted down at the object.
“It’s an implosion-type device,” Patricia said. “When we pull the string, the balloons all go off. There are little pellets inside the box that you can’t see, inside tubes. Well, by pellets they’re actually dried peas. They’ll be fired down into the Glitteranium, which will crack open the refined glitter. The air from the balloons will then propel the glitter up through the nozzle. A glitter bomb.”
“I still think we need to examine the possibility of using water instead,” said one of the other servants. “A hydro-generation bomb.”
“Too ridiculous.” Patricia waved her hand dismissively. “We’ve conducted plenty of tests with this design, and we don’t have long.”
“I agree.” Eara nodded. “How did the tests go?”
“Spectacularly.” Patricia confirmed.
“They went,” said the other servant. “We had to use salt instead of glitter, so we know it’ll do something, but it’s impossible to say what.”
“Well, we’ll just have to give it a whirl to see what happens.” Elara grimaced. “Bring me a rolling cart. I’ll be the one to deliver it.” She nodded down at the box. “And this is all good to go?”
“Primed and ready. All we need is the core.”
While several servants ran to get the rolling cart, Elara set the thermos on the countertop, cracked it open, and used the tongs to very gently lift out the shimmering core. The servants gasped in amazement, but Elara didn’t allow herself to say a thing as she ever so carefully lowered it into the box. When she let go and withdrew the tongs, they placed the nozzle back over the top. 
Patricia nodded. “That’s that. It could go off any time now.”
The servants all regarded the box with caution. It was one thing to build a prototype bomb, but to actually have a functioning one sitting on the counter in front of you was something else entirely. 
As the wheeled cart was pushed over, Elara very carefully lifted the bomb and placed it on the lower level of the cart and draped a white cloth over the whole vehicle, shielding the weapon from view.
“Patricia? You’re with me. Everyone else, back to work. You know your job,” Elara said softly. “Let’s get it done.”
She and Patricia pushed the bomb out of the kitchen and into the hall. As they started walking along, the two maids glanced at each other. 
Patrica lowered her voice. “Just where are you planning on setting this thing off?”
“The only place we can,” Elara whispered back. “Who are we at war with?”
“The nobles.” Patricia frowned. “But… We can’t hit all of them with a single bomb.”
“No, but we can hit the important ones. Now, if we just take out the throne room, Queen Penelope will be angry, but the other nobles will probably think it mostly served her right. They all want the throne anyway. On the other hand, if we actually hit some of the nobles, but not all of them, they’ll be angry. They’ll blame Queen Penelope. The other nobles will laugh at them. It’ll tear their cause apart.”
“Right. So which house do we hit?”
Elara set her jaw, and a grim smile came across her face. “I think I know just the one.” She hastened her steps. “Come on, Patricia. We have a war to win. Once we let off this bomb the nobles will know not to mess with us any more.”






Chapter Fourteen

 
The two maids moved through the halls in a hurry. Since they were pushing a cart, they had somewhat of an air of authority. It was considered entirely improper to look underneath the covering of a rolling cart, which gave them some safety as well, for similar reasons to the assorted rules and traditions governing potted plants. Rolling carts were used solely for concealing things. If you had nothing to hide, you would use another means of transportation. Of course, despite this knowledge, none of the nobles ever dared check under the coverings of rival carts, for as soon as they did so, then their carts would be checked as well, and that was a thought that none of them could bear. 
With Elara and Patricia being some of the most-wanted servants in Fortis Regnum, few nobles would have a hard time justifying their actions. But standards were standards, and few nobles would dare to buck tradition if they didn’t have to.
Elara took the lead, pulling the cart, while Patricia followed along. Soon, they reached a great intersection between House Yellow, House Blue, and House Orange. A small festival of slumbering nobles still lay passed out on the plush carpet, though a few of them were beginning to stir. 
Most of them were House Yellow nobles, which made it all the better. Elara pulled the cart toward the main entrance of House Yellow territory, then whipped off the covering.
The bomb was intact and ready. Elara and Patricia carefully lifted it up to sit on top of the cart. 
A few of the nobles mumbled something, and one of them sat up and blinked blearily, only to roll over and go back to sleep. 
Elara let out a breath she hadn’t realized she’d been holding. Patricia took hold of the firing string.
“Once I pull this string, we have ten seconds to get away,” she said softly. “Do you think we can make it?”
Elara glanced down at her stained apron and nodded. “You start running. I’ll get you in a moment.”
“Alright.” Patricia let out a long breath. “I’ll see you on the other side.”
“See you there.”
Patricia let go of the string and bolted down the hallway toward a cluster of potted plants that had suddenly formed about a hundred feet away. Elara took hold of the string in her stead, took a deep breath, and yanked it.
Tick.
Tick.
Tick.
The count-down started echoing from within the box, and Elara sprinted to flee. Her enhanced speed let her flash across the carpet with extraordinary speed, and she snatched Patricia’s hand. Pulling her along, Elara reached the barricade of potted plants. All the spies slid aside for the two maids to dive into cover. 
Elara peered through the palm fronds with a horrified interest.
“Seven.” She counted in her head. “Eight.”
Grrrrrrrrrrrrrrrrrrrrrrrrrrrumbleumbleumbleumbleumbleumbleatlatlatlatlatlatlatl.
The pipes began rattling beneath Elara’s feet, coming from behind her, and rushed past them in the blink of an eye. She watched in horror as the whole intersection shook. Tapestries swayed on the walls, the water cooler slipped off its pedestal and landed on the floor with a loud smack, and a few paintings fell away to reveal now-horrified spies. They all dove for cover as the bomb continued to tick downward.
“Nine.”
“Hidey-ho!’
“IT is on the job!”
“Never fear, be night or day!”
“The toilet team is here to stay!”
“Be rain or shine, we’ll be on time!”
“And then we’ll take your every dime!”
The white-clothed HAZMAT IT team raced past the barricade, frantically chasing after the noise. 
Elara froze. There was nothing she could do as the countdown reached its conclusion.
“Ten.”
KAAAAAAAAAAAAAA-BOOOOOOOOOOOOOOOOOOOOOOOOOOOOOM!!!!!!
Few words can express the true power of a Glitteranium bomb explosion. First, there was nothing but the box, the balloons, the cart. Then, with a brilliant eruption of light, so bright that it almost blinded Elara, there was glitter.
A great ring of glitter exploded outward horizontally from the bomb in a great arc that swept outward, down the halls. This ring caught the IT team, sweeping them to the ground with extraordinary force.
That, though, wasn’t the end of it.
No, the worst part was the great and deadly mushroom cloud, the classic formation, which rose up in a sparkly pillar of glitter and light. The cloud hit the ceiling almost immediately, where it began to drift outward in all directions, raining down glitter everywhere. That woke up the nobles, and they all leapt to their feet, gasping as they were coated in the stuff.
“Ahh! My clothes!”
“My hair!”
“My nails!”
“AHHHHHHHH!”
Elara nodded grimly. It had to be done, but that didn’t make the suffering any easier to watch. She heard the gargle of pipes in the distance, and her eyes settled on the downed IT team. A few of them climbed to their feet and started staggering away, back toward the potted plants. Elara stood up as well.
“What are you doing?” Patricia asked.
“I need you to get back to base. Make sure that everything is going smoothly for the next ball,” Elara said. “I think I have something I need to sort out.”
She slipped out from behind the plants and walked gingerly across the glitter-streaked carpet. It became less and less glittery further away from the blast zone, but traces of it reached as far as the potted plants. Glitterioactive ash drifted down around her as she approached the two members of the IT team that were upright. One of them lifted a hand and wiped away the glitter from the plastic covering his face, and grimaced.
“Did you do this?”
“Yes.” Elara nodded.
“Then we’re going to need your help.”
“That’s what I’m here for.”
The man turned and pointed down the hall. “We were tracking a plug, and a big one. We think it’s heading toward the Blue Tower, but we’re not certain. It needs to be cornered and taken down, and it’ll be a few hours before we’re de-glitterized enough to do it.”
“I’ll see it done.” Elara promised. “Just leave it to me.”
“Of course.”
Elara raced off, using the speed offered by the modified apron. She couldn’t go straight after it, of course, due to the immense amount of glitter filling up the intersection, but she knew a fair number of detours that wouldn’t lose her too much time. Soon enough, she was back on track, and could hear the distant rumble-gurgle of the plug in the distance.
Nobles and servants alike looked up in surprise as Elara flashed past, chasing the noise. She had caught up with it, and, sure enough, they were nearing the Blue Tower. The walls shook, paintings rattled, doors quaked. Suddenly, the noise seemed to turn and race through a small side door. A single room began to emit wails and crashes, and the sound of spurting, running water.
Elara glanced at the sign over the door.
“Bathroom.” 
She frowned. This was going to be gross. Still, though, she had been the one to delay the IT team, so this duty fell to her. Rather wishing that she had a water resistant apron, she took a deep breath and barged through the door.
The bathroom had five stalls, all of which were belching water. Elara slogged through the rapidly expanding toilet-ocean to find water gurgling out of each and every throne. Her nose wrinkled. She ran back to the sink, which was also starting to bubble out a good trickle of water. Her frown deepened to a scowl. Quickly, she located the tin can phone, pulled it down, and spoke into it in a panicked hurry.
“I need the IT department! Now!”
The muffled voice seemed to indicate that her call would be transferred shortly. There was a long pause punctuated by waiting music. Water started flowing out into the hall. 
Then a voice picked up the line, “Hello. You’ve reached the IT Department, this is Bob. Please note that this call may be recorded in shorthand by our transcriber for quality and training purposes, how can I help you?”
“I’ve cornered a plug and need to know what to do!” Elara spoke quickly.
“Have you tried turning it off and turning it back on again?”
“What? How could I do that?” Elara blinked.
“Sorry, ma’am. Just a reflex.” Bob sounded entirely unconcerned. “Let’s see… I’m checking reports, and I don’t see any outages reported in your area.”
“I’m reporting it now!” Elara snapped.
“Of course, of course, ma’am. Let’s see.” There was a long pause and sounds of stubble scratching the tin-phone. “I’m just seeing if I can access your location remotely. This may take some time.”
“I don’t have time for this.” Elara hung up the tin can, then spun to the sink. 
It had a cabinet just below, and she knelt down and flung it open. Inside was a single, wiry toilet brush, along with a cracked plunger. It would have to do. She snatched up both, then ran to the first toilet and slammed the plunger down into the bowl. With all her might, she yanked back upward, and a loud splurp echoed from within.
Hahahahahaha!
The voice was deep and booming, and the laughter shook the room. Elara gritted her teeth and plunged all the harder. She pulled even harder, and the splurp echoed even louder than before. Something dark and green appeared within, only to shoot back down.
You’ll never get me out! Defeating me takes a team! One plunger for each toilet! You have only one.
“Then I’ll just have to narrow my odds.” Elara took a step back and took out her broom. “Surrender now!”
Noooooooooooooooooo!
“Then you bring this upon yourself.” Elara leapt forward. “Sweep!”
Her broom flashed through the air, blasting all the stalls into splinters. She spun again, and struck the second toilet with another [Sweep]. The second, third, fourth, and fifth toilets were all blown into smithereens, leaving only a single toilet. 
The voice of the plug went silent at that moment. Water stopped flowing from all but the last, remaining john.
“And now, plug, I declare you to be defeated!” Elara lunged forward with her plunger, slamming it down into the bowl. This time, as she pulled ever harder, the noise of resistance from within grew louder and louder… Until…
“Yarg!” Elara cried with delight as a great, slimy black tentacle, composed of all the many things that get flushed down toilets and drains, erupted into view. Baby wipes, an immense amount of hair, coins, shoes, a few eyeglasses, a great many contacts, more than a few tubes of lipstick, several bottles of soap, and, of course, more hair, it all wound together to create a mass that was somehow even more disgusting than the glitter. 
Elara gritted her teeth, only for the tentacle to lash around her leg to pull her down into the toilet.
“Not… Today.” Elara gasped, pausing. “Or tomorrow, or really any day. I know everyone dies sometime, but I am not going down by being sucked into a toilet bowl!”
Never say never!
“Oh…” Elara took one last, deep breath, braced herself, and pulled with the last of her might. As she did so, she took her broom and swung it toward the back of the room. “Sweep!”
Much like in the long hole with the kittens, the air erupted against the back wall, rebounded, and struck Elara. She was launched backward toward the entrance, pulling the plug along with her. 
For the briefest moment, she was extended out into the hall, and in that brief instant, flipped her broom sideways to lock across the doorway. It held, and Elara found herself horizontal, hanging desperately from her broom as the tentacle fought to reel her back to the toilet.
“I… Will… Win.” Elara took a deep breath and started to pull herself upward, further onto the shaft of the broom. Her left hand snapped over onto the doorframe, and using that as leverage, she was able to pull herself up a bit further, until she could brace herself a bit better. 
With her anchoring secured, she opened up her inventory and scrolled through all her assorted cleaning items for something that might be of use. Her broom was being used to keep her from being dragged into the toilet. Her feather duster was only good on dust. Her scrub brush couldn’t really handle tentacles. Her venomous fang had the potential of allowing venom into the water supply, which wouldn’t be good in the slightest. That didn’t leave much, except-
Wait. Her feather duster. The thought sprang into her mind, and she pulled it out. Carefully, she reached out and began to tickle the thing.
The tentacle trembled with laughter.
No! Don’t… That… That tickled! Ahh!
ITs grip loosened a bit on her leg and suddenly let go. She sprang into action. Before the tentacle could vanish into the toilet (or grab another part of her body) she charged it, lashing out with her broom.
“Sweep!”
The broom caught the tentacle right in the middle and smashed it back against the wall. Tile cracked upon impact, and the tentacle fell limp. 
Ignoring all her impulses, Elara reached out, grabbed hold of the tentacle, and pulled it toward the door. She was able to nearly double its expanse before it reanimated enough to resist, at which point, she whacked it with the broom once more. This time, it was smashed into the floor. She continued to pull it.
The plug had been defeated, and they both knew it, though it took a few more minutes of wrestling to play out the finale. Elara continued to stun the thing and pull it, stun it and pull it, until she had managed to extract almost fifty feet. 
At that point, it stuck firmly, and she set her jaw. She planted her feet and pulled… And pulled… And pulled…
SPLURCH!
The last of the plug erupted from the toilet and sailed out into the hall, landing on the floor with a splat. Elara gasped in relief and stepped backward, wiping her brow as a team of white-suited IT members came running up.
“Never fear, IT is here!”
“First turn it off, then turn it on!
“We’ll come to help from dusk ‘till dawn!”
“And when you feel you’ve had enough, just sit right back, enjoy your st-”
“Whoa!”
The team drew up short as they found themselves staring at the massive plug. It flopped weakly as it attempted to crawl back to the bathroom, but it wasn’t going anywhere. Slowly, all the team looked to Elara in awe. 
She shrugged. “I was told to help, so I did.”
“Elara the battle-maid!”
“Elara the battle-plumber!”
“Long live Elara!”
She smiled and curtsied, then blinked in surprise as she realized what time it had to be. “I’m sorry. I… I have to go!”
“Go on, then!”
“May your paths always be straight and clean!”
“And may your faucets never stop! But if they do, turn them off and back on again before calling in!”
Elara laughed, then jogged off through the halls. Her apron was stained with pipe gunk along with everything else, but that was just the way it went sometimes. For now, though, she had a ball to attend.






Chapter Fifteen

 
Elara sped through the halls of the fortress as fast as her legs could carry. She made only two detours on the way to the ballroom, once at a non-plugged bathroom to clean herself up a bit, and once at an undisclosed location to gather something that she thought just might come in handy at a later date. 
She didn’t say a word about it to anyone, and hardly even thought about it herself. That way, the readers of her tale (whoever they happened to be) would be left in suspense, and would have something to surprise them later. 
As she came jogging up to the ballroom, she found a long train of servants slowly carrying inside a great breakfast of wondrous proportions. Her stomach grumbled at the sight of it, but Elara knew better than to take anything. More than that, though, she was increasingly exhausted. 
Building the bomb had been exhilarating, and fighting the monster had been invigorating (though she had to say that accidentally taking out the IT team had been a bit degenerating). All that action left her tired, and standing around for a ball wasn’t going to help that exhaustion at all.
She took up a position near the door, and Gerald came wandering over as he finished setting out the trays. He nodded down at her apron, Elara blinked in surprise as she happened to look down and finally notice all the stains.
“What happened to you? Just get done with a tour of duty on the IT team?”
“Something like that.” Elara chuckled as the first of the nobles began to appear. “Everything good to go?”
“As good to go as can be.” Gerald nodded. “We actually managed to get everything prepped in record time. How did things go with the you-know-what?”
“Well…” Elara smiled and nodded toward the door. “Take a look.”
Several House Yellow nobles trudged inside with stiff steps. Glitter sparkled in their hair, in their clothes, all about them. They were a sight to behold, and Elara snickered. 
Several House Blue and House Orange nobles appeared all with similar looks. On the other side of the room, House Red and House Pink nobles pointed and laughed, and soon, a great cluster of nobles had formed near the center of the room. An army of sneering noble fingers were being pointed. Books worth of accusations flew back and forth. It was something to behold, of that there could be no doubt. 
Elara snickered very smugly.
“Now that takes some skill.” Gerald chuckled. “You set off a bomb, and the nobles are tearing each other up over it. Not many people could successfully do that!”
“True enough. I do need to note that I didn’t do it alone.” Elara glanced about. “Where’s Patricia?”
The answer came in the form of a dark portal rippling and forming not far from the circle of nobles. Patricia was shoved out from the darkness, stumbled, and fell flat on her face. 
Behind her, Beater stalked through, a club held tightly in his hands. Behind him trailed Queen Penelope, a fierce look upon her face.
“Everyone! May I have your attention!”
The room fell deadly silent. 
Queen Penelope slowly turned to gaze at everyone, then nodded down at Patricia, who slowly climbed to her feet.
“Early this morning, as you all well know, a glitter bomb was detonated in our halls.” Queen Penelope spoke softly, her voice tinged with great tragedy. “This is the first time this has happened in many a year, and I thought it would be prudent if we could all the guilty party punished.”
“Yes, why don’t we punish the guilty party?” One of the House Yellow nobles swept out of the crowd. “Queen Penelope, I hereby hold you accountable for your actions in a general court!”
Queen Penelope’s face froze, and she slowly lifted her scepter to point at the woman. “Is that so, auntie?”
“Yes, it is!” The noble stomped her foot. “Give up all this nonsense about being from House Black and the throne and this, that, and whatnot! It’s all rot as far as I’m concerned. You’re throwing the castle into ruin!”
“And you, my dear aunt, are making a fool of yourself.” Queen Penelope’s voice was almost a whisper. “I do not tolerate fools.”
“No, you’re the one who’s a fool!” The aunt snarled. “Look at us! We’ll be cleaning glitter off of our carpets, our clothes, for years! And it’s all because of you. Your policies are what brought about this revolt, this revolution!”
Elara raised a hand and stepped forward. “I would like to say that a bit of the credit for the revolt lies on us, the servants, but-”
“Oh, silence!” The aunt turned to Elara and shook her head. “Servants don’t get credit, good or bad. Your actions are dictated by the actions of the nobles above. Everyone knows that! The detonation of a Glitteranium bomb is no small thing, and must have been done because of the increasingly harsh policies of our queen!”
“Indeed.” Lord Clementine stepped forward, crossing his arms tightly. He, too, was covered in glitter, though Elara hadn’t noticed him among the slumbering nobles. “Queen Penelope, I hereby accuse you of reckless misconduct! I demand that you cancel the next ball and give the servants a chance to rest, and I formally declare that if you cast anyone into the void, it will be a tacit admission of your guilt!”
A long and almost deadly pause stretched. 
Slowly, Queen Penelope lowered her scepter. “Explain yourself.”
“The bomb was placed at our home for a reason,” the aunt continued, “They wanted to target you, but security is too tight around the throne room, and besides, you can just teleport wherever you want. By targeting House Yellow, they were targeting someone close to you. Someone who used to have a great deal of contact with you.”
“I’m not House Yellow any longer.”
“Yes, but we raised you!” The aunt snapped. “We know you better than House Black ever will!”
“And what exactly do you propose?” Queen Penelope lifted an eyebrow. “Give in? Cancel the next ball? Give the servants exactly what they want?” 
Her face set, and she took a step forward. “They were in rebellion before I ascended to the throne. If the blame should be placed anywhere, it’s at the feet of Queen Edna, not me. Don’t let them divide us. Yes, the bomb was set with purpose. If we show them that there was any reaction, even a small one, to their attack, they will seize upon that reality and refuse to let go. They will attack us again and again, tearing us apart. We must give them no quarter. We must not acknowledge their existence. We need to flog them, and work them harder, not give them a moment to breathe until they acknowledge their guilt and bow to our might!”
A long pause even longer than before reigned for several moments. 
Lord Clementine stepped a bit further forward and spread his hands. “Your ladyship, if you don’t mind my saying so-”
“I do.”
“Well, then I’ll say it anyway. Cancel the next ball. Give them a moment to breathe. Show some goodwill, and if it comes back to bite us, then hold me personally responsible.”
Queen Penelope’s face reddened with anger, but she held her tongue. “Anyone else have suggestions?”
“I do.” Lord Hawk-Nose stepped forward and raised a hand. “At present, the general servants are the only ones in active rebellion. House-Loyal servants are all, at least to my knowledge, still largely content. Cast all these ruffians into the void, and then farm out all their duties to the different houses.”
“You only want to expand your sphere of influence,” said another lord. “The neutral servants were established millennia ago to prevent subterfuge and unnecessary deaths.  Undermining that would destroy our whole way of life.”
“Like… The Curse of House Black?”
Queen Penelope’s face turned purple, and fire exploded upward from the scepter. “I don’t want to hear anything more about the curse of House Black!”
“And why not?” Elara took the moment to step forward. She drew out a handful of the jewels, which sparkled in the light. “Look what’s happening. Nobles turning against nobles. Ancient foundations of order crumbling. The castle is being overturned.” 
She took a deep breath and stared into Queen Penelope’s eyes. “And it’s all because you took the throne.”
A great deal of commotion took over the room. Nobles began arguing with and over each other. The words “Curse,” “Black,” and “Queen” were heard a great many times, and a great many of the nobles all turned and began to walk away, abandoning the ball altogether. 
Elara watched them go, an odd feeling of satisfaction settling within her. Soon, only Queen Penelope and Beater were left, besides a few odd nobles who stayed to finish their breakfast. 
Queen Penelope strode up to Elara and curled her upper lip in disdain, then stamped her staff. She disappeared in a flash of shadows. 
Beater frowned and looked left, then right, then shrugged. “Well, guess I don’t have to beat anyone. Always nice when I get off without working.” He stretched, then turned and started to walk away. “Might help myself to a few eggs, though! Got to keep up my strength, and all that.”
As he started perusing the food, Elara turned back to Gerald, who wore a worried expression. Patricia staggered over to join them, and Flogger caught her, allowing her to lean against his shoulders.
“What did they do to you?” Elara asked softly, glancing around to make sure that no one else was listening too closely. “You look like you’ve already been through a pretty severe beating.”
“Don’t you know it.” Patricia sighed. “They caught me while I was running away.”
“Who’s they?” Gerald asked.
“I don’t know. They wore black suits, but they weren’t guards, exactly.” Patricia closed her eyes, trying to remember. “Some sort of special strike force, I’d say. They took me right to the throne room, but then… They drug me to some room off to the side. It was filled with things… Terrible things.” She shuddered. “Instruments of torture.”
“What sorts of instruments?”
“Flutes. Clarinets. Even a recorder, being played by a four-year old practicing ‘Hot Cross Buns.’ It was the most painful thing I’ve ever heard in my life.”
Elara shuddered in sympathy, but Patricia wasn’t done yet.
“That wasn’t the worst of it, though. They also had lots of torture equipment. Hooks and knives and fingernail clippers and nails and curling irons and clothes irons and branding irons bottle openers and corkscrews and so many other things. They threatened me…” 
Patricia stammered for a few moments, struggling to put her suffering into words. “They said that if I didn’t convince you to give up this little game of yours, that they would hang me up by my fingernails and torture me for the rest of my life. I would be in constant pain, constant hunger, constant thirst, for decades. Then…”
She bit her lip, and couldn’t say anything more for a good, long moment. When she was finally able to speak, her voice was a mere whisper.
“They showed me something.”
“What could they have shown you that was that bad?” Elara asked, curious.
“A vision of the future. The Curse of House Black is real. They showed me the castle falling in flames. Towers tumbling, walls falling, banners burning, the whole castle reduced to rubble. A small handful of survivors fleeing into the Wilderness, but not many. Elara, if we continue, we’ll destroy everything.”
“No.” Elara shook her head. 
Gerald, Flogger, and Patricia all blinked in surprise. 
Elara remained adamant, her voice determined. “No, we won’t.”
“What makes you so sure?”
“Logic. If the curse is real, and what they showed you really is a glimpse of the future, then there’s nothing we can do to prevent it.” Elara shrugged. “The future is the future. We can change it by our actions, sure, but if a vision is given without a warning attached, that vision will come true, all we can do is brace for it. Giving up right now might be the very thing that causes it, you know? We can’t base our actions on it.” 
“Secondly,” Elara continued, raising two fingers. “There’s no way of knowing when it takes place. That crumbling and destruction could still be a thousand years away. Maybe ten thousand. The Curse of House Black is ancient, and I’m sure that the vision is ancient as well. If we live in fear of it, we’ll only doom another ten thousand years of servants to perpetual pain and misery.”
“I do see what you’re saying.” Patricia nodded. 
Everyone around relaxed. 
Patricia met Elara’s eyes. “Except for one thing.”
“And what’s that?”
“I was there when the vision was received,” Patricia said. “There’s this big device in that torture room. It’s… I don’t know how to describe it, really. Black, with a flat piece of glass on one side. Anyway, I was in there when it happened. The screen lit up, and everyone froze, and then… It just happened. I watched it all happen!”
“It was a trick.” Elara assured her.
“No. No, it wasn’t a trick.” Patricia shook her head. “And… The vision gave a countdown! Only a few more days.”
“Days?”
“Days.” Patricia nodded slowly. “In just a matter of days, Fortis Regnum will be destroyed, and we… we’ll be destroyed along with it. We have to stop right now.”
Elara took a deep breath and looked out at the spread of nobles. They were all eyeballing one another with immense ferocity, and she suddenly realized that perhaps setting off the bomb had unlocked a bit more animosity than they had originally intended.
“Elara?” Gerald asked. “What do we do?”
“For right now, stay the course.” Elara answered after a moment. “If the nobles destroy each other, staying on our feet will be what gets us through.”
“And if not?”
“I don’t know,” Elara admitted. “But I’ve got an idea how I can learn the answer. This room isn’t bad. Get it cleaned up, and then head back to base and get some sleep. Even if they don’t cancel the next ball, I’m not sure we can do it without getting some rest.”
“And where are you heading?”
Elara let out a long breath, then started to walk away. “I’m going to go annoy one of the Guardians.”






Chapter Sixteen

 
Elara’s broken shoes clicked on the tiles of the servant’s hall as she slipped away from the ballroom and began wandering through the halls of the fortress. She didn’t really have a destination, she was just trying to find something interesting. 
She passed by the Luminous Lair of Leaping Lions, the Dangerous Dwelling of Dodgy Dingos, and the Huge Hole of Hungry Hyenas. None of it quite sounded right, though. Soon, almost back at her own bedroom, she noticed a small door that she had passed by hundreds of times in the past, but had never bothered to think much about until that very moment.
“Well, well, well,” she murmured as she stepped closer to it. “The Crystal Cave of Contemptuous Corrupt Chupacabras.” She didn’t know a thing about it, but knew she had to take it on. She gripped the handle, and the familiar warning message flashed across her vision.
[Warning: You are about to enter a Dungeon. The level of Danger is 99. Would you like to continue?]
“You know it.”
The door opened with a loud pop. She stepped inside and pulled the door shut behind. Ttorches began to flicker to light, and a great cackling sound began to emanate from somewhere far away, echoing off of the walls. It made the dungeon seem expansive, much bigger than the ordinary ones that she was used to. Gradually, more and more torches lit up, revealing the area around Elara.
In a word, this particular dungeon was massive. It was shaped like a large shaft plunging down into the depths of the earth, though the walls weren’t sheer like in the kitten pit. A wide walkway swept out in a great spiral down and down and down, pausing here and there only for large, cavernous pits carved out into the rock. 
Elara shuddered as she looked down at it all. It was terrifying, horrifying, shocking, and a great many other -ings. Slowly, she drew out her broom. Eyes flickered within those dark hollows, watching her every move. The laughter grew louder, more hyena-like, making Elara question just what dungeon she had walked into. 
Still, though, there was nothing more to be done about it except to march down into the depths and scrubbing clean! That was what always drew the attention of the Guardian, so that’s what she had to do.
With that, she drew out her broom and turned her attention to that spiral walkway. To say that it was filthy would have been an understatement, even by the impossibly low standards that the other dungeons had set. An inch thick layer of grime coated everything.
“Sweep!”
She swung the broom with all her might and released a great blast of air downward. It swept around and around and around, until it hit the bottom somewhere far below with a distant boom. 
Elara frowned and leaned over the edge of the pit, peering down into the expanse, then shrugged.
“Well, that did absolutely nothing. I guess it’s time to use brute force.” She tucked her broom away and bent down, then lifted her hands. “Scrub Floor!”
Her hand hit the floor with a resounding boom, and soap and grime exploded into the air. Much like had happened in the past, her cheeks were sliced and bruised by the fragments of dirt and grime that were blasted here, there, and everywhere. She grimaced, but forced her way forward, using the skill repeatedly.
It took her a few minutes to get that top platform clean, at which point she started downward. The slope was a bit quicker to clean, on account of the fact that the monster claws had already carved into the dirt and grime and broken it up a bit. Soon, she reached the first of the caves and attacked the ground in front of the entrance.
“Scrub Floor!”
Blam!
Growling laughter echoed from within, and a creature emerged. It was shaped like a dog, but had the skin of a lizard, and long spines that ran from its shoulders down to its tail. It snarled and bared its yellow teeth, startling Elara.
But then a smile crept up on her face as she looked at the critter. “Awe! You’re a good boy, aren’t you? Yes you are, I think!”
The chupacabra growled, and its spines stood up. Elara rose, then pulled out a lantern and gazed into the cave. It was, as was to be expected, absolutely and utterly filthy. 
Dog poop was piled high across the interior. A small nest was just barely visible at the end. It was so matted down with waste and filth that it may as well have just been a little depression in the dirt.
“Ahh! And they haven’t cleaned out your kennel in ages, have they?” Elara shook her head, tutting. “Well, we’ll just have to change that, now won’t we? Yes we will! Yes we will!”
The chupacabra snarled and lunged at her. She simply stepped aside and gave it a pat (minding the spines, of course), as it passed. It hit the walkway, landing on the clean part. It let out a sharp yelp as it slid on the smooth surface, scratching desperately to find claw-hold on the sparkling smooth floor, before sliding off the side and falling. 
Elara gasped and hurried to look, but a sharp splat and a dying whimper ended any lingering curiosity that she may have had.
“Well… That was… Poor thing.” Elara sighed, shrugging. “Well, nothing more to it than to get this cleaned up. I imagine that one of the others will want this lair! It’s so nice and close to the top!”
As it happened, though Elara herself couldn’t have known this, the other chupacabras did indeed want the lair. Dungeons had an established pecking order. Those higher in ranking got the lairs closest to the top, so they had the best chances of eating the explorers venturing into the dungeon. 
Of course, this also made them the first ones to die when the warriors had skill, but such minor details didn’t always dawn on the monsters, who were far from the sharpest spines in the dungeon. Due to this fact, while Elara cleaned, the chupacabra in the second-highest cavern left its cave and began to slink higher, ready to claim what it perceived as being rightfully his (and, given that he’d been waiting for hundreds of years since the last noble had slipped inside, he did have somewhat of a point about it being his turn). He crept up slowly, crouched down, and then, with all his might, pounced!
His feet hit the freshly-polished floor, and shot out from underneath him as if he’d landed on a bar of soap. He slid right over the side as well, and fell to his death right alongside the first one to have fallen. 
This time, Elara didn’t notice at all, save for a faint yelp. She figured it may have just been a door squeaking in the wind.
From here on out, Elara continued to work and to scrub and to scrape, while the long row of chupacabras raced up the walkway, all eager to try out their hand at being the very first monster to face off against the warriors. Each and every one of them slipped on the floor, over the edge of the walkway, and fell to their deaths. 
Elarahe was just finishing up that very first lair when a familiar set of messages began to appear.
[Congr- You. I really should have known.]
“And I should have known that you’d show up faster than ever.” Elara mopped her brow and walked back onto the spiraling swath of stone. Her feet skidded a bit on the smooth rock, and she winced. “Wow! There really needs to be a bit more traction here.”
[Ahh… Yes. Now-]
“I came here to talk to you.” Elara bent down and continued scrubbing on the dungeon floor, loosening up chunks of hardened gunk. Down below, she spotted the brief flickers of a rift opening, but didn’t pay it much attention. Of course, that was probably for the best, as she likely would have suffered a broken heart if she had known she had accidentally killed so many of the puppies.
[What about?]
“Patricia was captured and tortured,” Elara explained. “The nobles showed her something, they called it a vision of the future. I was hoping you could comment on it.”
[Ahh! Yes. That thing. Umm… That’s a bit complicated, and not something I’m supposed to speak about with servants.]
“Well, thanks to you, I have a dual-class belonging to the nobles, so…” Elara shrugged. “I figure that ought to give me clearance.”
[I suppose… I don’t like the idea, but maybe…]
There was a long rumble, like the very foundations of the fortress were signing in pain and misery.
[In short, none of us Guardians know what that thing is. It appeared around the time that Peter the Perfect founded the fortress.]
“And it just shows the future and you don’t know why?” Elara raised an eyebrow.
[Well… Sometimes it shows the future, and the things it shows actually come to pass. Sometimes it shows warnings, and the nobles manage to avert calamity. Sometimes it just shows random stuff to mess with the heads of the nobility.]
“That makes no sense.” Elara snorted. “Certainly you have some sort of idea what it does. You’re a Guardian!”
[Well… Okay, so I know a little. There’s a little plate on the inside of the machine that we found, I doubt the nobles could ever have located it. It lists its manufacturing date, something called a VIN number, and a handful of other things, including a label referring to the whole apparatus as a [Plot Device], whatever that is. It’s caused the nobles, and by extension, us, no end of headaches over the many long years.]
“Good to know.” Elara scrubbed a bit harder and with a great deal more frustration. “In your opinion, the most recent footage that was shown, was it a trick or was it real? A warning or an inevitability?”
[That’s almost impossible to answer.]
“Almost is a long way from impossible. Give me what you’ve got.”
[Alright… Fine. In my opinion (and I’ll note that there’s actually a bit of dissent among the Guardians on this point, we have a betting pool going on what will happen), the vision was just a trick. The nobles are running around like headless chickens right now. My guess is that whoever or whatever controls the machine is just playing a trick, and it just so happens this time to involve the servants as well as the nobility.]
“Then that’s what I’m going to assume.” 
Elara slowly stood up and mopped her brow. She was still a long way from the bottom of the pit, but she she had other things she needed to be doing, and she had accomplished her goal. Feeling a great deal better, she made a mental note to return to the dungeon as soon as she had a chance. 
“I need to be getting back to things. I’m not sure what’s coming next, but I’m sure it’s not going to be terribly pleasant.”
[Ahh… Before you go, would you accept a reward?]
“For this cleaning job?” Elara snorted.
[It… May help you out? You can’t see it yourself, but the nobles are turning on their plot wheels full speed. There are plots inside of plots inside of plots taking form right now. You’re going to want to be on your toes.]
“On my toes.” Elara murmured, then grinned. “New shoes? You have new shoes for me?”
[Not exactly. I mean… I have a pair of ruby slippers that will take you home if you knock the heels together, but they’re not exactly the sort of shoes you clean with.]
“Mmm. Yeah, those would probably just annoy me.” She chuckled. “I’m always stumbling around, I’d get sucked back to my room every three seconds or so! If not shoes, then what?”
[I can increase your level again, and I have another new skill I think might come in handy.]
Elara gave a nod. “Do it.
[Your level has risen!]
[65 -> 75]
[You have earned a new Skill!]
[Open]
Elara gave a small nod. “You’ve been most helpful. Hopefully I’ll see you on the other side of all this!”
There was no answer, save for a small rumble. 
Elara gave one last look down into the pit, briefly mourned for all the cute little dogs that had vanished, and left the dungeon.
She didn’t have a plan, per se, but she had a better idea of how things were going down.
Plots within plots within plots, eh?
Well, she would just have to see what sort of plots she could cook up. 






Chapter Seventeen

 
Elara’s broken shoes clopped on the stone as she swept back to her bedroom. When she entered, she found it empty. She didn’t know where Patricia was, and though she knew she needed to talk to her friend, she also didn’t necessarily mind a bit of alone time for a few moments. She sat down on her bed, opened up her interface, and selected her new skill, eager to see what she had won.
[Wax On, Wax Off: Rapidly apply wax to a large area or object (or person, I suppose). In addition to looking a great deal more shiny and glossy, objects will also be a great deal more slippery.]
A grin spread across Elara’s face. Now that could be interesting! Her mind began to spin with the possibilities, but she forced herself to put the thoughts away as she turned her mind to all the various problems they were facing. 
More servants were rising up all around, like a tsunami building up to crush the whole fortress beneath their grumblings. She sighed deeply, then looked up as Patricia poked her head inside.
“There you are! You vanished after the last ball, we’ve been looking for you everywhere!”
“I did say I was going to go talk to one of the Guardians.”
“Yeah, but you didn’t say where or why, and it beats me why you’d want to go talk to one of those noble-schmoozing guards.”
“Not guards. Guardians.”
“Potato, tomato.”
“That’s not…” Elara shook her head. “What’s the situation right now?”
“Well, actually, we have good news!” Patricia’s face lit up. She walked inside and sat down on her bed. “The next ball has been canceled! It’s an order directly from Queen Penelope herself! All the servants who didn’t catch any sleep over the night are heading to bed now. Gerald is settling in for a nap, Flogger is passed out in the field, Farmer John is somewhere, and I think I’m about to get a bit of rest, too.”
“Hold that thought.” Elara held up a hand. 
Patricia frowned. “Why? Elara, we’re all exhausted. We need sleep!”
“You said that the order came directly from Queen Penelope.” Elara leaned forward. “When have you ever known the queen to look upon us benevolently?”
“I suppose not very often.” Patricia sighed.
“Not in the slightest,” Elara agreed. “If she sent out the order, it’s because something big is happening.”
“And you think it might be something related to the vision?”
Elara thought for a moment, then shrugged. “The short answer is that I don’t know, but I think it would be foolish to ignore the possibility.”
“Well that’s a change in tune,” Patricia grumbled. “The last time I saw you it was all rainbows and daisy chains and don’t worry and-”
“I’m just trying to keep everyone safe.” Elara crossed her arms tightly. “I didn’t want everyone panicking before we knew what we were up against. Now that I have a bit more information, I’m willing to say that we need to take this matter at least a smidge more seriously than I previously thought. Does that make sense?”
“I think so.” Patricia nodded in thought. “What do you want me to do, then?”
“Get everyone back awake, and have them assemble in the ballroom,” Elara ordered as a plan began to form in her mind. It wasn’t a great plan, but it was something. “Get Flogger and Gerald into the kitchen for a meeting. I want to be ready to go in… shall we say one hour?”
“I’ll see if I can get it done.” Patricia sighed and rose. “I warn you, though, you’re going to get some pushback.”
“That much, I can handle.” Elara nodded. “Go!”
Patricia yawned as she nodded and slipped out the door. With her gone, Elara rose and glanced around to make sure she had all her things. She tied her sheep hair apron around her body. It was still stained beyond belief, but it would work well enough. 
That done, she ran out, streaking down the hall. Paintings and potted plants seemed to jump in surprise as she ran by, but blitzed by so fast they weren’t able to get a bearing on her. She ran past sleepy servants wearily pulling themselves together for one last offensive. She ran past drowsy nobles, hiding behind potted plants chatting with their spies as they desperately tried to get together one last salvo. She ran past the IT team, which was chasing down another plug. They waved at her, and she waved back.
Finally, she came racing up to the intersection where the Glitteranium bomb had detonated. It was an abandoned ruin, with only a bit of sparkle across the floors and walls marking the deadly blast that had gone off. The door to House Orange cracked open as she approached, and she ducked behind a potted plant. 
There, she spied a figure wearing an orange protective suit, quite similar to the HAZMAT suits of the IT department, slip out and into the hall. Once the figure had passed beyond the boundary of the blast, it unzipped the protective garment and stepped out, letting the glitter-covered suit fall to the ground. Lord Clementine marched off, his short little frame full of importance.
Elara nodded, took off her sheep hair apron and pulled out her invisible one. The spies around her looked on with a great deal of envy as she tied it around herself and vanished into thin air. She set off after Lord Clementine. Her footsteps were almost imperceptible on the carpeted floor, he had no idea that she was approaching as she slipped up behind him.
Ahh, wasn’t that how life worked? The moment that you were the most secure, the moment that you were certain that you had it all under control, something invisible would sneak  up behind you. It was impossible to know how many invisible things would be following you, how many horrible circumstances or unexpected problems or unseen calamities would come crashing down. Was it ever even possible to have true security, true serenity, in this life? Was it ever possible to be truly confident? After all, if you were confident, that would only be shaken the moment that something came, and if you weren’t… Then you never would be, for you’d always be looking for the invisible thing behind you.
Elara forced down the questions that were rising like popcorn in her mind. She reached out and grabbed Lord Clementine’s arm (which was quite a challenge since she couldn’t actually see her arm or hand, she couldn’t tell where they were in relation to his body, which made it hard to actually find and grab him), then pulled the little man behind a potted plant. She then kicked out all the spies (which was technically against the rules of the castle, but when an invisible thing is kicking you, you’re not likely to argue with it), and, once they were gone, took off the apron.
“Elara!” Lord Clementine blinked in surprise. “I had no idea you could… You can become invisible?”
“I can do a lot of things.” Elara whipped out her feather duster and held it up to Lord Clementine’s neck. “Do you have any idea what this is?”
“It’s a standard tool that maids use for dirty things.” Lord Clementine sniffed in disgust.
“It’s a magic feather duster.” Elara smiled in a small victory. “And it’s currently loaded with an enormous load of glitter that I cleaned up shortly after I detonated the bomb. One word from me, and I can discharge all of it. Right now, that puts you squarely in my crosshairs.”
“You’d never do that!” Lord Clementine chuckled. “You’d hit yourself right along with me!”
“Maids are used to being dirty.” Elara raised an eyebrow. “Are you?”
Lord Clementine’s face froze. He didn’t know if Elara was bluffing or not. Frankly, neither did she. After a moment, he relented, casting his eyes down in defeat. 
“What is it? What do you want?”
“I need to know what’s going on? Why did Queen Penelope cancel the next ball?”
“Out of the goodness of her heart.” Lord Clementine rolled his eyes.
“We both know she doesn’t have a heart.” Elara gave the feather duster a twitch. “What are the nobles planning?”
“If you must know, right now, the castle is splitting into two factions. One of them is loyal to Queen Penelope and wants to continue her persecution of the servants. Largely, that would be Houses Black, Purple, Red, and Pink. On the other side are the houses that want to dial things back just a smidge, and to replace our illustrious leader with someone new. Those are houses Orange, Yellow, Green, Blue, and White.”
“So there’s a civil war in progress?” Elara raised an eyebrow.
“Something like that, yes.” Lord Clementine sighed. “Not that it matters to you. This has escalated beyond you, Elara. This is a matter for nobles, not something for servants to worry your heads about. You all just sit back, let us duke it out, and we’ll get back to you when it’s all said and done.” 
He flashed a small and terribly annoying smile. “And don’t worry. I’m quite certain we have the strength to get Queen Penelope off her throne. Once we do, everything will go back to normal.”
Elara set her jaw. Fury rose up within her, a greater anger than she had ever felt before. Her revolution (which, to be honest, she hadn’t really wanted to lead in the first place, but it was hers now) was being taken away from her. No, when the servants had actually risen up enough to do something, the nobles had blamed each other, and were now fighting a civil war over it! The description of the castle in flames rose to mind, but she shoved it aside.
This wasn’t a time for practical considerations! This was a time for hurt pride and taking out years of frustration and oppression!
“Well, I’m sure you do have it all under control,” Elara drawled. “I just hope you know who your allies truly are.”
“What does that mean?” Lord Clementine demanded.
“Well…” Elara shrugged nonchalantly. “I happen to know that Lord Canary-Nose from House Red has also been approaching me about making deals for the resolution of this whole conflict. He’s allied with Queen Penelope, but I don’t think House Red really wants to continue things in such a manner. Also, you said you’re allied with House Blue? Pfft, have you spoken to any of them? They don’t care one bit about lightening our oppression! Maybe one or two of them, but they’re just as bad as any of the others. I’d watch your back, if I were you.”
Lord Clementine’s face twitched. After a moment, he pulled away and ran off. 
Elara smiled softly as she watched him go. She had planted the seeds of doubt. Of course, she could have said just about the exact same thing about any of the houses, particularly about House Blue. It was nothing that Lord Clementine himself didn’t already know, but having someone else say the same thing was certainly going to give him pause.
And that sort of thing could be deadly in the world of Fortis Regnum politics.
Elara changed back into her stained apron and ran off, flashing through the halls so fast that she left streaks of dust in her wake. Soon, she came racing up to the doors of House Black, where she quickly knocked and changed into her invisible apron.
“Who’s there?” The old cobbler, whose shop she had cleansed of elves, stuck his withered head out through the door. He frowned, and Elara stepped forward.
“I need to talk to Beater.”
The man jumped slightly, and Elara smiled broadly.
“Beater? He isn’t here. Spends all his time in the throne room with that pretender.”
“Can you call him? Have him meet me in… The Clandestine Courtyard for Closed Conversations.”
“Who should I tell him is asking?”
“Tell him…” Elara paused. “Tell him that someone is calling in a favor.”
With that, Elara walked off. She waited until the cobbler had stepped back inside, and changed once more into her sheep-hair apron, then ran off to her destination.
The Clandestine Courtyard for Closed Conversations wasn’t spoken of very much around the fortress, though everyone knew about it. It was, in fact, so secret that, generally speaking, people forgot about it until they needed it. Its location was difficult to pin down, it almost seemed to move, but when you needed it, it was there. 
That day, Elara found the entrance behind a suit of armor, and she stepped through into a rather lovely (if somewhat overgrown) garden. She took off that apron and sat down on a rusty park bench, and a few moments later, Beater stepped inside from behind a tapestry.
“Elara,” he murmured, lumbering over to sit down next to her. The bench groaned and sagged under his weight, making Elara grimace. “I was wondering when I’d see you again. What’s the favor you need?”
“Complicated, I’m afraid.” Elara crossed her arms. “It sounds like a real civil war is brewing.”
“Indeed.” Beater mopped his brow. “Right now we’re split in two factions, but I think the ranks are about to fragment even further. Problem is, House Black really wants to oppose Queen Penelope, but she’s forbade it given that she’s from House Black, and it’s hard to defy the order of the queen.”
“I see,” Elara murmured, then glanced up at him. “What do you think will be the outcome?”
“I wish I knew. I don’t foresee it being good, whatever the case.” He shrugged. “You servants have ways of striking back, but at the end of the day, the nobles aren’t going to hurt you all that badly. They might flog you or beat you or run you ragged, but they need you in order to maintain their lifestyles.” 
He paused for a moment and scratched the back of his neck. “They don’t exactly need each other, and they’d all love to be the only House in the fortress, or at the very least to have all the other houses pressed down beneath them like gravel beneath a shoe.”
“I was afraid of that.” Elara grimaced, then nodded firmly. “In that case, Beater, I’m calling in that favor.”
“Alright. Hit me with it.”
“I want you to corral all the nobles into the ballroom, the same one where all the balls have been taking place,” Elara ordered. “As soon as you can.”
“What do I say?” Beater frowned. “How am I supposed to do that?”
“Say that… Say that the servants are throwing a surprise ball,” Elara said. “That ought to get them together.”
“A surprise ball?” Beater raised an eyebrow. “They won’t believe it.”
“But they’re pompous enough to take the bait. After all, they would be the laughingstock of the fortress if they passed on getting handed free entertainment.” Elara shrugged. “Or you can come up with something else, but get them there. Try not to lie, though, they’ll be able to see right through it.”
“And the surprise ball isn’t a lie?”
“Not in the strictest sense of the word. I’m certainly going to have a ball.”
Beater chuckled deeply. “Alright, then. I’ll do it! Any hints as to what’s actually going to happen?”
“Nope! The less you know, the better.” Elara turned away and started to walk back toward the exit. As she did so, she lowered her voice and spoke only to herself (and, of course, to her readers). “Plus, I sorta have to figure it out myself.”






Chapter Eighteen

 
When Elara flashed into the entrance of the kitchen, a great number of curious eyes looked up to meet her. Farmer John, Flogger, Patricia, and Gerald were all there, along with a handful of other servants from their area. More servants walked by, wearily trudging toward the ballroom under Elara’s orders.
“What’s going on?” Gerald asked. He looked a bit cross, likely from being woken up. “Elara, the nobles canceled the ball! Let us get some sleep, please. We’ll go back to doing things tomorrow.”
“We don’t have that long,” Elara said softly. “Fortis Regnum is about to tear itself apart, and I think we’re about the only things that can stop it.”
“What do you mean?” Patricia asked.
Elara quickly explained what she knew about the nobles. When she finished, everyone looked a bit green.
“So… The nobles are about to fight a civil war just because we rose up and did something?”
“Yes!” Elara slammed her palm down onto a nearby counter, causing everyone to jump. They looked at her in confusion. 
She took a deep breath. “This is what we’re up against. This is their attitude. We have no rights, we have no respect. We’ve known that for years, for our entire existence, but this goes above and beyond any of it. When we finally do manage to strike back, when we finally manage to do something… I knew that some blame would get passed around, I intended the bomb to drive a wedge between them, but this is something above and beyond what I expected. They think of us as mere animals, without any ability to make our own decisions, to choose our own actions. That ends here, and that ends now.” 
She paused for a moment, then continued her speech, “If we do nothing, and the nobles engage in a civil war, we’ll likely come through unscathed. Whatever the outcome, whether Queen Penelope maintains her hold on the throne or whether she gets ousted, no harm will come to us. We won’t be killed, injured, or maimed, except in occasional cross-fire.” 
“On the other hand, though, nothing is going to change. When the dust settles, the nobility will have forgotten that we ever rose up, and that will be the end of things. We’ll be back to our daily grind, back to our endless drudgery. No way out, no prospects.”
“Then… What do we do?” Flogger asked. “How do we get them to pay attention to us?”
“By striking one more time,” said Elara. “One more attack. Definitive, decisive. Something that hits every last one of them equally. Something that unites them in their hatred of us. Something that starts a war.”
“You want to start a war.” One of the other servants couldn’t seem to believe her ears.
“In this case, yes.” Elara nodded. “Don’t you people get it? This is our last chance. If war breaks out between the nobles over this, future policy of the fortress will be entirely focused around how we should be treated. Trained like dogs, whipped like wolves, caged like monkeys, but never will it enter into their minds to treat us like people. That’s the reality we face. That’s the world we have to put up with. Please, I beg of you, join me. Fight.”
“And how exactly are we going to fight them?”  Gerald asked.
A grin slowly spread across Elara’s face. “I was hoping you’d ask that. We’re going to throw them a ball. A ball that none of them will forget anytime soon, a ball that will shake the very foundations of this castle from now until the end of time.” 
She turned to Farmer John. “I need you to get the agricultural team up and running. I want every last ounce of rotten food you can get your hands on. Rotten veggies, rotten potatoes, rotten melons, anything and everything you can grab. Get it to the ballroom pronto.”
“What about rotten animals?” Farmer John asked. “The pig stye has a barn where they throw all their dead pigs. They use it for compost once they’ve decayed enough, I could-”
Elara’s nos wrinkled. “That might be a bit much. Let’s stick with the rotten vegetable matter.”
“Got it! Flogger, with me!”
Farmer John, Flogger, and a handful of other farmers jogged off. 
Elara turned to Gerald. “I need you to get the bottomless cooler up and running.”
“You got it!” Gerald grinned. “What should I pull out? Hamburgers? Hot dogs? Brats?”
“Ice. I want lots of ice, as much as you can possibly give me.” 
As Gerald moved to get what she ordered, Elara turned to Patricia and the rest of the maids. “As for the rest of you, you’re going to be our infantry. Herd the nobles, keep them contained. Use your feather dusters, brooms, whatever.” She nodded grimly. “We’re going to make them long for the void.”
“Yeah!”
“Elara!” 
“That’s the spirit!”
Elara nodded, her smile widening towards a grin. Suddenly, it flipped to a frown, and she lifted a finger.
“Oh, and one more thing.”
“What’s that?” Patricia asked.
“I need someone to put in a call to the IT department.”
The room exploded into chaos as everyone ran about, hurrying to finish their tasks. Elara watched over them, striding back and forth as she looked over the preparations. Thankfully, it was fairly straightforward, and soon, the servants were marching in a long procession toward the ballroom. 
Elara changed into her invisible apron and ran ahead, arriving in time to see the doors swinging open. Lord Clementine and Beater stood there, eyeing the empty room, along with a handful of the black-suited guards.
“And you’re sure they’re throwing a ball?” Lord Clementine looked up at Beater with suspicion. “They’re not trying to create a trap?”
“If they are, who’s to blame?” Beater held up his hands.
“House Red.” Lord Clementine’s brows knit together into a great scowl.
Beater smiled and chuckled, though the little aspirant king didn’t seem to notice. With that, Lord Clementine walked away, while the black-suited guards all entered the room and began to slide around to the sides of the chamber. 
Some of them started climbing the walls using an assortment of hooks and claws, while others slid into the shadows and vanished. Elara squinted. She could technically see that they were there, but she wouldn’t have noticed if she hadn’t been looking.
“Alright, Elara.” Beater folded his hands behind his back, speaking softly. “I know you’re here. At least I hope you are, or I’m just talking to the air.” Elara slipped up next to him while he spoke, “The guards are Queen Penelope’s private force. She calls them her Black OPS. OPS stands for Order of Private Servicemen, of course. Anyway, they’re going to take you down if they have a chance, so just be careful.”
“Got it.” Elara nodded.
Beater screamed and jumped several feet in the air, then chuckled and put his hand over his heart. A few moments later, people appeared around the corners and started approaching the room. Beater turned and left.
With that, the long streams of servants streamed in through the broad doors and into the plush, carpeted area. Wheelbarrows of stinking produce were lined up along one wall, where they were covered with large tablecloths to hide the brown odor streaks rising upward into the air. 
Gerald soon arrived with his own crew lugging along trash cans filled with ice. These were lined up in front of the wheelbarrows. Elara stood in the middle of the room, still invisible. The servants all took their places in lines. 
A few moments later, the band arrived and climbed up onto their own platform, where they began to play a mysterious tune. It filled the atmosphere with a sense of anticipation and suspense, and Elara smiled.
Almost ten minutes passed before the first of the nobles started to appear. Queen Penelope led half of the noble forces. She wore a sweeping black ball gown, and seemed to have enlarged the prongs of her iron crown. Her scepter also seemed pointier than usual, and a grim sneer was set across her face. Behind her, nobles walked according to their House, with House Black right behind her. On the other side of the room, the nobles were led by House Orange and Lord Clementine. 
None of them so much as glanced at the servants. They simply glared and huffed at each other, posturing in accordance with the nobility’s pre-war posturing etiquette. 
Elara was grinning when they came up to where she was standing. They paused on either side of her. Both leaders stared straight through the invisible Elara, and she almost bounced with excitement.
“Lord Clementine, I demand that you put an end to this rebellion of yours at once,” Queen Penelope snapped. “Your actions are entirely out of place, and if you do not yield, I’m afraid that I’ll be forced to cast you all into the void… Or worse.”
“Queen Penelope, I’m holding you under suspicion of inciting the servants to perform actions contrary to their nature and station,” Lord Clementine snapped in return. “You’ve brought instability to this fortress, and it’s time that you paid. I do believe that this should begin with you suffering the indignation of not experiencing this ball, which the servants have so graciously agreed to provide.”
“And I think that you, Lord Clementine, should suffer the indignation of being refused entry to this event as well,” replied Queen Penelope. “You’ve been a thorn in my side for far too long. Several hours at this point, I believe. If you do this, you’ll only incite the servants to do more things, destabilizing our way of life. Servants need a strong hand to guide them, not the hand of a weakling.”
“It is the hand of a strong man who knows how to withhold a blow,” said Lord Clementine. “A strong man, I should add. Queens are far too irrational and impulsive, prone to bouts of-”
Whatever else Lord Clementine was about to say was cut off by a blast of magic from Queen Penelope’s staff. It sealed his lips shut. 
Elara blinked in surprise, then reached behind her back and untied her apron. With a flicker, she appeared between the warring groups, causing a cascade of gasps to echo throughout the room.
“Servants! Close the doors! Let the ball begin!”
Queen Penelope snarled softly as the great doors swung shut. “What are you playing at, girl?”
“I’m throwing a ball. That fact has been stated many a time.” Elara crossed her arms behind her back. “I don’t see that as being such a horrid thing.”
“I’m sure it is, though.” Queen Penelope closed her eyes briefly, and her staff lit up. Elara gasped as a spike of pain was driven into her head. 
A moment later, Queen Penelope opened her eyes. “You’re trying to bring us back together. You’re afraid of what the repercussions will be if the nobles tear each other apart.”
Several gasps of awe rose from the nobles. 
Elara frowned. That was unexpected.
“You’re just like little children, seeing your parents argue!” Queen Penelope’s face softened, and she reached out and patted Elara on the head. “And you thought that by bringing us all together for a party, you could convince us to put aside our differences! You don’t even care how you’re treated, your only thought is our well-being!”
“I think you’re reading a bit into what little you pulled from my mind,” Elara muttered under her breath, though she didn’t dare say too much.
“It’s just so adorable.” Queen Penelope sighed. “Well, perhaps I could be willing to admit that I have pushed you all a bit too much.”
“And perhaps I could conclude that the servants need a firmer hand.” Lord Clementine smiled up at Queen Penelope. “Perhaps if we merge our forces, we could hammer out a plan to properly control the servants. I see a great deal of fruit that could come from such a relationship.”
“As do I.” Queen Penelope nodded.
The two nobles stretched out their hands, reaching straight past Elara and shook firmly. 
The rest of the nobles and servants watched, somewhat dumbfounded. 
Queen Penelope turned to address the assembled crowds, “I am pleased to announce my marriage to Lord Clementine of House Orange, contingent on the revocation of his ability to cast me into the void.” There was a flash of light, and the sound of water glugging down a drain as Lord Clementine lost his ability to check any of Queen Penelope’s powers or abuses. Lord Clementine’s face twitched, but he kept himself together. “The marriage is effective immediately, forgoing all usual ceremonies. And now, may all the nobles and servants enjoy the ball that has been prepared. Let us celebrate my second marriage!”
Elara let out a heavy breath as all the servants (and nobles) looked about, still confused. Finally, Elara cleared her throat and nodded to Queen Penelope.
“Ahh… Queen?”
“Yes, dog?” Queen Penelope turned to her. “I’d use the term for a female dog, since you’re a woman, but I do want this story to be read to children in the future when the tale of our glorious deeds are published.”
Elara gritted her teeth, speaking rapidly, “I, Elara the maid, in my capacity as a maid, hereby revoke your ability to cast any and all servants into the void.”
If she was being honest, she didn’t have the faintest idea if the tactic would work, but it was worth a try. 
There was a flash of light, the sound of draining water. 
Queen Penelope gasped. “Why ever would you do a thing like that? And how is that possible?”
A scribe appeared from House Red, complete with a beard that touched the floor and a long scroll labeled “Fortis Regnum Laws, Bylaws, Regulations, Governances, Ordinances, Constitutions, Rules, Charters, Principles, Guidelines, Instructions, and Practices.” Unfortunately, he was given no time to explain whatever minor point of law had allowed Elara to make such a declaration as Elara raised her voice.
“Servants of Fortis Regnum! Let the ball begin!”
A great cheer resonated, and all the tablecloths were yanked from the wheelbarrows. Brown odor squiggles rose up to the ceiling, the nobles all screamed, and Queen Penelope’s eyes narrowed.
“This wasn’t about getting us back together, was it?”
“In a sense.” Elara shrugged, stepping back. “But…” She smiled, making Queen Penelope seem to writhe. “Not everything is about you. And it’s time you learned that fact.”
The Battle of the Ballroom was about to start.
The War of Fortis Regnum had now, formally, begun.






Chapter Nineteen

 
The servants needed no encouragement as they snatched up rotten cucumbers, watermelon, cabbages, pumpkins, tomatoes, potatoes, squash, zucchini, beets, radishes, bustle sprouts, celery, and various other projectile fruits. With a single cry of anger and joy, they began pelting the nobles. The nobles shrieked in horror and began to retreat. Queen Penelope raised her staff. 
Elara, though, beat her to the punch.
“Sweep!”
A wooden broom met a steel scepter, and the nobles were thrown across the room into the far wall. They went down in a tangled heap of rainbow-colored clothes, and slowly began to clamber back to their feet. 
Elara stood tall in the middle of the room as volleys of rotten food arced high overhead.
“All servants of red blood,” she shouted. “Fight now! Fight for your station, fight for your rights!”
The nobles looked down at their hands, their ruined clothes, and then up at the servants. Suddenly, they snatched up all the rotten food that their hands could hold, and charged forward, returning fire. Sounds of splatters and screams filled the room, and Elara set her jaw.
The battle had begun.
It was time to show the nobles truly how things stood.
She began to back up, watching the nobles closely. Several nobles aimed fruits at her, but she swung her broom, deflecting the projectiles right back to the sender. 
As she retreated to the line of servants, she stepped up to one of the trash cans of ice. She stuck her broom inside it, then took a deep breath and used [Sweep]. A wave of icy water was blasted across the nobles (or at least the ones standing more or less in front of her), and they screamed and wrapped their arms around themselves, shivering. 
Now, they were cold, wet, and stunk, and their futile attempts to warm themselves only made it impossible for them to return fire. Elara quickly proceeded down the line, blasting the nobles with the barrels one at a time.
“I think it’s working!” Patricia grinned as she ran up to Elara. “They’re hopping mad!”
“That’s true.” Elara nodded. “We just have to get it set in stone so they don’t leave here and start fighting each other again. Give me some cover, I’ll be right back.”
“Righty-o!”
Patricia ran up and down the lines, calling out orders, while Elara slipped into the shadow of a pillar to tie up her invisible apron again. One of the Black Ops guards looked at her curiously, but said nothing as she vanished. Pillar rules, of course, were quite similar to potted plant rules. In any case, Elara charged out into the middle of the room, utterly invisible, and crouched down beneath the rapid-fire vegetables flashing overhead.
“Alright. Wax!”
With a flash, Elara skated across the floor, applying a thick layer of invisible (or nearly so) wax to the carpet. It took her only a few moments to finish, at which point she stood up on the opposite side of the room, stepped into the shadow of a pillar, and made herself visible again. That, of course, made that Black Ops guard jump in surprise, but he was well trained, and said nothing.
Elara stepped out into view, then took a deep breath and cupped her hands around her mouth.
“Alright! Servants, cease fire!”
The servants obeyed instantly. It was, after all, in their nature to do so, after so many years of doing exactly what they were told every second of every day. 
The nobles, then, were suddenly faced without anything coming their way, and beamed with joy. Of course, that joy only lasted a moment, as their minds all turned to revenge. And, with that, they all rose up and started to charge forward.
“Wait!” Queen Penelope cried out. “It’s a trap!”
Of course, the nobles utterly ignored the order, not necessarily because they didn’t believe it was a trap (they pretty much thought that everything was a trap, largely because they were always setting traps themselves), but because the order had been given for them to wait. Contrary to the servants, it was in the nature of the nobles to ignore any and every command given to them, after so many years of giving orders that were followed promptly every second of every day.
As such, the line of nobles hit the long strip of waxed floor without the slightest hesitation. Elara giggled as all their legs shot out from underneath them, and they landed in a great pile of confused limbs.
As they struggled to find their footing, they continued to fall over one another. The vegetables they had been holding were crushed into a pulp, and became slime that soon coated all of them. 
The only nobles left standing were King Clementine, Queen Penelope, and Beater. Beater chuckled and slung his club up onto his shoulder, and Queen Penelope snarled. 
Elara waved at the servants, who continued to pelt the nobles with vegetables. She, though, began to walk around the side of the room, angling toward the king and queen. Flogger and Patricia followed, and the trio soon faced the other trio.
“You.” Queen Penelope snarled softly as Elara approached. “You’ve done all this.”
“No.” Elara shook her head. “We did all this. I may have served as a figurehead, but don’t detract from the accomplishments of these many individuals.”
“You’re crazy if you think you can win.” Queen Penelope hissed.
“And you’re crazy if you think we can’t,” Elara countered. “We’ve already proven that we can do a great many things you might not have expected. I think that counts for something.”
Queen Penelope growled low in her throat and gave her scepter a twirl. 
King Clementine turned and glanced at Beater, sudden realization dawning on his face. “You. You were the one who got us all down here, I do believe.”
Queen Penelope froze, then turned and nodded slowly. “I think he’s right. Yes, indeed, you were! I’d forgotten about it, but you came to the throne room and told us all about this. That means that you had been talking to them… And you knew about the trap that was being set in the middle of the room…”
Beater shrugged and glanced at Flogger. “I dunno. I guess I hate seeing my big brother treated like garbage.”
“You admit it!” King Clementine gasped.
“I admit a great many things.” Beater shrugged and slung the club off his shoulder. “What I’ll admit, here and now, is that the two of you are among the worst royalty that this fortress has ever had, and that’s saying something.”
King Clementine’s face turned purple, and both he and the queen spoke at the same time.
“I hereby cast you into the void, by my right as queen!”
“As king, I hereby demote you from the office of noble, and consign you to a role as servant!”
A dark rift opened behind Beater, but as the king finished his own statement, the portal paused, then snapped shut. 
Queen Penelope let out an enraged scream. “You fool! I was going to cast him into the void, but now he’s stuck here as a servant!”
“Yes, well…” King Clementine shrugged. “I simply thought-”
“You don’t think! That’s the problem!” Queen Penelope sighed. “I suppose I’ll just have to cast you into the void. By my right as queen…”
A great rift formed in the air just behind King Clementine. The king, though, didn’t seem particularly concerned, and instead simply stepped to the side. Beater lunged forward and swung his club with immense force, catching the queen squarely in the torso.
Wham!
She let out a long and angry scream as she was thrown out into the Void, where she tumbled off into the infinite darkness. The rift slammed shut. 
King Clementine let out a sigh of relief. “Ahh! Well, that’s done. Thank you, Beater, for your service.”
“You’re more than welcome.” Beater smiled and bowed. “And now for the rest of our agreement? In return for tossing Queen Penelope out into the void, you’ll restore myself and Flogger to the status of nobility?”
King Clementine winced. 
Elara gritted her teeth, already suspecting the worst.
“See… I made that deal when you were still a noble. Since you’re a servant now, I simply don’t have to keep it. Besides, you’ve already shown that you’re willing to rebel against the throne room. How can I know I can trust you?” King Clementine started backpedaling, shrugging. “I’m afraid that I have a fortress to rule, and I can’t trust you. Enjoy your new quarters with your brother.”
Beater let out an anguished wail. Flogger sighed.
“It’s like that sometimes, little brother.”
“Not this time.” Beater took a deep breath, then opened up his inventory. He pulled out a brand-new flog, which he tossed to his brother. Chains dangled down from an iron rod, and Flogger’s eyes lit up. “Come on. We’ve got a king to defeat.”
The two brothers charged forward. King Clementine was striding rapidly toward the doorway, unconcerned. Behind him, the doors flew wide open. Standing there, a head taller than Beater, was a man dressed all in back carrying a hammer that was the length of Elara’s whole body. 
Patricia gave a little squeal, Flogger and Beater drew up short, and King Clementine rather grandly walked past into the hall.
“Who’s that?” Elara whispered softly.
“That’s their other brother.” Patricia whispered. “Clobber!”
Clobber let out a snarl, then lunged forward, lifting his hammer high. It came down with a resounding boom, sending out a shockwave that knocked both brothers sprawling. 
Flogger and Beater leapt to their feet, and with that, a great brother-battle began. They crashed together, their mighty blows ringing through the ballroom, as they stumbled into the corner where the nobles had first been blasted. No one dared to approach them, and given their size, Elara couldn’t blame them. She turned her attention back to the matter of the nobles, and took a deep breath.
“Servants! We need to bring this to a close, and we need to do it now! Redouble your efforts! Ground forces!”
“That’s my cue.” Patricia nodded. “You’ve got what’s next?”
“I’ve got it,” said Elara. “You hold them off, I’ll be back in a moment.”
Patricia drew her feather duster and took position just outside the area that Elara had waxed. She was joined by a line of maids, butlers, waitresses, cooks, and others, who all drew out their tools as the nobles slowly started struggling to their feet. Penned in, there was nothing they could do except gasp in pain as they were whacked by pillow-beaters, or laugh in mirth as they were tickled by the feathers.
Elara raced out of the ballroom and to the closest bathroom. She burst through the doors and grabbed the tin can, pulling it down to her mouth.
“Give me IT, and quickly!”
The line crackled, and a voice drifted through.
“Hello. You’ve reached the IT Department, this is Todd. Please note that this call may be recorded in shorthand by our transcriber for quality and training purposes, how can I help you?”
“This is Elara.” Elara took a deep breath. “It’s time to light things up.”
“Have you tried turning it off and then back on again?”
“No.” Elara leaned forward and spoke as clearly as she could. “E-Lar-A. You should have a note in front of you. It’s time to send out the team.”
“I’m sorry, but our team is booked for the next two weeks. Please try-”
“Can I speak to your manager?” Elara snapped.
“Oh, there’s no need for that. Yes, I see this note, I’ll relay the message.”
“Thank you.” Elara sighed and rolled her eyes. 
There was a sharp click (and no offer for a survey), and with that, Elara ran back out into the hall. She planted her feet as a low grrrrrrrrrrumbleumbleumbleumbleumbleumbleumble began to rattle up from the base of the castle, up through the pipes, up to the great toward and Houses of the nobles.
The noise echoed through the ballroom. That was the cue for the servants to back off. Elara strode forward as the nobles staggered to their feet. 
They were so covered in grime and gunk that it was almost impossible to tell who belonged to what house, or even who was a lord and who was a lady, or how old they were, or any of the other distinguishing characteristics that were used to judge people. They all stared at Elara, bland and weary, and she planted her feet.
“We wanted to make a statement.” Elara spoke loudly, projecting her voice above the rattling of the pipes. “We knew we could make a powerful one with the ballroom, but we also know that the memories of nobles are short at best, and terrible at worst. As such, we’ve provided one last little reminder of our presence, and our ability to strike back.”
Behind Elara sounded a loud pop, and a great blast of water erupted from the wall. It gushed across the carpet together with sewage. The smell was awful, even worse than the rotten and smeared fruits and vegetables.
“Deep beneath Fortis Regnum are a great many caves, which are full of pools of water. This, of course, is where all our wastewater goes, and is the breeding ground for the plugs that every so often get up into our pipes and must be hunted down by the IT department.” 
Elara paused to let it sink in. “A few moments ago, the IT department opened up the grates that protect the pipes that serve the nobles. Hundreds of plugs are now running loose through your pipes. You will have no running water. You will have no showers. No baths. No toilets, and it isn’t a problem that will be easily fixed. I’ve been assured that the IT department will begin working on the issue, but it could take some time.” Elara’s eyes narrowed. “Go back to your houses and think about what you’ve done.”
She gave them an order, and for the first time in their lives, the nobles were compelled to obey. Slowly, they tromped out of the ballroom and wandered off down the hall, broken and weary, muttering under their breath. 
Elara smiled and walked back into the ballroom, looking at the assembled servants. Off in one corner, Beater and Flogger were still fighting with Clobber. Elara approached them.
“Boys!” she called out. “The battle is over! Servants won!”
“Yeah-hoo!” Flogger grinned and turned to face Elara. “That’s what I’m-”
Wham!
Clobber hit Flogger with the hammer, knocking the massive man sideways, then slowly walked forward and gave the hammer a twirl.
“I’m still standing.” His voice was deep and throbbing. 
Elara shrugged. “You are, but you’re about to leave the nobles and join us.”
“I am?” Clobber chuckled. “And why would I do that?”
“Because you love your brothers, and now, two of them are servants,” Elara answered. “Oh, come on. That hammer is huge! You could smash a pillar in two with it, and I don’t see a single scratch on either of these two. You guys just had a riot of a time brawling about, and you’re not going to let that go just because some pompous noble tells you to.”
Clobber chuckled, shrugging. “I suppose you’re right. Well, what do you say, big brothers? Should I come join your team?”
The cheer that shook the room, coming from just those three throats, was just about the loudest that Elara had heard yet that day. 
She sighed in contentment, then turned away.
The war had begun, and the first battle had been a resounding win.
She just had to make sure they could maintain that momentum.






Chapter Twenty

 
Elara returned to her bedroom. Every part of her body ached, but she supposed there was nothing to be done about it except sleep. By her estimation, she hadn’t slept in… well… by Patricia’s way of counting things, it was about twenty chapters, and she was too tired to do the math to figure out exactly how many hours that had been. 
She collapsed on her lumpy, flea-infested, familiar mattress. Her eyes fluttered closed, but before she could fall asleep, a head poked in through the door.
“Psst! Elara!”
Elara sat upright again as Flogger, and then Beater stepped inside. 
She smiled and nodded at the two of them. “Where’s Clobber?”
“He went back to the throne room.” Flogger shrugged, then held up a hand. “Not to join them, mind you! we just figure that if they don’t know that he’s allied with us, he might be able to tell us what the nobles will be doing!”
“Ooh! Like… Like a spy!” Elara grinned.
“Yeah! We were thinking about giving it a different name, though, since he doesn’t have any potted plants to hide behind.” Flogger shrugged. “We were trying to think of something that… I don’t know. Burrows into something else? I’m struggling to think of anything, though.”
“Hmm.” Elara frowned. “Burrows… Like a mole?”
“Nah. I don’t like it. Too dirty.” Beater shook his head. “What about a worm? Worms burrow?”
“I’ve got it!” Flogger snapped his fingers. “A maggot! Maggots burrow into rotten things, and he’s burrowing into the rotten carcass of the nobility.”
“I like it!” Elara grinned. “Go for it! Clobber the maggot!”
Both brothers snickered. 
“Thank you, Elara,” said Flogger. “For everything. I never thought my life would end up like this, but… I actually don’t mind being a servant so much.”
“Neither do I.” Beater smiled. “Now, shall we go do servant things?”
“Yes!”
Both brothers stood, then frowned.
“What exactly do servants do for fun?” Beater asked.
“I dunno. We don’t have fun,” said Flogger. “Mostly, we just work, work, work. You can check the bulletin board at the end of the hall if you want!”
They walked out of the room. 
Elara smiled and lay back on her mattress, only to be interrupted by a scream.
“The bulletin board!”
Elara groaned, but climbed out of the bed and wandered out into the hall. There, down at the end, by the kitchen, she found a small group of people staring at the bulletin board in horror. She walked up, looking it over, glancing at all the individual folders, then glanced at the crowd.
“What’s the problem?”
“It’s… Empty!” One of the maids shook her head. “I’ve never seen it empty before! No assignments… Nothing to do…”
Elara frowned. That was odd, but hardly a bad thing, at least by her estimation. She turned back toward her bedroom, then paused. 
With a great sigh, she turned away and slowly walked forward, down the servant halls, plodding past the kitchen, the larder, the many rooms where servants were happily slumbering after the battle, and out into the main noble halls. There, as she looked up and down, she inhaled sharply, taking in all of it.
To say that it was in a state of utter chaos would have been an insane understatement. Water gushed out of cracks in the walls and dripped down from the ceiling. Long tentacles erupted here and there to snatch at passing individuals, but there frankly weren’t that many people to attack. Everyone was staying inside, away from the chaos, and Elara frankly couldn’t blame them. 
Suddenly, a team of white HAZMAT suits appeared in the distance, charging down the hall at speed.
“Never fear!”
“IT is here!”
“We’ll fill the drains!”
“We’ll beat the plugs!”
“We’ll fix the pipes!”
“We’ll fill your mugs!”
“There’s none who love their job like us!”
“So sit tight there and make no fuss!”
They ran back, waving wildly at Elara, and then vanished off down the hall. Elara watched them go and shook her head in amazement, then slowly folded her arms and looked across the expanse of chaos.
“Do you feel proud of yourself?”
Elara chuckled, then slowly turned as King Clementine materialized next to her.
“I was wondering when you were going to come and visit me.”
“You knew I was coming?” King Clementine cocked an eyebrow.
“Well, near as I can tell, anytime there’s a big event and I go back to my bedroom to try and rest, random interruptions and conversations erupt for about… I’d say an hour and a half. There’s still a solid hour left in that time right now, and as the war is just about to begin, I just assumed you’d come along to say your peace.”
“You’re a perceptive one, Elara the Battle-Maid.” King Clementine paused for a long moment, and seemed to be chewing over what to say next. When he spoke again, his voice was soft. “You know, when I first came to you, I was sincere. I was truly ready to grant the servants their rights in exchange for helping claim me onto the throne.”
“You weren’t giving us rights. You were throwing us a few scraps.” Elara snorted.
“You are free to call it what you will, but I will call it as it is,” King Clementine snapped. “I was increasing your lot in life, and you slapped me down. And so…” He sighed. “Now that things are changing, I’m afraid I am no longer prepared to offer such amnesty or clemency, or really mercy in any way, shape, or form. Your actions, both at the ball and particularly with the plugs, have forced my hand. Elara, I greatly admire the things you have done here, but I’m afraid I’m going to have to punish you.”
“Punish us.” Elara crossed her arms. “How?”
“By… Not giving you work.” King Clementine shrugged. “Your whole rebellion is predicated on the presumption that we nobles overwork you. Very well. From now on, you may choose what you do and what you don’t.” He leaned forward. “When the castle comes crashing down around us, I wonder who they’ll blame?”
“What we want is fair work,” said Elara.
“Then give that work! You, Elara, are the one the servants look to. We nobles will manage our own affairs. You can manage them.” King Clementine’s face twisted into a sinister smile. “I imagine that you’ll find the task of keeping the fortress from exploding to be a far more challenging task than you might have thought, particularly since there are so many plugs wreaking havoc just about everywhere. Ahh, I’m overstating myself.” 
He shrugged and started to turn away. “Goodbye, Elara. I suppose we’ll meet again. I look forward to seeing you falling to your knees, groveling before me.”
“Wait,” Elara called out before he could teleport away. “I have a question.”
“A favor, perhaps? You’re growing desperate already?” King Clementine chuckled and turned back to Elara. “I have to admit, you may disappoint me after all.”
“I’m not asking for a favor. I’m asking what you know about the Curse of House Black.” Elara pulled out one of the necklaces. “People believe the curse is real. I’ll admit, I sorta did, too. Now I don’t know what to think. I’d go do research myself, but you nobles have access to all the books and information.”
“Ahh. Yes. The Curse of House Black.” King Clementine reached out and took hold of the necklace, then yanked it from Elara’s hands. “I do believe that Lord Canary-Nose put you up to stealing this, didn’t he?”
“Yes.” Elara nodded. “Now what do you know? Answer me?”
“No one knows much, because the Curse of House Black isn’t real. Well, it is, and it isn’t.” King Clementine shrugged. “This fortress is full of myth and legend. Some of them are based on things that actually happened, some are based on utter fabrication. There are magical beings that hold up the foundation of the fortress. Guardians. Real. There are supposedly magical beings that inhabit the shadows. Boggarts. Pixies. Fairies. Utter falsehoods, those rumors. Let’s suppose that I were to claim that a Guardian attacked me by jumping out of the pantry. Guardians are real. Something did jump out of the pantry at me. Those who can discern things would put together the fact that Guardians have no corporeal bodies, and would assume the statement to be false. On the flip side, though, some may take it to be real enough, and would start avoiding the pantry as a result for fear of what lies inside, giving it the title of Guardian. The effect remains the same as if I had said the word elf or dwarf, though the names are a little jumbled.”
“I think I understand what you’re saying.” Elara frowned in thought. “There is no curse, at least not by that name, but people believe it’s real.”
“House Black believes it’s real,” King Clementine said. “That’s the important part. These jewels, according to my appraisal skill, are actually from House Red, and date back to the same time that the last House Black monarch ruled.”
“Now you’ve lost me again.” Elara frowned.
“House Black has a tendency toward violence. The curse was created to ensure that the rest of us would have a way to remove tyrants from the throne. They start acting up, and we wave around a bit of jewelry, and it’s usually enough to make them do something stupid. Why do you think Queen Penelope married me so quickly?” 
King Clementine laughed heartily. “I had sent her proposals before the ball. She had turned me down, but I knew she was interested. After all, if she married into House Orange, she would no longer be House Black, and the whole business of the curse could be put behind her. It’s as simple a matter as that.”
“But Penelope grew up as House Yellow,” Elara countered. “She would have known.”
“The tale of the curse is shared around, everyone in the fortress knows it. Only a few select Lords and Ladies are brought into the secret of its reality. There are…” King Clementine shrugged and held up a few fingers. “I dunno. Ten or fifteen of us right now. It’s terribly amusing.”
“I see.” Elara crossed her arms, then nodded to him. “Well, what’s your move now that you’re the king?”
“We’re at war. That’s my move.” King Clementine shrugged. “You know where the throne room is when the castle becomes too much to handle. In the meantime, enjoy your little rebellion, and do start working on your apology speech for when the whole castle is sucked into the void because of the mess, and the few surviving nobles turn and devour your little band of servants alive.”
Elara took a deep breath. “You’re going to let your own people die because of our rebellion? That’s even colder than Queen Penelope.”
“I won’t let them die. You’ll be letting them die because you shirk your duties.” King Clementine stepped up to Elara and lowered his voice, until it was the barest whisper. “You are a servant. Your job is to serve. Now, you’re going to see just how vital that role truly is. Queen Penelope believed that the best way to show you this reality was to beat you into the ground until you were so senseless that you had no choice but to nod in agreement. I, however, believe differently. A forced confession is never reliable. You will see the results of your actions, and if you do not, the fortress will be destroyed. You will come to me, as a group, and beg forgiveness, and it will be sincere. Do I make myself clear?”
“Yes.” Elara’s voice was a whisper as well.
“And what makes it even better is the fact that most of this mess is already caused by you.” King Clementine smirked and started walking backward. A portal opened behind him, displaying the great throne room, and the stained-glass wall that already depicted his image instead of Queen Penelope. 
“You got us into this. I now leave the ball entirely in your court. Let’s see what you do with it.” He paused, then chuckled. “Oh, and please note that I’ve taken away any and all penalties for injuring or killing a servant without a permit. You’re on your own.”
The king stepped through the portal, and it slammed shut behind him. 
Elara was left standing in the middle of that hallway, water gushing across the floor and down the walls, mud streaked here and there, the whole castle in a state of utter disarray. She felt a great wave of despair, and then, slowly, she forced it down.
No. It was the mark of an abuser to goad a victim into attacking, and then blame it on the victim. The servants had struck out because their hand had been forced, not because they were animals that needed caging or training. 
They were people, and they were going to show that fact to the nobles.
King Clementine believed that the servants had only two options. One: Yield. Two: Destroy the castle. 
Elara knew that there were other options. In war, if an enemy told you that there were two entrances to a city, you could bet that there were several others they weren’t telling you about.
The key was finding them.
Elara slowly pulled out her broom and took a deep breath. She saw something move amongst the shadows. Black Ops. A potted plant shifted. Spies. She was surrounded by enemies, and her army was exhausted by a lifetime of servitude.
That, however, would only make her victory that much more glorious when she finally succeeded.






Intermission

 
How Are You Holding Up?


Incredible! You've just finished "Maid to Battle," and I bet you're full of emotions right now. Take a breath; you've earned it. Maybe you're in the mood for a snack? Or perhaps you'd like to take a little walk to stretch your muscles?
This is a great stopping point if you need one. If sleep is calling your name, go ahead and listen; your bed won't hold a grudge.
When you're ready to continue, "Maid to Rule" awaits you on the next page, ready to thrill and captivate you all over again.






Chapter One

 
“And so, you see… Or rather you hear, directly from my lips, this tale of woe and wonder.” Professor Dorberson paced before his classroom, while the few students left in his class (all were relatives whose parents didn’t dare pull their students out, for fear of how awkward Thanksgiving dinner would be when that holiday came around) stared blankly at him. 
“It is a tale of great distress, and it began under circumstances that were no less dire than you might expect, a time when the castle groaned under the chords of injustice, a time when time itself was out of time, a day when the light dared not shine, a night where all seemed as clear as day, a-”
“Professor?” A boy, Professor Dorberson’s twelfth cousin thrice removed, held up his hand.
“Not now, Lord Dorbirson.” Professor Dorberson waved his hand. “I’m right in the middle of my lecture on that series of horrid events that you certainly must know about if you’re to succeed in avoiding such events in the future.”
“Professor?” A girl on the other side of the room raised her hand. “I think-”
“Not now, Lady Deerborson.” The professor was becoming annoyed. “Now, I really need you all to focus, and to focus well. This is a tale that will take every ounce of your concentration and focus, will require you to bend your mind to the mysteries of the universe and will re-ulp!”
Now, it should be noted that re-ulp isn’t a real word, not in modern English, nor in Fortis Regnum (though I can’t speak for the countless other languages of either this world or the world of Fortis Regnum). It’s doubtful that even Professor Dorberson knew exactly what he was about to say, so the “re” portion of the word was likely going to become something along the lines of “require,” but could also have been “renew” or “renege” or “reform,” or any of the hundreds of other words that start with “re.” The second half, “ulp,” can be more easily translated, and was the sound that the blue-coated professor made when an octopus stuck its tentacle into his mouth.
That, naturally, was what the students had been trying to warn him about. Quite unbeknownst to him, but very beknownst to the students, a small octopus had slipped into the classroom via a small crack in the wall. It had climbed up onto his desk, and had then crouched down and leapt. It then, of course, wrapped all its tentacles around the professor’s head as if it was a high fashion piece of headwear. 
The students found this hilarious. They pointed and laughed while Professor Dorberson stumbled about.
Now, unbeknownst to the students, but now beknownst to the readers of these events, a great many octopi had been following that first one. They had begun slipping through the cracks in the wall when the first octopi distracted the classroom. 
They began climbing up the walls, slurping along the floor, crawling into desks, sticking their tentacles into the inkwells, opening books to all the wrong pages, throwing chalk across the floor, opening up the trap door to the Nearly Infinite Stairs of Pain, and a number other rather ornery things that reduced the otherwise clean state of the classroom to something significantly less.
Suddenly, a sharp click echoed in the lock. One of the octopi had locked the door from the inside, pulled out the key, and scampered away. It was at this moment that the students all realized their plight, and began to scream.
Now, had Professor Dorberson not had an octopus wrapped around his head, he would have, at that moment, done everything possible to secure the well-being of his students. However, his ears were plugged by octopus tentacles, and even if he had heard, his mouth was clogged as well (and not being in the mood for calamari, he wasn’t inclined to bite them). As such, the students began to rush about frantically, and all the more so as a message appeared.
[Warning: The room you are inside has been designated as Dirty. Dirtiness is currently at 50. If it hits 100, this room will be destroyed.]
The students all screamed, louder and louder with every passing second, hoping that someone would hear. They were desperate to survive, desperate to escape.
Desperate to have the room cleaned.
###
Now, unbeknownst to the students, but beknownst to the IT department (and a handful of other such departments scattered throughout Fortis Regnum), each and every room of the immense fortress was equipped with a tin-can telephone, which could be used to call a switchboard operator who could connect you with servants throughout the castle. Now, while no one picked up the tin can, their calls and cries were, indeed, loud enough that they echoed through the can, up the long string, and to the switchboard. 
There, an elderly woman hard of hearing blinked in surprise at the screaming, and, rather hastily, connected Professor Dorberson’s classroom with the IT department. After all, very few people used the tin can phones for anything except calling IT, and as she couldn’t make out any words, it was a safe enough bet.
At least, on a usual day.
Of course, IT was, at that moment, dealing with a whole host of problems throughout the fortress, and wouldn’t have been able to respond for 4-6 weeks. Thankfully, the switchboard operator was not only hard of hearing, but also short of sight, and accidentally connected the classroom with the maid’s department instead. And so, that scream traveled down the next set of strings as well, all the way down to the office that ordinarily took requests from nobles and wrote out the assignments for all the maids.
At least, on a usual day.
Given that King Clementine had ordered the nobles not to call the maids for anything, Elara had granted that particular servant the day off, and thus, as the screams echoed down out of the can, they were heard by no one, and simply echoed in a dark, empty office, heralding their imminent demise. 
The students were heard by no one. There was no one to feel sympathy for them. There was no one to come to their rescue.
At least, on a usual day.
“So why exactly are we climbing the Terribly Twisted and Tormented Tower of Terror?” Patricia asked Elara as the two maids clambered upward, angling for Professor Dorberson classroom. “I just don’t understand it.”
“I just have a feeling that we need to go here.” Elara shrugged. “It just… I don’t know. After the last couple days of quiet, it feels like things are getting ready to come crashing down again. Like a whole new set of events is starting up. Like… Like we’re starting a new volume.”
Patricia nodded eagerly. “Ahh! I see! So when we’re writing things down for our future generations-”
“This is where we’ll pick up the next bit of our story!” Elara nodded firmly, then shrugged. “And anyway, the last two volumes we’ve written have both started with a visit to Professor Dorberson’s classroom, so it just… It seemed right.”
“Well, I’ll take your word for it!” Patricia grinned. “Lead on!”
The two women arrived on the floor where the classroom was located. Distant screams reached their ears, and both of them took off jogging down the hall to the door. The words “Dirty - Needs Cleaned” stood out clearly, and Elara snatched at the door handle.
[Warning: You are about to enter a Dirty Room. The level of Dirtiness is 60. Do you wish to continue?]
“Yes,” said Elara.
Clunk.
[This door is locked. You may not enter.]
“Well, we’ll see about that.” Patricia scowled and opened up her inventory. She pulled out several bobby pins and crouched beside the lock. “I took two years of lock picking back in maid school! I just need to-”
Slap!
A tentacle shot out through the keyhole and slapped away the bobby pins. Patricia gasped in surprise, and Elara frowned. Patricia moved to try again, but another tentacle reached out to disarm her.
“Alright.” Elara took a deep breath and stepped back. “I’ll do this, then. I took two years of lock breaking when I was in maid school.”
Patricia blinked and leapt back as Elara pulled out her broom, gave it a twirl, and lunged forward.
“Sweep!”
The broom gleamed with light, and she struck the door with immense force.
Ka-blam!
Wood splinters exploded through the air as the door was smashed into smithereens. 
Patricia scowled and stood up as Elara stepped inside.
“You know, I would have taken lock breaking instead of lock picking, but it was only offered Wednesday afternoons, same time as interpretive dance.”
“Well, if you hadn’t been so intent on trying to draw the eye of that butler fellow, you might be in a better position today.” Elara raised an eyebrow, then crossed her arms as she looked at the classroom. 
Professor Dorberson stood at the front of the classroom, blinded by the octopus attached to his face, walking back and forth as he tried to continue lecturing. His two students, who had rather bravely begun to fight back against the octopi with their textbooks, were stumbling around, blinded and deafened by octopi on their faces. All in all, the situation looked rather grim, and was made grimmer still by the several dozen other tentacled beasts scampering about and searching for faces to hug.
“Oh. I did not know these were on the menu!” Patricia yelped. “Octopi are not my favorite animals!”
“And what are your favorite animals?” Elara asked as she advanced and took the arm of the female student to carefully guide her out into the hall.
“Squids!” Patricia answered as she guided the male student out. They both approached the professor and took his arms, slowly stepping him out toward the safety of the hallway. “I mean, squids can’t come out of the water, except to poke up their heads when they’re sinking ships and things like that. They also aren’t poisonous, or venomous, and they eat whales.” She shuddered. “I hate whales.”
“I’ll have to hear the story about that some other time.” Elara crossed her arms in thought as she observed the room and the remaining swarm of octopi. “Let’s see… We need to get these fellas out of here before we can do anything else. Any idea what specific type of octopi they are?”
“I think they’re the Oppressive Obsessive Orange Octopi of Order.”
“Of order?” Elara raised an eyebrow.
“I don’t know. It starts with the letter O, and there’s frankly not a lot of things that do.” Patricia shrugged. “The author - that guy who goes around the castle naming everything - was probably in a hurry. Maybe his wife and kids were trying to get out the door to the zoo, but he was trying to beat a deadline, and didn’t have the time to sit there and scroll through his dictionary looking for O-words that would fit, so he just went with that.”
“That’s… Oddly specific.” Elara shrugged. “Well, if that’s the case, you’d sure think the editor - that guy who goes around the castle fixing all the names after the author is done with them - would have changed it.”
“Maybe the editor was just tired?” Patricia shrugged. “I don’t know, I can’t speak for him. Anyway, we’ve got to get these cleaned out. Any ideas?”
“One or two.” Elara nodded slowly. “Do you happen to have a bucket on you?”
Patricia pulled out a bucket of water. Elara ran down to the nearest broom closet and stuck it under the faucet there. To her annoyance, no water came out when she turned it on, but, trying to remember her lessons, she turned the tap off and then back on again. Water gushed out freely. She filled the bucket up, then ran back to the classroom, set it on the floor, and opened up her inventory.
“What are you looking for now?” Patricia asked.
“Something… Here.” Elara found a bright orange piece of cloth, which she pulled out and waved through the air. “Octopi! I’ve got something orange!”
A roomful of bulging octopus eyes turned and feasted themselves on the cloth, causing the creatures to shiver with excitement! Elara then dropped it into the bucket. That proved too much for them to resist. 
Each and every squiggly one scampered over and dove into the bucket, soaking in the water and simply enjoying the orange-ness of it all. After all, the octopi themselves weren’t orange, but after the author had given them such an odd name, they had become rather obsessed with the color, always wondering what was so special about it, and this proved to be their chance. 
The moment the last one was inside, Elara picked up the bucket and nodded to Patricia. “Do you want to run these down to the sewers, or would you rather clean the rest of this up?”
“I’ll stay and clean.” Patricia shuddered. “Those… Eight legs… Bleh!”
She turned away with a shudder and started tidying up the area. Elara strode out into the hall, where the face-octopi all detached themselves and hopped down into the bucket with a loud splash. Elara smiled as the three people gasped in relief, and she curtsied.
“And what, maid, are you doing?” Professor Dorberson gasped. “You weren’t called for!”
“No, but I-”
“King Clementine made it very clear,” the professor snarled as he took a step forward. “You maids were not to be contacted!”
“Yes, but we are still allowed to prevent the castle from exploding and falling into ruin.” Elara shrugged. “If you’d like, you can certainly go back into your classroom until it gets sucked into the void.”
“Well, I certainly won’t be taking help from a mere maid! Pfft! The indignity of it all! You know, students, we were all better off without the servants to begin with. Always underfoot, always running about trying to make our lives better. To that, I say pooh! No, we’re far better off now that we have no dealings with the servants whatsoever! Re-ahh!”
It should, of course, be noted that “re-ahh!” actually is a word in Fortis Regnum, a code word used among nobles to indicate that displayed flowers have begun to wilt. However, in this case, the “re” was likely the start of a word like “remember” or “relax,” while the “ahh” was entirely due to Professor Dorberson tripping on a textbook that had been tossed across the doorway. 
He fell flat on his face. The two students took one look at each other, turned, and walked away. 
Elara watched them go with a smile on her face, then turned to Patricia, who slipped out past the fallen Professor Dorberson. The two maids left the good professor to his fate.
Elara didn’t know exactly what was happening, but she was sure of one thing: A new volume had indeed begun. Now, it was just a matter of staying the course… And, hopefully, bringing her rebellion to a proper conclusion.






Chapter Two

 
Elara’s broken shoes clacked on the floor as she slowly made her way down the stairs and out into one of the main halls. Patricia sighed deeply as they looked out at the chaos and destruction around the fortress, and Elara grimaced.
The situation was better than it had been a few days ago, but not by much. Large cracks ran across the walls and the ceiling, the result of plug monsters being released from the sewers below the fortress into the drains. IT (Imperial Toilets) had repaired the majority of the pipes, but the carpets and the walls all bore water damage, and mud was stained just about every surface. The potted plants were tattered, exposing (at least partly) the spies hiding behind them, while many of the paintings had torn, leaving the spies hiding behind them without perfect cover. 
The state of affairs was terrible, no doubt about it. 
Elara slowly walked forward through the midst of it, glancing about. Only a few servants walked around, and almost no nobles haunted the halls.
“What should I do now?” Patricia asked softly.
From high above came a rumbling boom as a room, presumably Professor Dorberson’s classroom, was destroyed and sucked into the void.
“Ahh…” Elara grimaced and rubbed her forehead. “Call a staff meeting. Conference room one-A. We need to get a game plan down.”
“Righty-O!”
Patricia walked off, and Elara nodded, then slowly started forward. It wasn’t much of a plan, but it was a place to start, and that was what she needed for the time being.
The halls were quiet as she made her way along, eventually coming to a large, wooden door labeled “Foundations, Sewers, Caves, Caverns, Magma Chambers, Purgatorial Depths, Rings of Torture, Abysses, and other such Subterranean Locales.” Elara grabbed the knob, gave a twist, and stepped through onto a long, dark, and winding staircase.
She had only been down that way a few times before, and hadn’t grown to like it since. The stairs were made of obsidian, and the walls of black granite. As she strode downward, the stairs forked time and time again, sometimes leveling off, and sometimes plunging all the downward ever more sharply. 
Elara passed the Foundations of the castle and descended past the bedrock, went by a few caves, and soon reached a great cavern that served as an underground lake. Water splashed brilliantly and, frankly, brightly, as a torches gleamed around the sides of the expanse.
Of course, the water itself was quite brownish-black. The splashing came from a number of pipes that protruded down through the top of the cave’s ceiling, and which discharged an almost constant stream of wastewater from the castle above. A few IT workers wearing white HAZMAT suits walked around metal walkways that ran around the perimeter of the lake, while others monitored large readouts above pipes that plunged down into the water. 
As Elara approached the edge of the lake, plug monsters swirled beneath the waves, and a few of them surfaced briefly, though none attacked. The great masses of tangled hair snarled at her, but, remembering the beating that she could dish out, they kept their distance.
“Elara!” One of the IT workers stepped away from his readout and walked over to join her. “How are you?”
“Doing well.” Elara shrugged and hefted her bucket. “Just came to dump these guys back into the water.”
“Ahh, go for it! The plugs will love them!”
Elara didn’t quite process that last statement as she dumped the bucket out into the lake. The octopi, who were briefly quite happy at the thought of slipping back underwater, were suddenly faced with the prospect of being eaten by giant tentacles themselves, and frantically scrambled to escape. They were unable to do so, however, and Elara grimaced as the plug monsters gobbled up their snack within a matter of seconds.
“Well. That wasn’t what I was expecting,” Elara said.
“Ahh, it was still better than anything else you could have done.” The IT engineer shrugged as he went back to his display. “Those Oppressive Obsessive Orange Octopi of Order managed to get some starfish DNA in their system a few generations back. They’re almost impossible to kill. If you had tried to dispose of them anywhere up in the main castle, you’d have been dealing with an infestation within days.”
“Good to know.” Elara nodded and tucked the bucket back into her inventory. “Where are they from normally, then?”
“Fifth circle of Torment. River Stinx. Quite a nasty place, really. You wouldn’t believe how many nobles get stuck down there.” The IT worker consulted the displays again. “Well, is there anything else we can do for you? Not that I’m trying to kick you out, you’re certainly welcome to stay here as long as you want or need.”
Elara smiled. “I don’t think so. Your team is doing an excellent job cleaning up the plugs while still leaving the plumbing of the nobles entirely non-functional.”
“We do our job, and we do it well. We’ll have to get the whole system online before we can start the water running again, and that’s liable to take another… Oh, I’d reckon close to a month. Maybe three to six. Hard to say.”
“Thanks. You all are the best!” Elara waved as she turned and started to make her way back up the stairs.
“Trust me, we know!”
Elara grinned as she returned the main portion of the castle. 
The joy faded as she emerged back into the hall. Destruction and chaos was still running rampant, and she didn’t know how to fix it. At least, not by herself. Slowly, she turned and started toward the Throne Room, an idea forming in her mind.
It took her a solid twenty minutes to reach the immense Throne Room, on account of the fact that it lay almost a mile away. By the time she arrived, her legs ached, but she didn’t dare show a single breath of weakness. She stepped into the antechamber before the titanic double doors, which were so large they needed a team of six guards to open each one. 
For a long moment, she stood there, staring out at the guards, while they stared back at her. Finally, mustering her strength once again, she continued onwards.
“I demand an audience with King Clementine.”
“I’m afraid the king is busy,” said one of the guards. “He hasn’t got time for the likes of you.”
“Tell the king that I demand to see him, or I’ll tell him myself,” replied Elara.
“I’ll do no such thing. You’re nothing but a servant, and a rebellious one at that, and I-”
Elara pulled out her broom and gritted her teeth. “Sweep!”
She slung the broom forward. S great blast knocked the twelve guards sprawling. That left the doors wide and unguarded, though, of course, being so massive, there wasn’t a chance in the world that she would have been able to get them open herself.
Thankfully, she didn’t have to.
Moving quickly, before the guards could recover, she walked up to the door and rapped on it with the handle of her broom. “Clobber! Open up!”
There was a brief pause, and she took a step back. 
The guards all jumped to their feet and rushed to tackle her, but were foiled when the doors were blasted open with immense force. The guards were all slammed against the wooden surface and sent flying as the doors flew wide. Clobber, Flogger’s youngest brother, appeared in the expanse.
“Clobber! You’re not supposed to open the doors!” King Clementine wailed from his throne. “Oh… I suppose there’s nothing to be done about it now. Elara, enter! You have my permission.”
Elara snorted, but continued on. She gave Clobber a small nod of thanks, who winked in return before resuming his usual angry glare. She walked right down the red carpet ordinarily reserved for nobles, and soon came before the throne of King Clementine, ruler of Fortis Regnum.
There was one central throne, a great black hunk of metal made from spikes and spears and swords and other such things. It had a plush orange pillow to prevent the king from being poked, though the king still did have a rather pained look on his face. Around that central throne were almost two dozen smaller thrones, each one becoming less elaborate the further away they were. The ones on the very end were made out of little more than arrows and knives, and the little bit of padding they held hardly looked enough to prevent splinters. 
Most of these external thrones were empty, though a few nobles had deigned to sit upon them that morning. Elara recognized only Lord Hawk-Nose. Meanwhile, behind the thrones was an immense stained-glass window, somewhere around a hundred feet tall, that depicted the great King Clementine sneering down at his court.
“Welcome to my court, Battle-Maid Elara.” King Clementine chuckled softly. “I would say that it’s a pleasure to have you here, but I’ve been told that lying is a sin.”
“And you care about sinning?” Elara raised an eyebrow. “That’s a new one.”
“The king of Fortis Regnum must maintain at least some appearance of virtue.” King Clementine shrugged, then leaned forward. “Now, I’m afraid I must ask what exactly you’re doing here, standing on the red carpet, when you’re a known criminal who could, by all the rights of my rulership, be cast into the void.”
“You can’t cast me into the void. I relinquished your power to do so,” Elara pointed out. 
That much was true. After she had realized that she could do such a thing, she had been quick to impose the same sanction upon King Clementine.
“I could have you killed. In many ways, that’s a far worse punishment.” King Clementine chuckled. “In some ways, it’s less, because you’ll be dead and can’t suffer any longer, but in other ways… Well, you’ll be dead, and I won’t suffer any longer.”
“You’re a pig, and I hope you know that.” Elara’s voice was soft. “A pig who sits on a throne, not a king.”
“Acting like a pig, or any other farm animal of your choice, is a necessary part of the job.” King Clementine leaned forward. “Charter of Royalty, Section A, Subsection III.”
“I’ll have to take your word for it. Just because it’s required doesn’t make it a good-” Elara paused. Arguing with the king would be about as productive as arguing with a graffiti message on a train car. “In any event, I came here for a reason. A reason that I believe you’re going to have to listen to.”
“Go ahead.” King Clementine yawned. “Just be quick about it. I’m afraid that this conversation is beginning to bore me.”
“We’re holding a staff meeting. I want you there.”
“A staff meeting?” King Clementine laughed, shaking his head. “Not a chance! I’m not going to go to a staff meeting. Why would you even ask me? I’m the king!”
“You’re the leader of this castle!” Elara snapped. “And right now, your castle, my lord, is falling into ruin. Just an hour ago, Professor Dorberson’s classroom was destroyed, and he likely perished along with it. Two young students were nearly sucked through as well.”
“Professor Dorberson was a fool.” King Clementine snorted. “He taught history as well as a turkey could teach French.”
“Professor Dorberson isn’t going to be the last noble to suffer at your hands.” Elara lowered her voice. “Look around this throne room. What level is its dirtiness at?”
She scanned the room rather pointedly. Though it wasn’t immediately obvious, a great deal of garbage was strewn about. Empty potato chip bags, half-drunk cans of soda, a great many discarded tea bags, broken teacups, a few bottles of grape juice, cake crumbs, and more.
“It looks like you’ve been having some wild parties here,” Elara continued. “If I had to wager a guess, when you made your declaration, you weren’t expecting it to affect your-”
“Enough!” King Clementine stood to his full height of slightly less than that of his sitting height. He was quite short. “This conversation is done.”
“I’ll be done when I’m good and ready to be done!” Elara pointed the handle of her broom at the man. “Your plan hinges on the nobles coming after us when things start to fall apart. What happens, though, I wonder, when they come after you instead. There are ways that lesser nobles can cast kings into the void.”
At that, the few other nobles in the throne room all jumped to their feet, made a few excuses about needing to use the restroom and left. Given that the restrooms weren’t operational, everyone in the room knew they were actually heading to the Luminous Library of Law to consult Lord Longbeard, a scribe who had custody of the “Fortis Regnum Laws, Bylaws, Regulations, Governances, Ordinances, Constitutions, Rules, Charters, Principles, Guidelines, Instructions, and Practices” scroll. 
King Clementine watched them go, then slowly nodded. “Alright, but you have to promise that there will be no assassination attempts. I also don’t want to be tortured, interrogated, cross-examined, put on trial, dissected, desiccated, decimated, murdered, stabbed, cast into the void, pricked, injured, wounded, slightest, insulted, back-talked, sassed, or dishonored in any way.”
“I can vouch for none of those conditions.” Elara shook her head. “But I’ll let you bring Clobber along if you’d like.”
“Then I’ll consider your offer.”
“Conference room one-A when you’re ready.”
Elara turned and left, holding her broom tightly as she approached the doors. Clobber gave her a nod, then shoved the doors open. The guards were again knocked into the walls. Elara walked out and slowly made her way toward the meeting.
She didn’t know what would come of it, but it was their best chance to resolve things peacefully.
If they didn’t… The rings of torture were going to look downright pleasant compared to the chaos that the War of Fortis Regnum would bring.






Chapter Three

 
Reaching the conference room proved to be a somewhat difficult task, though not so difficult as when Elara had attempted to locate the Deepest Dungeon of Darkest Doom, or had it been the Deepest Dungeon of Dastardly Darkness? She couldn’t remember precisely, and this distracted her a bit more, which only made her task harder. While searching for the conference room, she first went to Conference Room A1, then a1, then 1a, then AI, then IA, and by the time she finally reached Conference Room one-A, she had become so confused that she couldn’t really remember which room she was supposed to be going toward anyway. 
Only upon seeing the familiar faces of Patricia, Flogger, and Gerald did she become convinced that she was, indeed, in the right place. She stumbled inside, smiled, and sat down at the head of the table, then sighed and drummed her fingers on the plastic surface.
“This… This is nice.” She frowned after a moment, leaning back in the chair. It swiveled, and was made of a mesh material that was incredibly comfortable. She sighed in contentment, then leaned forward. “Where’d we get these?”
“Some guys over in the experimental chairs department threw them together.” Gerald shrugged.
“Good, good.” Elara relaxed deeper into the chair. “So how’s everyone doing?”
“Good.”
“Not bad.”
“Got a bit of a pain in my back, but nothing I can’t handle.”
“That’s good.” Elara puffed out her cheeks. “And how’s the weather holding up?”
“I haven’t been outside today.” Patricia shrugged. “Though it feels a bit rainy in the noble hallway outside House Black. IT hasn’t made it that far yet.”
“I went outside for a few minutes. Seemed alright to me,” said Gerald. “I’d recommend it.”
“I’ll have to go later today,” said Flogger, turning to Elara. “Can I ask a silly question?”
“Go for it.” Elara nodded, glad to be free of the pleasantries.
“Why exactly are you acting like we’re still waiting on someone?”
Elara quite suddenly started longing for the pleasantries once more. “Because… We’re still waiting for someone. Two someones, actually.”
“Oh! Well, you could have just said so.” Patricia snorted and plopped next to Elara. “All this talk of weather and how everyone’s doing. Pfft. Don’t give us that. We know you have things you want to talk to us about. Get on with it!”
“Indeed,” Elara huffed, leaning forward on her wonderfully swiveling chair. “Really, I just wanted to get a feel for the situation. How’s the castle looking, and how are our forces holding up?”
“For the last couple days, we’ve all mostly been in survival mode,” said Gerald. “I’m not on cleaning staff, but from what I’ve heard in the kitchen, servants across the castle, even the house loyal ones, are all on strike. They’re cleaning their own rooms, making their own food, that sort of thing, but they’re not touching the nobles. It’s just sort of a game of chicken to see who’s going to blink first. Will the servants give in and start cleaning for the nobles again, or will the nobles demand the help of the servants?”
“I was hoping for the latter, but I’m a bit less confident of that right now,” Elara murmured, continuing to drum her fingers on the table. “I think a lot of the nobles are just waiting for an opportunity to kick out King Clementine and put themselves in power. The castle will have to be imploding underneath them before it sinks into their thick skulls that this is actually dangerous, and that we’re willing to stand our ground.”
“Are we willing to stand our ground?” Patricia asked softly. “Professor Dorberson’s classroom was just destroyed. If many other rooms start to go, the whole castle will be destroyed!”
“Not our part of the castle,” Elara pointed out. “We’re maintaining the servant quarters. The servant rooms, the kitchens, the closets, the smaller passages, all of that should be safe even if the rest of it comes crashing down. That fact isn’t going to be lost on the nobles once things start to fall apart.”
“Don’t underestimate them,” said Flogger. “I was a noble for a long time. They’re about as dense as a cast iron skillet.”
“Fair enough.” Elara thought about his words for a long moment, then slowly let out a long breath. “Well, in any event, the purpose of this meeting is to assess where we go from here. I’m obviously wavering back and forth on what to think, myself. The way I see it, we have two options. We can either stay the course and wait for more rooms to start to explode, or we can start cleaning for them again. What does everyone think?”
“What if we do something different?” Patricia frowned and leaned forward. “What if we issue a warning? Most of them will ignore it at first, but if we make it very clear what’s going to happen if they don’t give in, a few of them might listen. They’ll be the voice of reason once things actually do get bad enough that it’s all falling apart.”
“I wouldn’t be so confident if I were you.” The voice was high-pitched, and Elara turned to watch King Clementine and Clobber walk into the room. “Sorry we’re late. Accidentally went to Conference Room OneA. then oneA, then onea, then Onea, then I tracked down the Author and had him clobbered, and then I came here.”
. The two were quite the pair. King Clementine was so short that it would have been easy to mistake him for a child, while Clobber was so large that it would have been easy to mistake him for an elephant. Admittedly, you would have to be tired enough to forget the fact that elephants can’t generally walk around on their hind legs, but presuming that your judgment was impaired enough, you would almost certainly have offered him a peanut instead of shaking his hand. Given that Clobber was quite fond of peanuts, he would probably have happily gone along with this delusion, and might have even been persuaded to join the circus as a result. Thankfully, though, the judgment of the individuals of that particular conference room was not so impaired, and so they simply compared his size to that of an elephant instead of assuming him to be one.
King Clementine strode to the opposite end of the room and claimed one of the chairs there. He let out a sharp gasp of delight.
“These chairs! What are they called?”
“I think they’re called Ergo chairs,” said Gerald. “The guys over in the experimental division were goofing around and accidentally burned up all their wooden chairs, ergo, they had to make new ones.”
“Fantastic! I need to get some of these in the throne room.” King Clementine leaned back in the chair and kicked his feet up onto the table. A moment later, there was a sharp snap, and the chair tumbled over backward. 
Elara snickered. 
The king jumped back to his feet a moment later. “None of that laughing! I’ll have you all flogged!”
"I’m not in your employment anymore,” Flogger noted.
“Then I’ll have you all beaten!”
“You fired Beater too,” said Flogger.
“Then I’ll have you all clobbered!” King Clementine huffed and sat back down, crossing his arms. “Anyway, as I was saying, I wouldn’t be so confident that the nobles will listen to you. After all, your actions, or lack thereof, are doing this. The nobles haven’t changed one thing about the way that they do business, or the way they act, or think, or… Anything. The change has entirely been with you, and that makes you responsible.”
“We both know that isn’t true.” Elara leaned forward, pressing her fingertips against the table.
“Whether or not it’s true, that’s how they will perceive it, and so that’s what I care about.” King Clementine leaned forward to match her. “Marketing! It’s all about how you market yourselves, and right now, you’re all doing a terrible job.”
Elara glanced at Patricia, who quickly pulled out a notepad.
“The image that you present is what will make you fail or succeed.” King Clementine crossed his arms. “Take me, for instance. Should Queen Penelope have married me? No, probably not. There were far better suitors, more powerful ones, but because I managed to position myself as the leader of the mob that walked into the ballroom at the right moment, she chose me. I certainly wasn’t the only person sending her marriage proposals, but at that exact moment, when she realized that she needed it most, I was there. That’s the key, and that’s what you servants are missing.”
“What do we need?” Elara asked. “Charts?”
“No one looks at charts.” King Clementine shook his head.
Flogger, who had started to stand up, suddenly sat back down. Behind him, a large map toppled over, depicting the number of rooms destroyed in relation to the number of requests submitted to the servants. Behind it, another one appeared, showing average levels of servant happiness compared to the general cleanliness of the castle. King Clementine glanced them over, frowned in admiration, then shrugged.
“I’m afraid it’s just not enough. You do remember the soup signs, right? I’m afraid that this sort of thing just isn’t going to come through,” he said. “You’re not going to succeed with this. And I know your backup plan, if the whole castle comes crashing down, is to simply retreat to the servant quarters. It’s a brilliant plan, on the surface.”
“Then tell me what doesn’t work about it,” said Elara.
“What doesn’t work is the fact that the nobles will take it from you.” King Clementine inspected his nails. “Allow me to present to you our image. We have guards. We have Black Ops forces. We have spies. We have swords, and weapons, and everything that you don’t have. If you attempt to simply retreat, we’ll just follow you, and drive you out into the parts of the castle that are collapsing, and you’ll still have to serve us.”
“Not if we fight back.” Elara slowly rose up, staring into the eyes of the king.
“And how exactly, will you do that?” The king snorted, glancing at her. “Throw fruit? The trick with the rotten-food fight was impressive, I’ll give you that. Taken off-guard, the nobles are quite easy to trick, but when rubber meets the road, you will find our blades to be sharper than you may think.”
Elara set her jaw and didn’t say a word. 
A moment later, King Clementine sighed. “I had hoped to convince you to give up this silly crusade. It seems I won’t be able to do such a thing. Well, it’s of no consequence to me. You know the rules. You know the stakes. I’ll see you on the other side, whatever or wherever that happens to be.”
King Clementine rose to leave. He waited for Clobber to open the door, and the two of them quickly stepped out into the hall and vanished. 
Elara puffed out her cheeks and glared at their backs.
Patricia leaned closer to whisper, “Now why’d you invite them?”
“I was hopeful that we could come to a proper conclusion without spilling any blood.” Elara shuddered. “The stuff is awful to clean out of the carpet, or off just about anything.”
“Use baking soda,” Gerald suggested.
“I’ll keep that in mind.” Elara snorted. “In any case, I-”
Boom.
Rumbleumbleumbleumble.
The noises were soft and distant, but as the room shuddered softly, they all knew exactly what it meant. 
Elara grimaced and rose, ready for the worst.
Boom.
Boom.
Boom.
“Sounds like a chain reaction,” Patricia murmured.
“I agree.” Elara started to leave. “Come on. Bring people.”
“Why?” Patricia asked. “Isn’t this what we were hoping for? Rooms being destroyed? Nobles realizing that they’ve been selfish?”
“Not what we were hoping for. What we were expecting.” Elara glanced over her shoulder. “And what do we want out of all this? Do we want to be up on those thrones?”
Flogger raised a hand, but put it down as everyone else shook their heads.
“No. We don’t want to rule the castle. We just want to do our jobs with some modicum of respect.” Elara nodded firmly. “Now, whatever’s going on, it’s likely making a large enough mess that we need to stop it before a chain reaction destroys the whole fortress. Bring the maids. Bring the butlers.” 
She took a deep breath. “We’re going to go do our job.”






Chapter Four

 
Elara led the procession through the desiccated halls. Patricia was right behind her, along with a handful of other maids. 
Another rumble echoed off in the distance, and a white-suited IT technician appeared around the corner. He ran down the hall toward Elara, waving his arms wildly. She nodded and drew up short, and he came up to meet her.
“It’s House Red!”
“Do you know what happened?” She asked.
“A few nobles tore apart the library trying to find the ‘Fortis Regnum Laws, Bylaws, Regulations, Governances, Ordinances, Constitutions, Rules, Charters, Principles, Guidelines, Instructions, and Practices’ scroll. Lord Longbeard of House Red has it, but had gone on vacation to see his twelfth cousin thrice removed over in House Blue, and they didn’t know it at the time.”
Elara nodded slowly. “And what’s happening now?”
“The rattling is causing things to fall off the shelves in the rooms that haven’t imploded yet. It’s causing a domino effect of detonations across the rooms.” The technician winced as another explosion shook the floor. “You’d better get moving, and fast.”
“Then let’s go!” Elara hastened her steps. 
Soon, she tore around the final corner to the entrance of House Red, where a large contingent of Red nobles were streaming out of a luxurious chamber. Mothers hugged their children tightly, while Lord Hawk-Nose stood at the entrance, staring inside with a deadly gaze. 
Another boom nearby shook the castle, and several teenagers raced out.
“Bob! Bob just got… He’s…”
“Ahhhhh!”
“It’s her!”
“Kill her!”
The crowd noticed the maids and shrieked in distress. Lord Hawk-Nose turned toward Elara. His Message-Writer and Servant-Speaker raced up beside him, but he lifted a hand and shook his head.
“Elara the Battle-Maid. What are you here for?” he snarled. “Come to gloat?”
“No.” She met his glare. “I’ve come to save you.”
“Save us? From your own handiwork?” Lord Hawk-Nose was livid. Veins stood out upon his forehead, and sweat beaded upon his skin.
“No. From yours. We haven’t done a thing to make your rooms more dirty. It has been your stubbornness that has caused this, the orders of your king. If King Clementine hadn’t ordered you not to send orders to us, we wouldn’t have missed this mess. He intended to punish us, but he intended to do it by making you so angry that you attacked us.”
Lord Hawk-Nose’s face twitched. Elara turned and led her maids into the Common Room of House Red, which was a lovely place. All things considered, it was almost exactly the same as the last time she had seen it, albeit with a few less Large Lively Loathsome Larval Lint Leeches. Trash was scattered about the floor, books lay on the ground, and several tables were overturned. 
As the maids stood there, a few more nobles came racing through one of the side doors. Beyond that doorway swirled with Rift portals, and a resounding boom shook the room. The doorway slammed shut, but before it did, Elara caught a glimpse of the void.
The infinite, all-threatening void that seemed to hover behind every shadow, every curtain, every speck of dust in the castle. The blast shook the common room, knocking down books and sending a vase crashing to the floor.
[Warning: Dirtiness level has risen to 95. If it hits 100, this room will be destroyed.]
“Got it!” Elara turned to her maids. “You know the drill!” She took a deep breath. “Rapid tidying!”
She rocketed across the room, her hands a blur as they picked up books and re-shelved books, righted chairs, tossed trash into the crackling fireplace, and more. The maids followed her as a united front of warriors, dusting and tidying what she missed, while others started scrubbing the floors. The room was sparkling within moments, and Elara’s accelerated cleaning came screeching to a halt. 
The last of the rumbling died away. 
“There we go.” She glanced around at her maids. “We all worked together, that couldn’t have taken more than… What? Ten minutes?”
“Something like that.” One of the maids nodded. Outside the room, murmurs were rising. It sounded like the entirety of House Red was massing, preparing for… Something. Elara frankly wasn’t sure what, and that rather worried her. 
“What now, Elara?” the maid asked.
Elara pulled out her invisible apron and tied it around her waist. She vanished from view and snuck to stand in the doorway. 
The red nobles, at least all of the men (and women who didn’t have children) were drawing swords, preparing for battle.
“What now? I don’t know,” Elara whispered to herself.
Whose fault was the destruction of so much of the Red house? Was it hers, for not cleaning it properly? Was it the nobles’ fault, for listening to King Clementine’s order? Was it the king’s fault? Did the fault solely lie on the nobles who had torn the library apart? Where did responsibility begin and end? 
For that matter, if Elara was to bend down, pick up a rock, and throw it at one of the nobles, was she truly responsible for that action? After all, it was only possible because chemicals firing around in her brain made her do it. But, if that was the case, could the servants truly hold the nobles responsible for all that they did? The sword cut both ways. 
And speaking of swords, would the maids be able to withstand an attack from the red nobles? Swords were a lot more effective at hacking people apart than brooms and feather dusters. 
She stepped back into the shadows, where she pulled the knots out and took off the apron. With a flash, she appeared again, and the questions went away. She gave a shake of her head to clear away the cobwebs, then shuddered. 
Of all her aprons, that one was easily the most useful, but also the most annoying. Of course the servants could hold the nobles responsible for their actions! And, more importantly, Elara could hold herself responsible for what she was about to do next.
“Alright. Stay close,” Elara said to the maids. “I’ll clear a path out of here if it gets bad. Don’t fight, just run, alright?”
“Got it!”
“We’re right behind you, Elara!”
“Or in front of you, if you don’t run with us!”
Elara stepped back out in front of the crowd, visible this time. 
Lord Hawk-Nose was at the front of the crowd and gave a nod as Elara approached. “Battle-Maid! We would have words with you.”
“As long as they contain the words ‘Thank you,’ I’ll be happy.” Elara crossed her arms.
“We would like to let you know that you will receive no thanks from us,” said Lord Hawk-Nose gravely.
“I guess that technically fits what I asked.” Elara raised an eyebrow. “And why, pray tell, is that?”
“As I have already explained, your actions have led to the destruction of our home.”
“As I have just demonstrated, my actions just saved whatever was left of your home.” Elara stepped forward. “How could we possibly have known that the room was messy, that your home was messy, if you didn’t tell us? What about your house-loyal servants?”
“Our House-Loyal servants are no longer loyal,” said Lord Hawk-Nose. “Most were cast into the void, though a few escaped into the wilderness to try their luck there. I am afraid that your little stunt, both with the Glitteranium bomb and with the food fight, has had effects far beyond what you may have intended. However, like it or not, they are still your actions, and-”
“You could have cleaned the rooms yourself.”
The words fell like a bombshell, freezing the nobles. 
After a moment of shocked silence, Lord Hawk-Nose began to laugh.
“I’m afraid that that’s simply-”
“You nobles haven’t worked a day in your life!” Elara stalked forward, anger swelling up inside of her. “You order us around like animals, and all that you would have needed to do to save your own house was to pick up the trash. You wouldn’t have even needed to deep-clean the place! One simple thing, but you were too lazy to even do that much. These are the consequences.” 
Elara drew herself upright. “This is the disaster we prevent every single day. Three days, and look what’s happened. How many thousands of years have we maintained this order? How many lifetimes have we labored under your boots?”
Lord Hawk-Nose’s face twitched, and his eyes widened slightly. 
Before he could say anything more, Lord Canary-Nose stepped forward and shoved the other noble to the side. “Enough talk. You want actions from us? Here’s an action for you!”
He drew his sword and rushed forward, drawing back the weapon to stab Elara through the heart. The maids behind her screamed, and the other red nobles all called out great yells of war and ran at them as well. 
Elara held her ground, and stared down the man as he drove forward, ready to strike.
Crack!
Elara parried his blow, knocking the noble off-balance. He snarled and gasped, and Elara spun, activating her skill.
“Sweep!”
The blast picked up the entire group of nobles and flung them back into the wall. Lord Canary-Nose struggled back to his feet as the rest of the maids turned and ran down the hall.
“Get them!”
“You will do no such thing,” Elara shouted. “You let them go! I’m one maid. Surely if the nobility is that good, a whole house could take down a single maid?”
She was taunting them, and they all knew it, but nobles being nobles. They couldn’t let it pass. 
The other maids quickly made their escape down the hall, and Elara braced herself.
“Let’s do this.”
Around fifty nobles charged, screaming a war cry for the glory of House Red. Elara drew back her broom to sweep them all once more, but paused.
Nah. That would be too easy. She needed to really let the message sink in.
She spun her broom, gripping the handle down by the bristles, and lunged forward. She parried a dozen swords with a single swing, knocking their wielders backward. Letting momentum carry her, Elara spun. She cracked a noble over the head, jabbed another in the stomach, and smacked the handle stoutly against the head of Lord Canary-Nose himself. 
As it turned out, merely having a sword didn’t exactly make you competent, and most of the nobles had taken the [Ruler] class instead of any sort of combat class. Given that Elara was a level 75 battle-maid, she had a very distinct advantage over them, and even the thick-skulled nobles could take a hint if it was whacked into them hard enough.
Most of the nobles began to fall back. A few still stuck around, swinging their swords wildly, determined not to retreat before a lowly maid. 
Elara smiled, then twirled her broom around and shrugged. “Maybe once more, just for the sake of it. Sweep!”
Another great blast of air flung them back into the wall, and Elara put away her broom and pulled out her pillow-beater. It was a weapon in and of itself, wrought of iron and designed for whacking pillows so soundly that every last ounce of dust was driven from within their fleece-filled interior. The nobles, naturally, didn’t recognize it, and so continued their foolish charge.
Elara began to whack the nobles so soundly that every last ounce of resistance was driven from within their arrogance-filled interiors.
The resounding clangs echoed through the hall as she whacked them up one side and down the other, slamming them into the walls and battering them to the ground. After a few minutes, none were left standing. 
Elara let out a long breath of exertion as she slowly looked around for any stragglers. Quietly, something dark stepped out of the shadow of a pillar, and her eyes narrowed.
“Black Ops.”
The guard, wrapped in thick strips of black cloth, gave a single nod.
“You’ve been watching me.” Elara frowned. “Waiting for me to actively engage them.”
Another nod.
One of the nobles began to stagger to his feet behind Elara. She turned and swung the pillow-beater. He went down, and she gave the item a twirl.
“Feel free to come at me, then.”
The guard charged with a loud war-cry. He drew two small blades, and leapt at her with the agility of a monkey. Knives sought to carve her into ribbons, forcing her to retreat rapidly while dodging. Elara lashed out with a flurry of swings, but the Black Ops guard swayed and duck through the forest of blows with ease. She was outmatched, and they both knew it. 
Still, she wasn’t entirely out of options.
“Surrender now, and I won’t hurt you.” She gave the pillow-beater another twirl and dropped it into her inventory. “That’s an order.”
The Black Ops guard responded by throwing a knife at her. Elara bent over backward, and the weapon sailed overhead, coming within a hair of her nose. The guard leapt forward, the second knife in his right hand, plunging downward toward her head. 
In Elara’s
right hand, her feather duster had fallen out of her inventory and into her palm, which she brought up with force.
The two weapons met in slow motion. The Black Ops guard looked confused, though determined, and Elara winked. She discharged the contents of the duster, which had been accelerating for some time at that point.
It held a decent amount of dust along with some dungeon grime, but the majority of its contents was a small mountain of glitter that she had cleaned out of the area affected by the glitter bomb. 
A Ka-Boom resonated through the space, and the Black Ops guard was blasted high into the sky as a (rather small and insignificant) mushroom cloud erupted from the duster. 
Elara dodge-rolled out of the way as the glitter showered down. The guard wasn’t so fortunate, and crashed right in the middle of it. As he rose, Elara laughed and stepped backward. 
He was covered in glitter, so much glitter, no matter how much he washed the outfit he would never be able to blend into a shadow again. He had been defeated, and with his head down, he trudged away. 
Other Black Ops guards emerged from the shadows and ran, fleeing with him.
Elara gave a sharp nod of her head, then returned to the servant quarters. She had roundly defeated the nobles, and hopefully got it through their heads that she could defeat them, but wasn’t responsible for the castle crumbling around them. Of course, she had no way of knowing at that moment if the point was made…
But she suspected it wouldn’t take much time at all before it became clear enough. All she had to do was sit back and wait. The ball was in the court of the nobles. She just had to watch and see what they would do with it.






Chapter Five

 
Elara’s mind whirled as she strode back through the desolate hallways of the fortress, angling toward the servant quarters. Things brightened as she left the ruined noble hallways behind and entered the far cleaner and more tidy servant halls, though somehow an atmosphere of rebellion and war hung over even them. Maybe it was the servants building fortifications out of laundry bags, or maybe the torches needed replacing, but something certainly seemed off.
Returning to the kitchen, she found Gerald with the bottomless cooler open, pulling out ingredients for some sort of a soup. He chopped things up and tossed them into a massive pot. 
Elara leaned against the counter and nodded to him. “How goes it?”
“As well as you can imagine, I suppose.” He shrugged, focused on cooking. “I have to admit, I’m a bit confused why you just did what you did.”
“Smeared the faces of two dozen nobles all over their own walls?” Elara raised an eyebrow. “They were being annoying.”
“You know what I’m talking about.” Gerald shrugged, turning to look at her. “And I know your arguments, I just don’t get them. We’re in rebellion! Isn’t the whole point of a rebellion to make an impact? Doesn’t make sense to show mercy on one side while beating the tar out of them on the other side.”
“I mean…” Elara shook her head. “Look. If the castle is destroyed, we’re not going to have a place to live. That’s just a simple, practical reality, you know?”
“True enough.” Gerald poured a bit of milk into the soup, then added a few onions. “Well, you do you, Elara. I’m not a fighter anyway, just a cook.”
“I bet you could be a great fighter if you really wanted to,” Elara said. “I’ve seen you bake people into pies before. It’s really quite entertaining to watch.”
Gerald chuckled a bit at that. “I’ll admit, it’s entertaining to do. I sure wouldn’t mind if you got us into another battle like that, Elara. I’ve got a bone to pick with a lot of those nobles, and I wouldn’t mind the chance to let out a bit of my frustrations.”
“I’m afraid that may be coming whether or not I get us into it.” Elara thought for a moment, then nodded. “Can you spread the word? Battle training. Laundry room. Twenty minutes.”
“I’ll see what I can do.” Gerald cupped his hands around his mouth, turned, and shouted at the top of his lungs. “Battle training! Laundry room! Twenty minutes!”
The words echoed down the halls and rang in Elara’s ears. Dozens of servants poked their heads out through the assorted doors, flashing thumbs-up and other similar gestures. 
Elara headed back into her bedroom, where she found Patricia and Flogger talking quietly amongst one another. They both looked up as she entered, and Elara raised an eyebrow.
“Something the matter?”
“No.” Patricia shook her head. “We’re just discussing what this will look like after we’re done. Whether we win or lose, this fortress is going to look very different on the other side of this whole conflict.”
“Very true.” Elara sat down on her own bed and opened her wardrobe.. Inside were a handful of remaining aprons, as well as her spare maid outfits. “Patricia, can you do me a favor?”
“As long as it doesn’t require any undo amounts of exercise, I reckon I’m up for that.”
“I need you to run down to the laundry room and bring me up as many aprons as you can carry,” Elara said. “Just… All of them. Cram your inventory full, I want at least two hundred. Probably more.”
“Flogger? Want to help?” Patricia stood up and started to walk out the door.
“It would be my deepest honor.” Flogger made to follow. “That said, no, I really don’t. The laundry room is scary. I’d really rather not, but if you’re going, Patricia, I know I’ll be-”
His voice drifted off into the distance. 
Elara took down the few aprons that she had at the ready, pulled out her magic needle, and began to sew. The magic needle blazed with light as she placed an apron on her lap, and a small dialogue box appeared.
[Magic Sewing: Which thread would you like to use?]
[Magic Golden Thread]
[Magic Silver Thread]
[Magic Copper Thread]
[Giant Hair]
[Sheep Hair]
[Lion Hair]
[Boogeyman Thread]
[Mutt Fur]
She had acquired a few other odds and ends from defeated monsters throughout the fortress, sadly things like wolf claws and snake scales couldn’t be threaded through a needle and stitched into the clothes. She chose Giant Hair and set to work.
Her needles flared with a great intensity as she sewed a giant hair through that top apron, turning it into a pattern depicting a star. She didn’t know why, but she sorta liked the image of the star, and nodded in satisfaction when it was done. 
She set the apron aside, then switched to sheep hair and sewed up the next apron with the same pattern. With that done, she sewed up a third apron with Boogeyman Thread. That one she had to be careful with, since it was quite invisible, so she sandwiched it between the other two to make it harder to lose. A fourth one she prepared with lion’s hair. 
All told, that gave her an indestructible apron, a fast apron, an invisible apron, and a fireproof apron. It wasn’t a lot, but it was a good place to start.
She folded those four aprons over her arm, and stood up right as Patricia and Flogger came back. They both emptied their inventories, dumping an enormous pile of aprons onto both beds.
“I think that’s just about three hundred.” Patricia nodded firmly. “Is that enough?”
“It’ll work out perfectly.” Elara grinned. “Now come on! Back to the laundry room!”
“Why?” Patricia whined, but followed.
“Training!”
Elara took the lead and was pleased to find that many servants were already making their way there. They parted for her, allowing her to slide through the small servant halls, down a few staircases, and into the massive laundry room.
It was located a bit above the Foundations of the fortress, but since you didn’t actually need to go below the foundations, it used a different stairwell than what Elara had used earlier. That said, there were many similarities. It was dimly lit, and was shaped rather like a man-made cave, hundreds of feet long and a good fifty or sixty wide. A large hole in the ceiling at one end of the room served as a great laundry chute, and below that hole was an immense pile of clothes. Up and down the sides of the room were holes in the floor, some of which were filled with water, and some of which were simply deep pits that fell down into the depths of the earth. 
A handful of servants with pasty white skin scampered back and forth, dutifully washing the laundry in the watery pools, and then held them over the deep pits. Heat rising up from the rings of torture dried the clothes. They folded them and stacked them in baskets at the other end of the room for the upstairs servants to grab.
Elara’s band of servants glanced about nervously as Elara took up her position near the enormous pile of laundry. She crossed her arms, and they all gulped and turned about. 
The laundry servants took absolutely no notice of the group, save for two who had to dart around the crowd in order to get to the laundry.
“Thank you for coming today.” Elara spoke loudly, her voice echoing in the dismal darkness. “As I’ve been speaking with nobles and servants alike, something has come to my attention. War.” She started to pace back and forth in front of the servants. “We are at war, whether we want to be or not. There’s a very good chance that the servant quarters will be attacked at some point, or that we will be forced to defend ourselves, or even attack, outside of our own rooms. As such, I need to make sure that you all know how to fight. To wage battle, to survive.”
The servants all looked at each other with faces of determination.
Elara smiled. “I know it sounds strange. We practiced once, back when all this was just getting started, and I know the results were… mixed. That said, I’m certain that we can make an accounting of ourselves this time, if only we try.”
“And how exactly are we going to do that?” Beater called out from the midst of the servants. He gave Elara a wink, making her suspect that he was mostly playing along to direct the thought process of the servants. 
She gave him a thankful smile, then continued, “First, we’re going to have Flogger and Beater come up to the front. They’ll demonstrate how to wage battle using a wide variety of household items.” Elara paused, remembering that she had forgotten to bring anything down. “Please, if anyone has something that would work, now’s your time to bring it out. Chairs, fire irons, tongs, tables, laundry bags-”
“A flog?” Flogger came stomping up, and drew out his brand-new flog, which he had received as a present from Beater at the Battle of the Ballroom.
“That’ll work.” Elara nodded. 
She took a step back, and allowed the two brothers  to take center stage. The servants all looked on in awe as the two massive individuals turned to face each other. Beater hefted down at his massive club, then shrugged and tossed it to the side.
“When I was in Beating School, I learned a lot of things about how to properly beat up someone,” Beater rumbled. “The most valuable lesson I learned, though, was that you can beat someone up using anything and everything you have available, particularly your own hands. Observe.”
He turned toward Flogger, then stepped forward, wrapped his arm around Flogger’s neck, and pressed his knuckles into his brother’s skull.
“This is called a noogie!”
“Yow!” Flogger hollered as Beater rubbed his knuckles back and forth, pulling his hair fiercely.
“And this is called a half-nelson!”
Beater slid his arm underneath Flogger’s arm. With a practiced twist, he slammed Flogger down to the floor, so hard that the whole cavern shook.
“And this is called… Well, I don’t know what it’s called, but it’s effective.”
He reached down and began to tickle Flogger’s calf, making the torturer howl with laughter.
“No! Don’t… I can’t… Can’t breathe… Ahh!”
When Beater released his brother, Flogger was wheezing. He staggered back to his feet, then lunged at Beater. Rather half-heartedly, Beater punched Flogger back to the ground, then crossed his arms.
“You can also use a chair-”
One of the servants tossed a chair to him, which he caught in midair, spun, and smashed it into Flogger’s torso, sending him back into the pile of laundry.
“Or an ironing board.”
An ironing board flew through the air next, which Beater employed in the same manner. The servants tossed him all manners of things, from tables to lamps to paintings to potted plants to spies. Beater used each and every one with great efficiency. When he was done, Flogger was staggering on his feet. Still, though, he flashed a weary thumbs-up, then fell over backward into a pile of laundry.
“And so, you see, anything you can get your hands on can become a weapon, so long as you’re willing to use it,” Beater concluded. “Conversely, even if you have a weapon, it’s useless if you don’t know what to do with it, and that’s the position most of the nobles are in. Unless they’re training, too.”
The nobles were, in fact, training. However, their training involved the etiquette of properly greeting your twelfth cousin thrice removed when no servant was around to throw the wine glass, and how to have a proper breakfast when you didn’t have a servant waiting on you. 
Back in the laundry cavern, the servants listened attentively to Beater. When he finished, Elara stepped forward.
“Now, that’s going to be the ordinary way that you fight, however…” She paused. “I’ve crafted several magical aprons that I will be distributing. For now, they’ll go to leaders among the servants, but as I sew more, I’ll be handing out more.”
Now that got the attention of the servants. After all, learning that magic aprons are on the line is a great deal more interesting than having to sit through a class on how to properly hit someone with a chair. Elara took out the four aprons she had prepared and set them down on the ground.
“I want ten servant leaders to come forward. The rest of you will be practicing your combat with Beater and Flogger. Those ten, though, I’ll be instructing on how to use these magical items. They’ll then teach the rest of you as they become available.”
A commotion arose as everyone fought for the right to be leader. After all, getting to be leader and getting access to magic aprons made the deal simply too good to be true. Many found themselves using Beater’s techniques in the ensuing scuffle, and Elara cheered them on. Soon enough, ten emerged victorious and made their way forward.
“Alright.” Elara regarded her new leaders as Beater and Flogger returned to teaching the rest of the class how to fight using their environment. “You’re going to have to take turns, since I only have four, but-”
A second scuffle began. When the dust settled, four stepped forward to accept the first aprons. Elara took a deep breath.
They were ragtag, and they were untrained, but… well… maybe, just maybe, there was a chance they could make it through.
All they had to do was stay focused and stay the course, and Elara was confident that the battle would turn in their favor.






Chapter Six

 


Elara trained with the servant soldiers for the better part of an hour and a half, only quitting when her ten chosen leaders had learned how to use the aprons well enough that she was confident they could teach the others. As Beater and Flogger displayed all the ways that you could use a cooked spaghetti noodle to inflict pain, Elara slipped back upstairs, back to her bedroom. There, she let out a long breath as she looked at the great pile of aprons, but squared her shoulders and nodded.
“This is what’s got to be done, so it’s what I’m going to do.” 
She took down the first apron, cued up her Giant Hair, and let the needle fly. It left her hand and darted about through the cloth, following her mental commands. Still, though, it took almost a full minute to finish the stitching, which, while not long… There were a lot of the aprons, and at a minute per item, it was going to take hours upon hours to get through.
“And here you are, hiding away while everyone else works.” Patricia stumbled into the room, a frown on her face. “That’s my job, I’ll have you know, and I don’t particularly want you taking it.”
“I’m not shirking my duty,” Elara protested, holding up the apron. “Quite the contrary.”
“Pfft.” Patricia dropped onto Elara’s bed amidst the aprons and held out her hand. “Give me that thing. You are shirking, whether or not you know it.”
“Do tell.” Elara handed the needle across, fairly certain that Patricia was about to send her on some sort of crazy errand.
“Look at the magical effects you have. Invisibility, but you get so distracted by all these weird questions floating around in your head that without training, you just get lost in your own mind,” Patricia pointed out. “Fire resistance. Indestructibility. Speed. The only one of those that’s going to be useful in a battle against the nobles is speed, and even then, I don’t see it really helping that much.”
“None of the rest of it will be useful?” Elara raised a questioning eyebrow.
“Not a lick of it!” Patricia shook her head. “Invisibility? They already look straight through us, we got that down pat ages ago. There’s water blasting everywhere through the fortress, but no fire, so that’s not useful. Indestructibility? None of them can swing a sword hard enough to cut a wet noodle. Admittedly, there’s actually a lot more you can do with a wet noodle than I thought, but you know what I’m saying. Speed might help you run away faster, but we’re trying to find ways of attacking.”
“Then what is my job, exactly?” Elara crossed her arms. “You want me to go… I don’t know. Find another dungeon?”
“That’s actually exactly what I’d like you to do.” Patricia nodded. “Find a dungeon with something that’s good and strong. Bears or dinosaurs or something. Get me some thread that will actually make us combat worthy.”
“And what exactly will you be doing?”
“I’m going to be sitting right here looking like I’m doing something. Providing motivation for you to get back.” Patricia nodded firmly. “That’s what I’m doing. Now go!”
Elara rolled her eyes and laughed, then nodded and walked out of the room. She had a fairly good idea where she could go to find out. She headed out into the stairs that led into the depths of the fortress. Instead of heading to the sewers, she turned when the stairs led toward the Foundations, and soon arrived at the rocks that held up the massive fortress.
It was a sort of odd place. The Foundations, being the foundation of the fortress, were solid rock. And so, as Elara came to the end of the stairs, she found herself staring at a simple slab of granite. She pursed her lips and placed her hands against the rock.
“Mr. Guardian?” She whispered the words softly. “Are you there?”
[Technically, it’s Dr. Guardian. I did my PhD at the cosmic university on Mars before coming here. Sort of a waste, if you ask me, but it does look nice when I sign my name.]
Elara rolled her eyes. “I need a favor.”
[That wouldn’t be a first.]
Elara explained what she needed. When she finished, there was a long pause before the Guardian spoke again.
[So… You want me to tell you where a dungeon is located that will allow you to harvest material that will supercharge your army?]
“Yes!” Elara nodded firmly. “That’s exactly it.”
[There are so many rules that would break.]
“Well…” Elara crossed her arms. “How many rules have the nobles broken over the last several thousand years?”
[Many.]
“All of them at the expense of us, the servants.” Elara’s blood began to boil. “If you do nothing, the actions of the nobles will destroy Fortis Regnum. Surely you already feel it. The imploding rooms, the expanse of the void.”
[Indeed. The void, our ever-present enemy, has gained a great deal of traction.] There was another long pause before the Guardian continued. [In the interest of stopping the void, I have determined that it is not breaking a rule to tell you. Go to Dungeon 127 1/2. You’ll find what you’re looking for there.]
“Thank you.” Elara smiled and started to turn away, then paused. “Any chance that you could send me to Dungeon 127 1/2?”
With a flash of light, Elara found herself teleported across the fortress. She materialized in a large, rather desolate hall. 
The IT team was actively battling several plugs erupting from a bathroom. Snarls and roars filled the air, as the team employed a wide range of plungers, brushes, and other plumbing implements in their great battle against the beats. A few of them waved at Elara as she appeared. She waved back, then turned to the door.
The number 127 1/2 was scrawled over another name: The Enormous Erie Egregious Errant Enclosure. She frowned, then reached up and rubbed out the numbers.
“Don’t know who keeps changing all of that, but it’s annoying. Return to the way things were, that’s what I say!”
She grabbed the door handle, and a familiar message appeared.
[Warning: You are about to enter a Dungeon. The level of Danger is 99. Would you like to continue?]
“Yes, indeed!”
With a low rumble, the door swung inward, and Elara stepped inside. The door slammed shut behind her the moment she was through, and torches flickered to life, lighting up the entry tunnel. 
The walls, floor, and ceiling were all smooth, made of concrete instead of cobblestone. That was interesting enough, but the place was, as the sign had indicated, enormous. Ordinarily, the tunnels were only five feet wide or so, but this one was a solid twenty wide and at least thirty tall. 
The torches were dismally dark, but they were also simply enormous torches, each almost as tall as Elara. Her brighter replacement torches were too small to fit in the sconces. She grumbled, slightly miffed, and then turned her eyes to the state of the area.
To say that it was dirty would have been a vast understatement, though she was becoming rather used to that fact. The floor was covered in compacted dirt and dung, sometimes up to a foot of it. The walls were, as was usual, smeared with a great deal of blood amidst the dirt and muck. On top of that, large gouges gaped in the walls where chunks of stone had simply been ripped out by… well… hard to say exactly. Elara grimaced and knelt down, then paused.
No. She wasn’t here to clean. She was here to collect the body parts of whatever happened to live in the dungeon. Reluctantly, fighting every maidly urge she had, Elara hobbled across the filth and waded towards the massive doorway at the other end of the gunk-sea.
[Not cleaning? I have to say, I’m impressed.]
“Don’t rub it in,” Elara said. “It hurts enough as it is.”
[Hurts?]
“Like a festering wound in my soul.” Elara grimaced. “Like a boil in the most unpleasant place possible. I can think of a number of such places, and I’d rather have a boil in any of them than leave this place messy. Still…” She sighed. “I have friends who need me.”
Passing through the door, more torches roared to life (torches so large that they may as well have been bonfires). After her eyes adjusted, she found herself gazing upon the largest interior space she had ever seen, even vaster than the throne room!
The top of the cement cavern rose to a height of what must have been several hundred feet. Frankly, it was so monolithic that she wasn’t even sure how it fit inside the castle at all. Meanwhile, down below, at the center of the cavern, sat a large pool of mud. A handful of rocks and dead trees were scattered through the rest of the dungeon. 
Despite its humbling size, it was a rather inhospitable place, and proved to be all the more so as several enormous lumps of mud rose up from the pool and lumbered onto the main floor, where they paused and stared down at Elara.
Elara blinked a few times in surprise at the creatures. They were each about twenty feet tall, shaped vaguely like elephants. Strands of hair jutted out of the mud and muck that stained their bodies, long red hairs that looked as coarse as wire. They flapped massive, mud-covered ears, splattering the area in mud. If only they had had tusks, Elara would have been convinced that they were some variety of elephants. As it was, her only guess was:
“Massively Malcontent Malicious Merciless Muddy Mammoths,” Elara whispered softly. 
It was the only option. There were hairy elephants, which of course would have had tusks, but everyone knew that all the mammoths had been under extreme threat of poaching due to the medicinal value of their tusks, so the Guardians had removed the tusks in order to protect the great beasts. 
She braced herself, trying to figure out how to handle the great creatures. One of them lifted a muddy trunk and gave a great trumpet, and with that, three of the muddy beasts surged forward.
Elara wasted no time, but raced forward. She needed to get on top of them, that much she’d figured, and she swung her broom at the ground beneath her feet.
“Sweep!”
The blast of air launched her into the air (and detached a great deal of the muck on the floor), and flew up and over the heads of the mammoths. Unfortunately, she had underestimated her strength and passed harmlessly above them and landed on the ground behind. They all trumpeted and spun around to face her again, and she braced herself.
“Scissors!”
She didn’t really need to call out the name, but it made her feel good as she drew the large tool from her inventory and charged forward. As the massive beasts trundled towards her, she dropped to the ground and slid through the mud and the muck, right past their pounding feet, narrowly avoiding being stomped into mashed maid. While sliding, she reached up and snipped hairs that were dangling down.
Or, rather, she tried to. The coarseness of the hair, along with the accumulated dirt, broke her scissors on contact and shattered them into pieces. She scowled as she came out of the slide and climbed back to her feet, then took out her lawnmower.
“Alright, mammoths! I offered you a haircut, but it’s time to go bald now!”
The great beasts trumpeted in challenge. Elara dashed forward, revved the whirling blades, and launched herself up.
“Wipe glass!”
As was usual, the [Wipe Glass] command wasn’t the perfect fit, but it did launch her in a more or less vertical direction, and the blades cut deep into the mammoth hair.
At least, they tried to. Once more, the blades simply got gummed up in mud, while also pulling the beast’s hair rather painfully. The mower jammed and snapped into pieces as well, the mammoth yelped and fell in the pool. Elara dropped back to the ground without a single strand of the mammoth hair.
“Hrmph. Alright, then. Shears!”
The shears appeared in her hand, and she met her foes one final time. Surely these would work. As the great beasts turned to face her, she jumped into the air, simply relying upon her enhanced strength from being a fighter and activated her skill.
“Scrub Floors!”
Soap suds exploded from the point of impact, knocking the mammoth to a halt. Great swathes of its fur were cleaned almost instantly. Elara snipped and the shears sheared. Clumps of mammoth hair fell back to the ground. The mammoths, absolutely furious over seeing their companion suffer shearing, attempted to stomp her into the ground, but she dodged out of the way and ran back up the hallway toward the exit before they could come up with a stratagem more elaborate than stomp feet and toot the trunk.
[Wow. You’re actually leaving this place behind.]
“I have to.” Elara set her jaw. She looked down at the mammoth hair, tucked it into her inventory, and ran on even faster. “I need to get back to them in their time of need.”
[Dedication to your cause. In that case…]
A low rumble echoed through the dungeon, and with a great blast of soap suds that made Elara stumble and nearly fall, all the gunk and dirt was sucked away. She paused as she reached the door and turned around. 
The three mammoths, now cleaned, looked rather like puff balls that had just been dried off. Their hair stood up wildly, and their eyes were wide. They had just been preparing to charge, but stopped and looked about in confusion. Elara grinned.
The whole area was clean. The walls, the ceiling, the floors, all of it was better again. The torches were brighter, the pool was full of fresh, clean water, all in all, it was simply a lovely thing. Elara inhaled deeply, then nodded to the invisible Guardian.
“Thank you.”
[Anything for you, Battle-Maid.]
With that, Elara exited the dungeon and ran off back toward the laundry room. Training was still in session, and she had a new thread to give to Patricia.
Plus, somehow, she had a distinct feeling that something new was about to happen. She couldn’t quite place it, but there seemed to be something in the air, something dismal, something… dark.
And she had a distinct feeling that she was going to learn its source far sooner than she wanted.
 




Chapter Seven

 




“How are the aprons looking?” Elara poked her head into the door of her bedroom to find Patrica holding the magic sewing needle, poised to strike another thread.
“About like aprons usually look.” Patricia shrugged.
“How many of them have you gotten done?” Elara scowled at her friend, anticipating the answer.
“Not a one! I was very clear that I was shirking my duty, just so we’re clear,” Patricia said. “You got what I was asking for?”
“Right here.” Elara pulled the mammoth hair out of her inventory. She handed it across, though not before checking the stats.
[Mammoth Hair: Effects: When sewn into a garment, the wearer of said garment will become stronger in proportion to the amount of hair added to the cloth. Side effects include being tracked by big-game trophy hunters.]
“This will do nicely. Thank you very much.” Patricia added it to her inventory, and a long strand of the red hair appeared in the needle. “If I mix this up with the giant hair, we’ll have a true unit of super soldiers on our hands.”
“And you’re actually going to do this?” Elara asked. “I really, really need these aprons.”
“Yeah! I got all my shirking done while you were off getting this,” Patricia assured. “No more shirking left to do, I’ll be focused.”
“Good. I’ve got to get back to the others. Get me those aprons.”
Patricia made a face, while Elara turned and jogged off through the halls. When she reached the laundry room, she found the army taking a break, surrounded by bits and pieces of broken furniture, appliances, and other such improvised weapons. Beater and Flogger stood at the front of the room, breathing heavily, though they both smiled when they noticed Elara.
“Elara! You’re back!” Flogger called. “We’re whipping them into shape, just like you wanted! I really think they’ll be a formidable force when we’re done.”
“Good.” A smile came across her face for the first time in a while. “Good!” She raised her voice and called across the assembled servants. “You’re all doing quite well! I’ve been working on some… I suppose you could call them surprises. I want everyone to head back up and get back to your usual work, get some rest, and we’ll do another training session later this afternoon.”
The servants all expressed their thanks for escaping the beat-down session. A few of them rose up and started walking away, though some simply fell on the piles of laundry and closed their eyes. Elara didn’t begrudge them that rest one bit, and turned back to Flogger and Beater to discuss plans. 
Before she could say anything, a purple blob shot out of the laundry chute, landing on the pile in an explosion of clothing. A moment later, a purple-clothed servant stumbled out, eyes wide. He couldn’t have been more than fifteen years old, if that.
“Elara! We need you!”
“What’s the issue? You’re a House Purple servant?”
“A butler, yes.” He nodded. “House Purple is starting to go up just like House Red. The nobles locked all the servants inside the bedrooms! They’re just… Letting them get sucked into the void!”
Elara set her jaw. “Get back there and see what you can do. I’ll be along in a moment.”
She bolted, waving at the servants. Most of them were too exhausted to follow, but Flogger and Gerald ran to catch up. Together, they charged up the stairs with a few maids and butlers behind.
“I need at least ten people!” Elara called out as they ran. “Now! Lives are on the line! Servant lives!”
That roused a few more people, but most of the servants were simply too exhausted to be of use. Elara soon came tearing out into the hall with a small contingent of servants ready to help. Together, they bolted for House Purple, racing through the increasingly desolate halls of Fortis Regnum.
Elara’s mind raced with her feet. It was possible that the whole thing was a trap, intended to ensnare Elara and whoever came with her. It was possible that the trap had simply been for the House Purple servants as a punishment for some presumed or actual support of Elara’s rebellion. It was also possible that it had been an utter accident, and that one of the nobles had just locked the door by habit or something. It wasn’t likely, since the nobles ordinarily didn’t like to do anything themselves, so it wasn’t likely that they would be in the habit of locking anything, but you never knew.
The procession raced through the halls and around corners until they came to the great doors leading to House Purple. A small army of nobles stood outside  and turned to glare at Elara.
“What are you doing here?” One of them, an older man with a curling mustache, stepped forward. “We did not call for you.”
“Your servants did.” Elara matched his step forward. “You can’t just lock people inside and let them be destroyed!”
“I’m fairly certain, dear Elara, that we can.” The man smiled cruelly. “In this case, though, I’m equally certain that we’ve done no such thing. I don’t even know how to use our locks, if I’m being totally honest.”
“Somehow, I doubt you’ve ever been totally honest in your entire life.”
“On the contrary!” The man held up a finger. “Once, as a child, I was asked if I was lying, and I said yes, and that was the truest thing I’ve ever said.” Several of the nobles murmured their sentiments, and he wiped away a tear. “Those were good times. Innocent times.”
“Right. Well, we’re going to go rescue your servants.” Elara turned to march toward the doors. “I don’t know why you did it, but it’s nothing but evil!”
There was no response, though Elara imagined that they likely thought she had just given them a compliment. She grabbed the door handles and threw them open, marching into the House Purple common room.
It was quite similar to the House Red common room, albeit with a few more statues and a few less books. And it was in a state of utter disarray. Elara nearly started cleaning it up, but was stopped as the butler boy poked his head through one of the side doorways.
“This way! Quickly!”
Elara glanced at two of her maids. “Start getting this room clean. It doesn’t need to be perfect, but I need the dirtiness stat knocked down enough that we have a safe fallback point.”
A lock clicked behind her. They were sealed inside House Purple. The two maids set to work, and Elara and the rest of the team rushed forward. The butler led her into a long hallway, past empty (and dirty) bedroom after bedroom. 
Several of them had already imploded, and as they ran, another shuddering boom shook the floor. Ahead, Elara could glimpse two enormous double doors that had been chained shut, and she put on a burst of speed.
“Flogger! Get these doors open!” She glanced at the butler. “How many people are inside?”
“Forty! Maybe fifty. I don’t know exactly.” The boy shrugged as Flogger ran past, grabbed the chains, and started pulling on them. “The rooms down that hallway are all starting to go!” 
He pointed down a hall to the right, where the end of the expanse was already shrouded in darkness. Suddenly, a great blast of darkness erupted from the last doorway, and the hall shrank by a solid twenty feet. 
“What do we do?”
“Just hold tight.” Elara turned to her team. “Get down that hall and focus on the last two rooms! Get them cleaned, again just to the point where the chain reaction will be stopped, and then join me here!”
“I’ve got them!” Flogger gave one last heave and ripped the chains from the door. Elara grabbed the knobs.
[Warning: You are about to enter a Dirty Room. The level of Dirtiness is 97. Do you wish to continue?]
“I have to.”
There was a click, and the doors swung inward. Void portals were already flickering to life in the corners and across the ceiling, while men and women wailed, staring at their imminent doom. Enormous rats, Riotous Rummaging Rats of Ruin, raced back and forth rummaging and rooting through everything, rampaging and raising a racket.
The room seemed to be a living room of some sort, much like the common room, though cozier. Moose heads lay scattered and chewed on the ground, tables had been overturned, books were scattered and torn. It was a resounding mess.
“Alright, everyone! Out!” Elara shouted. “Women, children, anyone who can’t clean, get yourself out of here! Anyone with a working duster or broom, let’s go! We don’t have time to waste! If this room goes, the blast will destroy the rest of House Purple!”
The women and children obeyed, rushing out through the door and into the hallway, then down the hall toward the common room. Elara rushed inside, drawing out her broom. 
One of the rats squealed and rushed at her, but she raised her cleaning utensil.
“Sweep!”
Her aim was perfect. She slammed the rat with a line drive that flung it out through one of the void portals. As it tumbled off into the distance, she spun back to the rest of the creatures, which all turned and looked at her with blinking, beady eyes.
“What do you know?” Flogger slowly walked forward, crossing his arms. “I didn’t think these things actually existed!”
Wham!
A large rat jumped on him from the side and knocked him to the ground. The two of them began rolling across the floor, crashing through what little was still in order. The dirtiness ticked up to 99, and Elara gritted her teeth.
“Everyone, clean! Now!”
She rushed forward, using [Rapid Tidying] to scoop up books and toss them back onto the shelves. All around, other servants followed her example, righting chairs and putting tables back up. Their efforts decreased the dirtiness by a few ticks, enough to give them a bit of breathing room. Elarathrew on her sheep hair apron (which was quite stained), and flashed forward at extraordinary speed.
“Alright, rat! Time to ruin you!”
Elara drew out a pillow-beater, which she swung with enormous force. It whacked the rat fighting Flogger hard enough to knock it sideways, at which point, she snagged hold of its tail, swung it around, and threw it through a void portal. 
Flogger gasped in relief and climbed back to his feet, then drew out his flog and charged into the midst of the remaining creatures. Elara brandished her beater like a club and followed a step behind.
The House Purple servants, those that had stayed, mostly stood back from the action and replaced books, dusted off tables, and fluffed the pillows on chairs. Elara and the others, meanwhile, put to use everything that the two House Black brothers had been teaching them. 
The rats were quickly beaten back. Though it became somewhat harder to deal with them once the rise of cleanliness levels began closing the void portals, they managed well enough. Elara brained one of them senseless, tossed the body into the fireplace. It stank, immensely, but it would burn up soon enough.
Boom!
Another room detonated from down the hall, and Elara spun in that direction.
“Go! We’ve got this room!” One of the maids called out. She threw a bookend into the skull of a rat, then grabbed its front legs of the beast, while another maid grabbed the tail. “Go now!”
“I’ll leave this to you,” Elara said, then ran out, flashing across the ground like a bolt of lightning. 
In the other room, she found two maids frantically cleaning up several bedrooms, with only a single room remaining between themselves and the voided rooms. Elara rushed to that room, where the dirtiness sat at a solid 99. 
Inside, she found herself looking at the bedroom of a teenage boy, where several action figures slowly teetered on the edge of a shelf. They tipped and started to fall, and she lunged forward.
“Rapid tidying!”
She streaked across the room, faster than ever under the magic of her apron. She blurred back and forth, tossing garbage and personal effects of the room’s owner into the void. Within a few seconds, the dirtiness had decreased to a safer margin. Elara stepped back, breathing heavily.
She dragged herself back out into the hall and down to the living room, where the dirtiness had been reduced to 50 and all the rats had been killed. Frantic cleaning and shouts had settled to quiet murmurs as maids calmed their cleaning.
Elara sighed deeply. “I think… I think we stopped it.”
There was a loud creak and a groan, and something else boomed from deeper within the area. 
The servants all turned to Elara.
“Well, we slowed it down, anyhow.” Elara smiled and shrugged. “Come on. Let’s get you all out of here.”
 




Chapter Eight

 
A long and tired procession slowly departed the living room, returning to the common room. Filth covered everything, and Elara sighed deeply. They had slowed the destruction, but the place was teetering on the edge of ruin. As they entered the common room, the two maids turned away from their work. 
Elara walked up to the main doors. “Come on. We’re getting out of he-”
Her voice trailed off as she tried to open the doors, but found them locked. No, chained. 
She shook the doors for a few moments, trying to force her way through, but to no avail. Elara sighed, shrugged, and turned away. It took her a few moments to find the original boy who had come to her.
“You were inside the house when I arrived. How’d you get inside?”
The boy shrugged. “There’s a secret passage.”
“Great. Can you take us to it?”
He winced. “It was in one of the rooms that just got destroyed. I think we’re stuck here.”
Elara’s hands balled into fists, she nodded in understanding. “And no one else knows any other ways out?”
An older servant, the younger boy’s father, stepped forward. “I’m not aware of any. The nobles have their own secret passages, of course, but they guard their knowledge of them jealously. The passage that my son followed was shown to us by one of the kinder nobles some years ago, but she’s since passed on. Married a House Orange prick and moved over there.” He sighed, then shrugged. “But she didn’t mandate that we forget about the passage, which has been helpful.”
Elara crossed her arms, then stepped back and took out her broom. “Then we’ll see if we can do this the hard way. Sweep!”
She swung her broom with all her might. It met the door with a resounding boom, which did indeed knock them slightly open, but that only revealed the many chains that had been tied across the doors. Elara frowned, and she slowly realized something.
The nobles had realized that she would be able to stop the implosion. Likely, they were counting on it! They had only intended to delay Elara and her team, not kill them. They had some other plan brewing, something devious, and they simply needed Elara out of the way long enough to pull it off.
Elara needed to get out of House Purple immediately.
“How hidden was the secret passage?” Elara asked the older servant. “What I mean is: If you didn’t know it was there, could you have found it?”
The man shook his head. “It was behind a statue. You had to push the eyes of the statue, both of them at the same time, and it would slide away. It was honestly really weird, if you ask me.”
“Right.” Elara frowned in thought, then nodded. “Come with me.”
“What is it?” The man asked as Elara started through the halls. “You know a way out?”
“Maybe. I have a hunch, and if it doesn’t work, we’re no worse off than right now.” Elara shrugged. “Our only other option is to use a table as a battering ram until we smash the doors right off their hinges, and I’d really rather not just destroy the castle wantonly.”
The servants all nodded in agreement, and followed Elara through the castle. Soon, she came to a door she actually knew quite well, only not far from the entrance of the Deepest Dungeon of Dastardly Darkness. It was quite dusty, and didn’t seem like it had seen any use since Queen Penelope’s rise to power.
“Here we go.” Elara tried the door. It didn’t open. “Flogger?”
Flogger made a fist and smashed the door off its hinges.
“I meant… Ahh, that works.” She shrugged and stepped into Lord Penniworth’s old room, inhaling deeply. Torches flickered to life.
The chamber was as disgusting as she might have expected, only a few ticks from generating void portals. Bags of chips and apple cores and soda cans and other trash littered the floor, while a gaming station on a table at the end of his bed was paused in the middle of a chess game. Elara grimaced as she slowly looked around.
“What exactly are you trying to find here?” The old butler stepped up and into the room. “This is a forbidden area! Lord Penniworth was a repulsive boy, even in his youth. You won’t find anything here except for a rotten banana peel.”
“He was a repulsive boy who happened to be the grandson of the queen,” Elara murmured. “And, correct me if I’m wrong, but that was actually a family dynasty that lasted for a few generations.”
“Six, actually.” Flogger nodded. “Everyone kept expecting them to be assassinated, but they were too careful.”
“That is, until Lord Penniworth,” Elara noted. “If his father hadn’t been cast into the void when he was still so young, they might have been able to maintain the dynasty for a few more years.”
“Very possibly, yes.” The butler shrugged. “I don’t really see what bearing that fact has on our current predicament.”
“There isn’t a chance in the world that he didn’t have an escape route out of here,” said Elara. “We just have to find…”
Her eyes settled upon a poster hanging on the wall. It was a fairly good rendering of Queen Penelope, back when she had simply been Lady Penelope of House Yellow. She ripped it down, revealing a hole in the wall. It was only a few feet wide in either dimension, but that was plenty for Elara. She climbed inside.
“Don’t you want one of us to go first?” Flogger called out.
“Want? Yes. However, I’m probably more likely to survive anything that comes our way,” Elara shouted back. 
The passage went on for fifteen feet, before turning sharply to the left. Here, it sloped down. Elara thought it might be going underneath the hallway. After a few minutes, it sloped back up and began to widen, until Elara could stand almost fully upright. 
The sound of rushing water grew closer, and, soon enough, she came to a wide sewer with dozens of pipes stretching downward from the ceiling, where they plunged into the water. After a moment of examining the pipes, Elara realized that no, the pipes went back up from the water. 
Beneath the rapidly-flowing waves was some sort of collection device, which slurped up the water and flung it upward for House Purple to use. As the rest of the party clambered in behind her, Elara looked around and located a small tin can. She pulled it away from the wall, drawing the string taut.
“Can you please transfer me to the IT department?”
There was a mumbled response, followed by a crackle.
“Hello. You’ve reached the IT Department, this is Nob. Please note that this call may be recorded in shorthand by our transcriber for quality and training purposes, how can I help you?”
“Hi Nob, my name is Elara the maid, and I’m currently at pump station…” She glanced around for a number. “1578.”
“Have you tried turning it off and back on again?”
“Nob, the pump station is working just fine. I just need to know how to get out of here.”
The line crackled. “Let’s see… Pump Station 1578… It looks like that’s the one in Lord Penniworth’s secret passage?”
“Yes.”
“Good, good. We had a nightmare of a time getting that station built, Queen Edna really didn’t want us accidentally exposing the secret escape passage, but she also wanted her water, so we insisted and wound up winning.” The IT person chuckled. “Sorry, I’m just trying to figure this out. Lots of technical writing here, and diagrams… I’m new to the job, just transferred from Laundry. And… Here we go! It looks like if you swim upstream, you’ll come to a ladder that you can climb up to the calls of House Pink.”
Elara frowned at the raging water. “Yeah, that’s not happening.”
“Alright. Your next option is to jump into the water and get carried downstream. There are a grand total of seven ladders that you’ll pass by. Just make sure you grab onto one of them, or you’ll get sucked down into the caverns with all the plug monsters.”
“We really need to stay together.” Elara answered. “That’s a lot of guesswork for keeping a whole herd of people in one location.”
“Picky, picky. Let’s see here… Then… If you walk across the footbridge and continue onward, you’ll come to an elevator shaft that goes back up to one of the bathrooms. That’s what I’d suggest.”
“Thanks! You’re the best.”
“Good, good. Thank you for calling the IT Department, as I said, my name’s Nob if you’d like to leave a review at the end of this call, and I do hope you have a good day.”
Elara hung up the cup before the survey could come through, and walked up to the edge of the water. The footbridge was gone, of course. But now that she looked across the way, she noticed a small, dark passageway on the other side. She frowned as she pondered just how to get across, then turned to the small group.
“Does anyone have any building skills?”
The servants took a moment to confirm that, indeed, none of them had any skills that could be used to build a bridge.
“Anything long that’s been shoved in your inventory that we could use as a bridge?”
No one had anything long in their inventories. 
Elara scowled as she racked her brains. The sewer was a good fifteen feet across, too far to jump. Also, the current was so strong that if they fell in, everyone but her would be swept away in a blink. And, of course, Elara was in a bit of a hurry to put a stop to whatever House Purple was up to.
Unfortunately, she could only see one option. She only wished that she had asked the IT individual how long the river ran before plunging out into the caverns.
“Alright! This is going to be a bit tricky, but I know we can do it.” She turned to everyone. “I’ll go first to soften the blow. Jump in the water, and you’ll be sucked along to a really big pool of monsters. Just stay close to me, and we’ll make it through.”
Everyone nodded, and Elara took a deep breath. “Alright. Let’s… Go!”
She jumped down into the water. The moment she splashed through the surface, she was sucked down the long sewer, flashing beneath the low, domed ceiling. Rocks hung down into the waves, which she ducked and dodged. It was horrifying, like being tumbled around in one of the fancy washing machines that some of the wealthier houses had. Suddenly, she saw a flash of metal.
The first ladd-
Flash-flash-flash-flash-flash-flash-flash!
In the blink of an eye, all seven ladders shot past, and she felt the ground give way beneath her. She was falling, tumbling down into the immense pool. 
IT engineers glanced up as the small gathering of maids tumbled down. Elara drew back her broom.
“Sweep!”
She slammed the broom into the surface of the water, sending a powerful shock wave rippling out across the surface of the lake. Plug monsters, which had all started to rise up from the lake, were blasted backward, stunned senseless by the attack. 
The little group splashed down into the waters, and began floundering toward shore as the plugs all started to twitch, slowly gaining their faculties again.
“Never fear!”
“IT is here!”
“We’ll save you from the mighty plugs!”
“We’ll stun them like a line of slugs!”
That last line didn’t fully register in Elara’s mind, until electricity arced through the water. The plugs, which had started to move a bit more aggressively, were knocked flat again. 
Of course, Elara was knocked flat as well. Her limbs stiffed senseless under the assault. She started to sink
A white-gloved hand latched down on her wrist and pulled her up. She found herself hauled onto a small pontoon boat. The rest of the group was saved as well, which, given how many House Purple servants there truly were, was quite a lot. 
By the time the pontoon boat crept back to shore, laden with over sixty individuals, it was barely floating. The engineer pedaling to make the paddle spin was gasping for breath. Still, they were all alive, and Elara nodded in thankfulness as they all climbed back onto shore.
“I’m glad you’re safe, Elara.” One of the technicians nodded as he helped Elara back toward the stairs, even as all the House Purple servants sank back against the wall to rest. “For right now, though, you need to move, and you need to move now.”
“What has House Purple been up to?” Elara asked.
“Not just House Purple. House Red, Black, almost all of them.” The engineer grimaced. “They raided the servant quarters, at least based on the reports we’ve been receiving. It doesn’t sound good.” 
She started to break away, running up the stairs as best she could in her broken shoes. 
“Best of luck, Elara!”
“I don’t need luck!” She shouted back, setting her jaw. As she did so, she muttered under her breath, a single phrase that she knew no one else could hear, but which she was determined to say anyway. “What I need is an army so I don’t have to be everywhere at once. Oh, well. Nothing to do now except to take care of it!” 






Chapter Nine

 




Elara raced through the long halls of Fortis Regnum once more, her legs aching as she made the trip for what already felt like the umpteenth time. A clear pattern was emerging, one that she didn’t necessarily love. 
She would be back at her room, and then something would happen that would whisk her out across the fortress for something crazy to happen, and then it was back home once more. Now, though, she wasn’t sure she would make it back home before her adventures continued. She needed to figure out why the servant quarters had been attacked, and what had been the result.
Up ahead, she heard a great commotion, and she ducked behind a potted plant. Carefully, she peered out through the palm fronds as a great contingent of nobles, all wearing red clothes, marched through. 
They were led by Lord Canary-Nose, and carried along a great number of things that Elara recognized from the servant quarters. Behind them came along Lord Hawk-Nose, looking a bit worse for wear. His nose seemed a bit more crooked than usual, as if he had been whacked by a rolling pin or something. 
He seemed annoyed, but to Elara, it looked like he was annoyed at more than simply getting hit. No, there was something more to it, but she didn’t have the faintest idea what it could be.
Neither did she have the time to parse through it. She remained hidden until they had passed, made a note of which direction they were heading, and then slipped out of cover and ran home. Her broken shoes clacked across the carpet, and she put on a burst of speed. Soon, she came whipping around the corner and into the hall closest to her room. Her eyes opened wide in surprise.
The place was an absolute disaster. What little hadn’t been taken was strewn everywhere. Chairs and tables and tablecloths and silverware and other such things filled the hall, making it almost impossible for Elara to walk forward. 
She poked her head into her bedroom, where she found Patricia tied up on her bed and gagged with a sock, and the rest of the room utterly ransacked. A few void portals flickered around the walls, and Elara jumped into motion.
“Rapid Tidying!”
With a flash of speed further augmented by her speed apron, she flew back and forth across the room. The dirtiness dropped back down into the fifties, and the void portals went away. With the danger gone, Elara freed her friend.
“Those thieving, rowdy, filthy-” Patricia was apparently quite put-out by the nobles, and lambasted Elara’s ears for the better part of five minutes. 
Elara crossed her arms and listened patiently, until her friend ran out of breath and had to sink back onto the bed.
“Feel better?”
“No.” Patricia snarled, then jumped to her feet. “The others! Come on!”
The two maids rushed into the halls, and Elara poked her head into the next room. A handful of other maids had been tied up, with their own rooms in a similar condition. Elara leapt into motion, while Patricia ran down the hall to do the same thing to other rooms. As they freed the maids, their little cleaning force grew, and quickly swept through the quarters.
It took them almost thirty minutes to stabilize the area . Everyone had made it through, though a few rooms had teetered awfully close to being voided. 
Elara let out a long sigh of relief, and stepped into the kitchen, where Gerald was washing a large pile of dishes that had been tossed into the mud.
“Hey, Elara. Glad to see you’re back.” He sounded weary and beaten, and Elara frankly couldn’t blame him for that state of mind.
“Hey.” She glanced back towards the servants quarters. “What happened around here?”
“I’ll tell you what happened.” Patricia crossed her arms, still huffing with anger. “While you’ve been off training with everyone else, they came here and beat the tar out of us!”
“I sent everyone back here!” Elara protested. “Everyone who didn’t come with me to House Purple was supposed to-”
“Well, they didn’t! Maybe one or two, I suppose, but not the majority,” said Patricia. “Explain it however you want, but they weren’t here to protect us.”
“It makes me wonder if they’re all okay.” Gerald stroked his flabby chin.”
“Indeed.” Elara sighed deeply. “Did they take anyone, or anything important? Was it just a raid to shake us up, or was there a purpose?”
“No, I don’t think they- Yes!” Patricia snapped her fingers. “Yes, they did take something! I’d forgotten all about it until right this second, but you’re right! They took the aprons I’d just sewn up, and-” Her face paled. “They took your needle.”
“My needle.” Elara’s eyes widened. “They took my needle?”
“Look, you told me not to slack off, so I was trying to obey. I was focused, I was on a roll, I had finished… probably fifty or more uniforms.” Patricia shrugged. “I didn’t even hear them come inside until they whacked me with a rolling pin, and then I was all dizzy, and I didn’t even realize it until you said something, but I think they got the needle.”
Elara set her jaw. That wasn’t good. The needle was a source of many of her abilities. If she had lost it to the nobles, they would be able to flip the tables. The very thought filled her with dread, and she slowly stood up.
“If that’s true, then they have everything they need to put us down for good,” Elara whispered. “We won’t be able to compete. Patricia, when you say that you sewed the aprons, how much did you actually do with each one?”
“All of them had both giant hair and mammoth hair,” Patricia confirmed. “Super soldiers, just like you requested.”
“Oh…” Elara put her hands on the sides of her head and groaned, wanting to shout up at the ceiling in frustration. But, she held it in, let out a long breath, and slowly turned to Patricia.
“Do you have any idea what they did with them?”
Patricia shook her head. “The people who whacked me were all House Black. They could have gone back to House Black, they might have gone to the throne room, I don’t have a clue.”
“What about you, Gerald?” Elara glanced over at the cook. “What do you know?”
“Not a lot.” He shrugged. “I heard ‘em coming, right when I was starting to work on making up dinner for tonight. I fought ‘em off best I could, but there weren’t many of us, and they were coming hard and fast. I saw a mixture of House Purple and Black. I think a few reds were at the end, but I’m not confident in that fact.”
“Then my guess is that the location of the stolen items will depend on whether House Black was seen taking them, or not.” Elara tapped her lips in thought. “If they were noticed, the other nobles would have forced them to go to the throne room, or at least to some sort of a neutral location. If it was done quietly enough…"
She thought for a moment, then shrugged and pushed herself away from the counter. “Alright, I want you two to form a defensive line with whoever’s left, and then get this place cleaned up. I don’t want another attack to start voiding out our hiding place. If enough people show up, I’d also like you to send out scouts to see if we can locate a fallback location. The folks who run the Servant Market might have some good ideas.”
“I’ll see what I can do.” Gerald smiled and nodded. “Now go make us proud!”
Elara gave a small bow at the waist, then turned and ran out into the hall. First, she angled toward the laundry room, dashing past the broken fortifications that the servants had once, apparently in vain, attempted to build. 
Along the way, she noticed quite a number of a few meat pies, still steaming, which were twitching and bouncing as the nobles inside tried to break free. She gave them kicks, just for good measure, and soon came racing down to the laundry room.
As she peered down into its depths, her heart sank. The room was empty, save for the pale Laundry servants. 
One of them looked up and slunk over, walking with a hunch from so many years spent stooped over the laundry pits.
“Elara! You’re back!”
“What happened to everyone?” Elara asked. “Were they taken?”
“No. Not exactly.” The servant shook her head. “They heard the noise of battle, so Beater rallied the forces. They waited until the attackers had moved deeper into the servant quarters, then struck from the rear. I don’t know what happened at that point. You’d sure think they would have taken the nobles unaware, but I don’t know for sure.”
Elara nodded in thought. Unfortunately, she could very easily see a possibility where the servants had come up from the rear, only to be blindsided by a small army wearing superpowered aprons. 
It made her nervous, and all the more so because she hadn’t seen any other houses walking along with the House Red nobles earlier. Something strange was going on. She shook the hand of the laundry servant and turned to leave, then paused.
“How many of you are there down here?” She asked softly.
The servant shrugged. “I don’t know. We have a whole system of warrens and caves. There are probably a few hundred of us altogether. Maybe even a few thousand.”
Elara whistled, then felt heat rise to her cheeks. “And… And I never really even knew you existed before now.”
The servant shrugged and bowed her head. “There are all different classes here in the castle. The nobles, the House-loyal servants, then general servants, and us at the bottom. We make things work out well enough, though. It’s nice and dark down here, which is what we like, and it’s warm and cozy, and there are enough scraps that fall from the rest of the castle to keep us fed.”
Elara smiled down at the woman, then reached out and took her hands. “When our revolution succeeds, I won’t forget about you.”
“If you do, I won’t hold it against you.” The woman smiled. “Now run along! Don’t let the nobles do anything bad to your army.”
Elara nodded, then turned and jogged back up the stairs. It was odd to see the joy of the woman, her steadfastness even in the midst of it all. 
The Laundry servants were even more destitute than Elara’s class of servants, but they didn’t seem particularly bothered by it. Then again, Elara herself hadn’t been bothered by it either, until she had tripped and fallen into her dual-class, which had so terrified the nobles that everything just sorta happened from there.
As she left the laundry room behind and slipped out into the hall, it took her quite some time before she was truly able to focus on the task at hand. When she did snap back into focus, she found herself hiding behind a potted plant, not far from the Throne Room. 
She frowned, realizing she had walked the distance on auto-pilot, and tried to figure out why. Sure, the Throne Room was a possibility for where everything had been taken, but in her mind, it was far more likely that it had all wound up in one of the personal houses. Still, she leaned forward and peered out through the palm fronds to look upon the immense doors that protected the great room.
To her surprise, she found a small contingent from House Purple and House Black, as well as a few scattered nobles from House Red. Several other Houses were present, but only one or two from each one, and all standing off to the side. The mob seemed to have formed around something, as if there was something or another in their midst, but Elara couldn’t rightly see what it was. 
Suddenly, the doors began to rumble open. Elara knew that she needed to get inside to see what was happening.
“Time for a wardrobe change.” She whipped off her speed apron and wrapped the invisible apron around herself. She vanished and hurried forward, curious to find out what the nobles were scheming. 
Her broken shoes clacked against the tiles, forcing her to slow her steps.. She slipped off to the left-hand side of the opening and hid in the shadow of a great pillar on the side of the room, while letting the nobles pass by. 
King Clementine was nowhere to be seen, but the procession marched up the great, red carpet anyway, and soon came to a stop before the throne. Elara held her breath as she crept forward, darting from pillar to pillar, pausing only to knock each of the Black Ops guards hidden behind each one unconscious. When she reached the front, she knelt down and waited.
The nobles gave a great heave and threw a large package forward. It was Beater, tied up with thick chains. He flailed about, trying to escape, but to no avail. Another great package, this one more oblong, landed next to him. The nobles all stepped back to wait.
Elara’s mind raced. This was very, very bad. Somehow, she had to rescue Beater and get the aprons to safety, and she had to do it in a room full of nobles. She could take on one or two of them at a time, maybe even a dozen or a score, , but the fifty or sixty?
She didn’t like her chances, but she had to try. The revolution needed her to succeed here, now!
 




Chapter Ten

 


There was too much attention on Beater right now, she needed to wait for a break to come. The problem was that such a break wasn’t likely to come until King Clementine had dismissed the audience, and at that point, he hadn’t even come to the audience. Something felt off, though she couldn’t quite figure out what it was.
Doors flew open at the back of the throne room, beneath the immense stained-glass window. King Clementine came marching in, flanked by orange guards, all of whom carried large pikes. He climbed up to the center throne and gingerly sat down on his cushion, then fidgeted for a few moments to find a comfortable position.
“Apologies for my tardiness. I was in discussions with the Experimental Division regarding a number of things, particularly the prospect of designing newer thrones. I have a quote from them, and while it’s pricey, although I do believe it may be worth it.”
A murmur of approval spread throughout the nobles. 
King Clementine clapped his hands. “That, though, isn’t the most important thing I’ve been up to. Would you all like to hear about it?”
“Mmph!”
The noise came from Beater, and King Clementine frowned down at the chained man.
“Just what exactly is he doing here? Servants aren’t allowed to be present at royal audiences?”
“Your highness.” A noble from House Purple stepped forward and bowed at the waist. “If you’ll forgive the intrusion, just a few hours ago we led a raid on the servant quarters, based on intelligence we received that they were working on weapons that would turn the tide of war against us.”
“Oh? Indeed?” King Clementine leaned forward, interested. Elara groaned and put her head in her hands. She wanted to hear what sort of interesting thing King Clementine had been up to! “And what exactly did you find?”
“We found this one training a large contingent of servants in the arts of war,” the lord said. “They were pretty good, too. Took out almost half of our forces before we were able to subdue them. The rest are tied up and locked away in the House Black dungeons, while all of our own wounded are recovering in the Medical Ward.”
“Curious.” King Clementine frowned. “Learning how to rise up? It would seem that they’re doing better than that pathetic attempt of an attack during late Queen Penelope’s reign.”
“Indeed, sire. We also found these!” The lord gestured at the large package. “These were how we managed to stop them in the end.”
“And what, pray tell, are these?” King Clementine rose and descended the steps to run his hand along the great package. He reached back to his hip and drew out a large knife, which he used to cut the cords. The thick paper fell away, revealing a pile of aprons. “I’m sorry, but I’m afraid I’m going to need a bit more of an explanation.”
"They’re aprons, just like you’d imagine, but they have powers to them.” The lord started to get excited. “You know how Elara has been-”
“Don’t you dare say her name!” King Clementine roared.
“Alright, alright. Well… The Battle-Maid…” He paused to see if any reaction had been triggered. 
King Clementine’s face twitched, but the ruler said nothing. 
The lord went on, “She has cool powers, and we’ve always wondered why. These aprons are how she does it! They were making them for everyone in their army, I reckon. If they had managed to distribute them, they could have turned the tables on us quicker than a Lazy Susan.”
“Interesting.” King Clementine picked up one of the aprons. He held it at arm’s length, visibly revolted by the mere touch of servant clothing, but was intrigued by the possibility of powers. 
“So, let me see if I have my facts straight. You raided the servant quarters and were set upon by this army. You were losing, and then you found these aprons. You put them on, and became powerful enough to defeat the servants?”
“Yes, sir.” The lord nodded. “Don’t get me wrong, we didn’t want to put them on, but we were desperate, and the way the maid was guarding them, we just knew they had to be important.”
“And how do we know that the servants won’t simply make more of these aprons?” King Clementine asked. “If they can manufacture them, we’ll simply wind up evenly matched once more, and nothing will change.”
“Actually, sire, we have the answer for that.” The lord smiled and reached into his pocket and yelped in pain. A moment later, his trembling hand slowly withdrew Elara’s needle. It gleamed in the light, and Elara’s jaw set. “This is the needle they use to make them! As near as we can tell, this is the only needle capable of using the thread that gives the powers. We weren’t able to get any of the thread, so we can’t make more, but the item is listed as unique, which means that they can’t make any more, either.”
“Interesting, indeed.” King Clementine smiled softly. “In that case, it would seem that we’ve suddenly gained a leg up on these pesky servants. Good work, Lord Sun. You’re a credit to our institution, and an honor to your house.”
“Thank you, sire.” He knelt, then rose. 
King Clementine, returned to his throne, crossing his arms. “Now, take away this traitor and lock him up in the dungeons again.” King Clementine waved his hand dismissively. “Take the aprons to our Super Secret Super Soldier Sector, and begin training our Black Ops soldiers on their use. Take the needle and place it in the Very Vast Vexing Vault. Lock it away, so it can never be used again.”
“It shall be done.” Lord Sun bowed deeply, then turned and made a sharp gesture with his head. 
The other nobles all surged forward, picked up Beater, and carried him away. The needle went back into Lord Sun’s pocket (somehow, Elara doubted greatly that the needle would actually be placed in the Very Vast Vexing Vault, or any other vault except the personal one of Lord Sun. In any case, she now knew where everything was being held.
“Good! And while you’re off doing that, I’ll be explaining to the rest of you my master plan to take down the servants!”
Elara froze, then slowly looked up at the king. He was smiling from ear to ear, with a triumphant look that spelled victory for the nobles and certain doom for anyone who happened to stand in their way.
“You see, when I was in the experimental division, I saw something that they had been working on! A trinket, really, nothing more than a bobble, but it gave me an idea, and I started asking questions.” The king’s grin grew wider still. “I asked them if it could be adapted, and you’ll all be delighted to know that they said that yes, it easily could be! I then asked them where they could build it, and they said they could build it right in House Orange!”
Elara’s hands balled into fists. Whatever this was, King Clementine was obviously more excited about it than the superpowered aprons, so it had to be bad. Admittedly, Lord Sun hadn’t exactly extolled the value of the aprons (she supposed this was to better keep them for himself, most likely so that he himself could make a stab at earning the throne), but even someone with almost no ability to think critically could see the value of them. 
So what, then, was King Clementine up to?
Boom.
Behind her, the doors were opened by the teams of guards. The small contingent of nobles hauling away Beater and the aprons was withdrawing, and she gritted her teeth. 
No! This was her one chance to get through the doors unseen, but if she did…
She could kiss any chance of learning critical information about the mysterious weapon goodbye.
She looked back and forth between the king and the door, then sighed, and raced off down the side of the throne, re-knocking out several of the guards who were starting to wake up. Breathless, she hurried out of the throne room just as the doors fell shut. Elara ducked behind a potted plant as the nobles struck off.
From there, the game was simple. She crept along, darting from plant to plant despite her invisibility. Lord Sun took the lead, until they reached a major passage. 
There, he took the package of aprons, which he apparently considered to be a larger priority, off in one direction (sorta toward House Purple), while a smaller contingent went off toward House Black. 
Once more, Elara found herself torn, and she briefly froze in that intersection.
The prisoners were being held in House Black. Even if she managed to rescue them, if the nobles were able to train with the aprons, it wouldn’t matter a whole lot. 
She scowled and ground her teeth in frustration, then turned to follow the procession heading toward House Black.
If people didn’t come first, then what sort of a revolution were they leading?
The procession continued up to the doors of House Black. Here, they paused, while House Black members fumbled for their keys. 
Elara took a long look around. The place was incredibly dismal, with spiderwebs dangling from the ceiling and a thick layer of dust across the decorative suits of armor and paintings. 
She watched the nobles carefully, then slowly drew out her broom. She would have to be careful to avoid hitting Beater too much, but he could take a hit or two.
“House Black!”
The voice echoed through the hall, and Elara spun to see Lord Hawk-Nose striding forward, a keen look upon his face. They all turned to face him, and he nodded down at the prisoner.
“I’ve been given orders to have this one transferred to the House Red dungeons instead of the House Black dungeons.”
“And why would that be?” One of the House Black nobles stepped forward, sneering. “There aren’t any other dungeons in the fortress as secure as those of House Black. There’s no way he’ll be able to escape. The same can’t be said for any of the others.”
“On the contrary, I’m afraid.” Lord Hawk-Nose crossed his arms. “As you’ll recall, I believe it was last Christmas, when all the houses put on escape rooms for the others?”
“Yes.” The House Black noble frowned. “What of it?”
“As I recall, the House Black escape room was by far the easiest to escape from.” Lord Hawk-Nose raised an eyebrow. “In fact, it was so painfully easy to escape from that even our children were able to do it without help. This has raised some concern about the level of security in your dungeon, and as such, you have been asked to move these prisoners.”
“I thought you said it was just one prisoner.”
“All the prisoners. The concern is for all of them.” Lord Hawk-Nose shrugged. “In any case, as I outrank you, even if the order did come from me, you’d still have to obey it.”
“You sit on the twentieth throne. I sit on the twenty-first.” The man crossed his arms. “That doesn’t exactly give you a lot of authority. You’re not even the highest-ranked member of House Red.”
“No, but you’re the highest-ranked member of House Black at present, which gives me plenty enough.” Lord Hawk-Nose sneered. “Now obey, or I’ll order you to be Clobbered.”
“You wouldn’t!” The lord stared at Lord Hawk-Nose in defiance. “Corporal punishment hasn’t been used on other nobles since the Dark Days of Old.”
“And I’d say that our days grow increasingly dark.” Lord Hawk-Nose paused. “According to all my own house-loyal servants, someone has been removing all the higher-wattage torches from the supply closets.”
“So that’s why it’s been so dismal around here.” The lord frowned, then shrugged. “In any case, we need to-”
Elara decided that she had heard enough. She prepared her broom, then rushed forward and swung it.
“Sweep!”
A great, resounding blast of air swept through the hall, catching the nobles entirely off-guard. They were thrown left and right, with Lord Hawk-Nose himself being tossed straight through a portrait of some old House Black king, flattening the spy who had been peering through the eye holes. Beater, being quite large, didn’t budge, and Elara rushed up to take his chains.
“The key!” Beater gasped. “Lord… Lord Soot has them!”
Elara turned to the now quite panicked leader. He turned to run, and Elara leapt forward.
“Sweep!”
The blast of air smashed him into a pillar, where he fell to the ground, unconscious.
“That’s not Lord Soot!”
Another noble came running forward. The man drew his sword, and Elara swung her broom in return. He, too, was picked up and smashed into a pillar, and Beater groaned.
“No, not him!”
Elara scowled, then began spinning around. By then, the nobles had more or less figured out where the attacks were coming from. Not that it helped them much. She knocked each and every last one down with repeated sweeps. Soon, the nobles lay in a heap, and she dusted off her hands on her invisible apron.
“Alright. Now that you’ve had your fun, you want to go to that one by the tapestry- No, the other one. There we go! Check his inventory… There we go! Yup, right there!”
Elara smiled as she pulled the keys out. They hung in the air for a brief moment, before turning invisible as well. She hurried over to Beater and knelt beside him to unlock his chains. He climbed to his feet, groaning as he limbered his arms. That done, Elara finally undid her own apron, allowing herself to become visible.
“Thanks, Elara.” Beater smiled down at her, then turned toward House Black. “You’re a lifesaver, and that’s not really an exaggeration. House Black dungeons are brutal in every sense of the word.”
“Then I’ll tread carefully.” Elara started forward, but was stopped by Beater.
“No.” He shook his head. “You get on back to headquarters. I’ll free everyone, and then come and meet you.”
“Why can’t I help break them out?” Elara pouted.
“Because you’re the brains of this whole operation.” Beater shrugged. “And right now, the nobles have a huge advantage over us. We need to figure out what to do, and we need to figure it out right now. Here.” He reached into his inventory and pulled out a scroll, which he passed to Elara. “Take this. I think it’ll help. We’ll be back soon.”
“What should we do about the aprons?” Elara asked as Beater walked up to the doors of House Black. “Do you think we’ll need to get them back?”
“I don’t know.” Beater sighed. “From the standpoint of needing to win the battle, it would make more sense to get them now. From the standpoint of making things more exciting when this is read in the future, I’d say we just let them have it. That’s your call, not mine, though.”
As he stepped up to the door, Elara held out a hand.
“Wait, don’t you want the keys?”
Beater chuckled. “Where I’m going, I don’t need keys!”
He balled his hands into fists and punched the doors of House Black. They exploded into splinters, and he stepped inside. 
Elara let out a long breath, then nodded, turned, and ran back through the halls.
Things were moving faster than she ever could have imagined, and now, the nobles were preparing one final blow to cripple the servants forever.
If ever there was a time to strike back against their oppressors it was now.
 




Chapter Eleven

 
Once more, Elara found herself running back toward home base, threading her way through the hallways. As she went, she did cast a look at the torches, which, indeed, were looking a bit dull. 
She blushed a bit at the realization that, yes, she likely had been the cause of taking so many of the torches. She’d have to rectify that mistake, after she defeated the nobles and restored order to the castle.
Back at the servant quarters, she found a hubbub of activity. Gerald marched up and down the halls, barking orders to the assorted maids and butlers. They were in a rush, rebuilding the barricades and checkpoints. The rooms had all been cleaned so perfectly that Elara didn’t imagine they would ever get dirty again. 
When she arrived at the kitchen, she found Flogger supervising the construction of a battering ram made from several delivery carts and a large assortment of cast-iron pans.
“What’s the situation?” Elara asked.
“We’re a beacon on industry!” Gerald puffed out his chest proudly. “We just about have the place set up to be able to fend off another attack, and this little doohickey that Flogger is cooking up ought to give even the superpowered ones a bit of a headache. Also, as you requested, we sent out scouts to look for new hiding points. No word from them yet, but I’m confident they’ll find something.”
“Good.” Elara walked up to a table and took out the scroll that Beater had given her. “I managed to free Beater. He’s rescuing the rest of the army in turn, and they’ll be here as soon as they can make it.”
“And what of the aprons that they stole?” Flogger looked up from his work. “When I said that this thing could stop even one of them, it was really more of a boast. I’d rather hope that, you know, we don’t have to give it a try.”
“Yeah.” Elara rubbed the back of her neck. “About that. See…” She sighed, then explained the situation. 
When she finished, Gerald nodded. “I reckon you did the right thing. If you had got the aprons back, but we didn’t have any people to wear them…”
“I’d have worn one.” Flogger declared.
“Elara did the right thing, and don’t you go convincing her that she should have done something different.” Gerald nodded firmly, then glanced down at the scroll. “What’s this?”
“Honestly, I’m not sure.” Elara frowned. “Beater gave it to me, said it might help. Here goes nothing.”
She unrolled the scroll. The yellow paper crinkled and popped, and she gasped as she found herself looking at a map of Fortis Regnum.
“A Detailed Drawing Delving into Darkest Depths of our Dormitory.”
“Someone was really stretching trying to find another word to start with that letter.” Elara murmured with a chuckle.
“I know the author was the one who named it. He was probably just tired or something.” Gerald shrugged. “Let’s give him the benefit of the doubt, shall we?”
“I was! Just saying that it’s a bigger stretch than some of the names,” Elara said, then returned to studying the map. The scroll continued to unroll, and she followed it as best she could.
The start of the scroll depicted an overview of the fortress, pointing out the different house territories and levels of the fortress. Moving on from that, the scroll had individual, more detailed drawings of each of the different houses, then of sub-sections within each house, then sub-sub-sections within each sub-section. It was more information than she could have absorbed in a hundred years (though a thousand would perhaps have been sufficient), and she let out a whistle.
“I wonder what Beater intended us to do with this?” Gerald glanced at Flogger. “Do you have any idea what this is?”
“It’s exactly what you think it is.” Flogger shrugged, leaning forward. “A lot of the nobles have copies of this scroll. It’s pretty useful for when you get lost, or when you’re trying to figure out how to best attack or hurt an opponent. Trust me, we would spend hours studying these back at House Black, looking for any weakness that we could possibly exploit.”
Elara nodded, her eyes still wandering through the drawn halls. “And that’s what we have to do. We have to find a way to hurt the nobles, and to hurt them badly. Or, at the least, to shake them up. We’ve been playing defensive ever since the Battle of the Ballroom. It’s time to turn things up a notch. We’ve been hoping that, by our actions, they would get the hint. That hasn’t happened yet, which means we need to throw our weight around just a smidge more.”
“Aye, aye.” Flogger grinned. “Just tell me where to throw it.”
“Right here.” Elara pointed at House Orange on the main map. “King Clementine said that he contacted the experimental division. It was originally about chairs, but then he saw something that he requested them to build for him. It’s being built in House Orange, but I left before he elaborated just what it might be.”
“The experimental division,” Gerald murmured. “They could have made him a bed that reclines, or they could have made him a Glitteranium Bomb.”
“Nah. Glitteranium bombs have been around for ages. Nothing to experiment on there.” Flogger shook his head. “They’ll only tackle things that haven’t been done before. Now, some other type of super powerful bomb? That’s more of a possibility, but given how the last one went, I doubt the nobles really want one of those being let off in their precious fortress.”
“I’m of the same opinion,” Elara agreed. “I think it’s more likely that they’re working on a tactical weapon. Large scale, certainly, but more focused than a bomb. We just need to figure out what it is.”
“Then let’s go over here to look at House Orange.” Flogger picked up the long strip of paper, and they scrolled to the right until they had reached the House Orange diagrams. 
It was one of the larger houses, complete with a large number of vaulted chambers, vaulted dining rooms, vaulted bedrooms, and vaults. Many of them were large enough, at least in Elara’s estimation, to support a giant construction project. 
“I’ve been inside it a few times,” he said. “Right now, I’d say… Ballroom one or Study five are the most likely.”
“Why’s that?” Elara asked, frowning in thought.
“The common room is too obvious. If there are people running in and out through the doors, it’ll A: Let everyone know that they’re doing something, and B: It’ll be too easy to peek inside and see what they’re doing,” said Flogger. 
“Now, whatever they’re building will likely be something they want to move. Ballroom one can be accessed from this hallway here, outside House Orange, which makes it a good candidate. Now, over here, Study five has a number of skylights that can be opened up. I remember a few minor festivals in years past when they launched air balloons up into the sky so you could view the fortress from the air (and, of course, make loads of new maps from the information available). If they wanted their weapon to gain flight, it’s possible they might build it there.”
“Interesting.” Elara crossed her arms, chewing her lip in thought. “What would you suggest, Flogger?”
“We need to spy on both of them.” Flogger’s eyes searched for something on the map, and then he pointed at a spot. “Look at these lines in the walls. Spy chambers. If we could get someone inside there, we’d be able to check out both rooms with relative ease without any of them knowing we’re there.”
“But you have to have a spy license to access the in-wall spy chambers,” Gerald protested. “Potted plants are free game for anyone, nobles and servants included, but to hide behind the paintings you actually have to have a license.”
“First off, if we’re behind the paintings, no one will know.” Flogger held up a finger. “Second off, the nobles have broken more rules than you could even list in the first place. It’s what they do! I’ve broken more than a few of them myself. Thirdly, all’s fair in love and war. That’s an official charter of the fortress, codified into law almost ten thousand years ago.” He paused for a moment. “It’s a rather abused charter, in my opinion, but there it is!”
“Then that’s what we’ll do.” Elara nodded. “Patrica, you g-”
She paused, realizing that Patricia was absent. She glanced around, then back at Gerald and Flogger.
“Any idea where Patricia got to?”
“A bit of one, yeah.” Flogger rubbed the back of his neck. “She’s hiding out in your bedroom. Says she’s not coming out again.”
Elara sighed. “We need her. Ahh… Okay. Flogger, go find someone who can do the spying. Gerald, keep up the good work here. Maybe make up some dinner for when the army gets back. I’ll go talk to Patricia, and we’ll get ready for our attack. We should also see if we can get a hold of Clobber. The whole reason he stayed with the imperial court was to try to slip us messages, it would be nice if he could give us a hint about what they’re up to.”
“I’ll see what I can do.” Flogger nodded and left. 
Gerald went back to barking orders and cooking.
Elara, meanwhile, slipped out into the hall and ran to her bedroom. There, she found Patricia lying on her bed, staring up at the ceiling with a rather blank expression. Elara frowned and sat down on her own bed.
“What’s going on?”
Patricia sighed deeply, offering no greeting to Elara. “I’ve spent my life slacking off and avoiding work. The one time I actually do something, I handed the nobles every last scrap of weaponry they needed to destroy us! I should have just ignored your orders, took the brunt of you yelling at me, and gone on with life.”
“Don’t talk like that.” Elara shook her head. “You’ve done a good thing.”
“Have I?” Patricia sat up and glared at Elara, though Elara could tell that her friend was only glaring at herself. 
“I could have fought back! I don’t know if I could have actually defeated any of them, but I could have tried!” Her gaze dropped to the floor. “Instead, they ordered me to bow, and I did it, and then they whomped me over the head and that’s the last thing I remember until I woke up and found void portals all around me. I handed them what they needed on a silver platter, didn’t even make them work for it.” She sighed deeply. “I’m the worst friend ever, and an even worse servant.”
“You’re a terrible servant, but you’re a good friend.” She flashed a small smile. “Do you know something?”
“Not many things, no. Education is sorta restricted to us servants.”
Elara chuckled. “Shut up. What I’m trying to say is that we’ve had a hard life, working slavishly for the nobles, but you’ve always gotten me through. You’ve always been the one to get me out of bed so I could do the work I needed to do.”
Patricia brightened ever so slightly. “I have, haven’t I?”
“And you’ve always, always been here when I came back home and needed to rest.” Elara nodded with a smile. “I couldn’t ask for a better friend, and when it came down to it, you did the work you were supposed to do, but not for the nobles. For me. Now, if that doesn’t speak volumes to your character, I don’t know what does.”
Patricia brightened a bit more. “I… I think you’re right.”
“I know I’m right.” Elara nodded. “Now, since you’re so good at following my orders, I want you to pull yourself together. We’re marching off to battle, and people know that you’re my right hand. This is war, and I need you right there with me.”
Patricia drew a deep breath and stood up. “Then that’s what I’ll do! Patricia, laziest maid on the force, reporting for duty!”
“And if you can do it, anyone can!” Elara grinned. She stood up as well, then marched out into the hall. “Come on! We have an army to-”
“Elara!” Flogger’s head poked around the corner. “I have some people to see you. An army.”
“Really?” Elara grinned and stood to leave. “Beater’s back already? That was fast!”
“Not Beater.” A purple-clad butler stepped around the corner as well. “Me. Me, and all the House Purple servants who are willing and able to fight.”
Elara stepped up to the corner and peered around. The hall was rapidly filling up with purple servants, great numbers of them, who were all looking a good bit drier than before. The butler regarded his people with hands on his hips.
“House Purple was more than willing to let us be sucked into the void just to delay you for a few minutes. They’ve tarnished our loyalty to them, and I’ll not be giving it to them any longer.” 
He turned to Elara. “We’re here to help you in your battle. We’ve also sent our story around to the other house-loyals, and I believe that you’ll soon see an influx of even more soldiers. I’m told that House Black was somewhat incensed at being forced to lock up fellow servants for a crime that they long to commit themselves, and others won’t be long behind.”
“Do you know anything of House Orange?” Elara asked.
“No.” The butler shook his head. “I’m afraid not. Houses Orange and Red have both locked down. We can’t get word in or out, though we fear that they’re doing something to punish them severely. This is only confirmed by this note, which arrived in the sewers just before our departure.” 
He pulled a large envelope out of his pocket and passed it across to Elara, who frowned as she pulled it open.
“What’s this?”
“I haven’t read it in its entirety, once I realized it was for you I put it away, but I do believe that it’s from Clobber.”
Elara brightened as she pulled the pages out.
“Elara, I hope this message finds you well. I heard you escaped into the sewers, so hopefully IT brings it to you before 3-6 months have elapsed. Anyway, I wanted to let you know what King Clementine’s plan is. The bobble that he found in the experimental division was something simple, a little mechanical soldier, but the thing he’s having them build now… Elara, it’s a weapon of war. A battle suit that will overpower legions of servants. If you aren’t able to destroy it…” 
Elara could hardly read the final sentence, but pressed on. 
It read, “King Clementine will destroy Fortis Regnum, tear it from top to bottom, until every last servant is dead.”






Chapter Twelve

 
Elara rushed out from the servant quarters, tucking the envelope into her inventory on the way. Flogger and Patricia came along with her, as did about half of the House Purple servants. The rest stayed to assist with fortifying the servant quarters, in hopes of preventing what had happened the last time it had been left undefended. 
Elara set towards House Orange, taking passages that led her around closer to House Black. The potted plants spying her and her army’s march quaked in fear, and a small smile came across her face.
They really were making a difference, if only a small one.
As they approached House Black, a resounding boom echoed through the corridor, and a particularly large painting was knocked off the wall. Beater jumped out from within, followed by almost a hundred people in all. 
The crowd was composed in part of Elara’s original army, reinforced by a large contingent of House Black servants. Of these, a good many, mostly women and children, fled back toward the main servant quarters, while the rest of them joined up. Beater gave Elara a nod, which she returned.
“Time to end this,” she said.
“Indeed.”
The army that approached House Orange was a full hundred soldiers strong. They held brooms and dustpans and mops and feather dusters, but they were an army nonetheless. And they were going to put an end to the chaos that the nobles were causing.
They found two orange guards standing outside House Orange’s main doors. Both drew their swords as Elara rounded the corner, only to freeze when the rest of her force trailed in after her. Elara raised her broom to a striking angle and nodded at them.
“Drop your weapons now, and let us in.”
The guards snarled, but obeyed in dropping the swords. “We’ll never let you in.”
“Never?” Elara raised an eyebrow.
“No.” One of the guards walked forward several steps. “I don’t care what you do to me, I’m not going to lift a single finger to crack those doors open.”
The man stayed true to his word, so Elara was forced to lift his finger for him, along with the rest of his body, by whacking him with her magic broom. He was thrown backward into the door with enough force to blast them clean off their hinges. Everything came crashing down in the common room in splinters, and Elara strode inside. The other guard slowly started to slip away, but was stopped by Beater’s fist.
As the army marched inside, Elara tried to remember the blueprints of the castle. She turned to the right, and nodded at a set of doors. 
“That’s the ballroom. We’ll try there first,” she said.
Flogger nodded, and he and Beater picked up a large table. The two brothers charged, using the table as a battering ram, and smashed the doors down. Those doors (and the table) burst in splinters, leaving the guards standing on the other side of the door to stand there, mouths agape.
“They weren’t even locked!”
“Then consider their previous state to be permanent now.” Elara lifted her broom to rest underneath the closest guard’s chin. “Now, let’s get this started. What are we looooooooooo-”
Her voice trailed off as she turned to the center of the ballroom. Standing there, made out of wood, was an enormous puppet. There were no strings, and it stood almost fifty feet tall, but aside from its size the experimental department, which was frantically rushing about its feet, could have been building something to entertain children. Most shocking about the whole thing, though, was the fact that it was shaped like Elara herself.
“A fifty-foot-tall maid?” Flogger crossed his arms. “Now that could clean a lot of rooms really quick.”
“Somehow, I don’t think that thing is designed for cleaning.” Elara frowned.
“On the contrary!” King Clementine’s voice boomed down from the heights of the contraption. “This thing will clean up all the rebellious servants we’ve been dealing with! You’ve just walked into a trap!”
A burst of laughter echoed throughout the room. The experimental department team, sensing that they were about to be involved in a battle, made themselves scarce. As they fled, Elara pointed her broom up at the massive robot.
“We may have walked into what was intended to be a trap, but what do you call it when the thing being trapped is stronger than the trap itself?”
She slowly walked forward, allowing the rest of her army to file inside. King Clementine continued to laugh, and the arms of the great maid slowly began to lift.
“Oh… Surely you, of all people, Elara, understand that numbers aren’t always an indication of strength.”
Something began to whir loudly within the machine robot, and the maid took a clunky step forward.
“You will all surrender, here and now, or you will face the wrath of King Clementine!”
“I’ll take my chances!”
There was a flash, and the robot lunged forward, lifting its titanic foot. Elara raced to meet it, while her army scattered throughout the room. An idea struck her, and she reached for her needle, only to remember that she didn’t have it anymore.
Oh, well. She would just have to make do without it.
She threw herself forward, underneath the immense foot, bending low to slide past its sole while it descended on her. It came crashing down, shaking the entire room. Safe on the other side and behind the puppet’s ankle, Elara stood up and swung her broom at it with all her might.
“Sweep!”
The blast of air hit the foot, rebounded, and struck her instead. She was knocked flat by the impact, landing only a few feet away. 
The second foot lifted and came down upon her, but Elara managed to regain her bearings and roll out of the way in time. However, a shockwave erupted from the point of impact, knocking her sideways. She groaned as she climbed back to her feet.
“Climb it!” Flogger called out. He ran forward and jumped onto its foot, then started to scale the leg. The plates of wood had been quite shoddily slapped together, leaving many good foot and hand-holds. “Quick! We can-”
The foot lifted off the ground and shook back and forth several times, sending Flogger flying off into the wall. His collision with it created a shockwave of his own, and slowly slid back down to the ground.
All around, the servants unleashed their own attacks against the thing. Shovels and hoes and axes and mops, none of it made a lick of difference. 
Suddenly, there was another whir of gizmos. A strange nozzle rose out of the puppet’s hand.
“And now, you will witness the true power of the real battle-maid!” The voice laughed. “Behold the power of Glitteranium!”
“No!” Elara screamed, turning towards her soldiers. “Save yourself-”
With a great foom, an enormous amount of glitter erupted from the nozzle. Servants scrambled to escape it, but to no avail. Almost half the room was coated in sparkles, and it shimmered down upon butler and maid alike. They fell to the ground, screaming, and Elara gasped in horror.
“No!” She was one of the safe ones, but that wouldn’t last for long. 
Suddenly, a message appeared.
[Warning: The room you are inside has been designated as Dirty. Dirtiness is currently at 70. If it hits 100, this room will be destroyed.]
Elara gasped in even greater horror. One more attack from the machine would destroy the room. Would it risk it, then? A whining noise from within the robot told her that yes, indeed, King Clementine was more than willing to do such a thing.
“Everyone! Get out, now!”
“But what about you?” Beater called out.
“I’ll be with you in a minute!”
Elara drew back her broom and ran forward. She aimed it at the ground and swung. “Sweep!”
A blast of air propelled her up into the air. She landed on the skirts of the maid. Her fingers latched down on the decorative (wooden) white lace, and she gritted her teeth, holding on. Then, freeing one hand, she swung the broom again.
“Sweep!”
She was only able to launch herself a few feet higher, but it was enough to find a foothold and regain her balance. The next blast sent her in a perfect arc up to the robot’s arm, where she landed on the wrist. Quickly, she whipped out a pillow, gave it an expert twirl, and shoved it up inside the glitterium nozzle.
Whump!
Pressure built up against the pillow. The weapon attempted to fire again and finish them off. Elara groaned, pressing the pillow down. Sputtering sounds ensued. Only a bit of glitter leaked out around the edges of the pillow. 
Elara grimaced as she fought against the mounting pressure, then grabbed out some duct tape and cemented the pillow in place. Down below, servants were escaping out through a picture frame. Satisfied that they were going to be safe, at least marginally so, she ran forward, charging up the arm. 
King Clementine tried to swing the arm to throw her off, but Elara’s dash carried her up to the shoulder too fast.. There, she steadied her footing, bent down, and placed the handle of her broom into a small crack between two wooden panels.
“Unluckily for you, I’ve been learning how to deal with large monsters.” Elara smiled. “Sweep!”
The broomhead flashed through the air, with the handle serving the role of a pry bar. She busted open the panel, revealing a mostly hollow interior filled with sauna-hot air. Catwalks criss-crossed through the space filled with gears, gizmos, and coil bundles wrapped around a metallic core. A few windows allowed a peek outside the core.
An immense amount of light poured out through those openings, while the metal core itself shimmered white-hot, emanating intense heat. It hurt to look at, despite Elara being a good forty feet from the thing.
“A Glitteranium core.” She whispered softly. “Who’d have thought?”
“Me!” King Clementine laughed. “It’s so hot that even getting close to it will kill you! There’s nothing you can do except stare your defeat in the eyes and wait for me to crush you like a bug!”
“Before I do this, I want to know your plan.” Elara began to tie her fireproof apron around her waist, then around her shoulders. It was rather difficult, as she tried to brace herself on wobbly footing, but she had the training of a maid and was no stranger to soapy floors. “You unleash this thing on the castle. You tear it to bits. What then?”
“What then?” King Clementine didn’t seem particularly bothered. “You’ve heard about the prophecy by now. The fortress in ruins, flames rising toward the sky. I’m going to bring that about, and because of that, I will control what happens next. When Peter the Perfect and his band of nobles and servants arrived at this place, it was little more than a watchtower, and look what it’s become! I’ll be starting with far more than that. I’ll be remembered in history alongside Peter the Perfect himself! I’ll be a hero! I’ll be-”
Elara decided that she’d heard enough, and she pushed off her perch and fell down into the depths of the machine. Even with the apron, her breath caught and eyes squinted from the immense waves of heat lapping at her. She clanged against the first catwalk, and was less than surprised when it broke immediately (after all, it had been slapped together in something like three hours). 
While the footing crumbled beneath her, she threw herself forward, landing on another catwalk. It broke instantly as well, and she leapt again. Finally, she caught on to the somewhat sturdier catwalk around the Glitteranium core and hauled herself up. 
King Clementine continued to drone on above her head, but she couldn’t hear him well enough to really tell what he was saying. The core emanated an odd whining noise, a ringing that drowned out everything else. All she could see was light, all she could hear was that painful sound. 
Slowly, she stepped forward, fumbling with her hands for the pipes and tubes that ran out from the core, the ones carrying the glitter power throughout the machine. She opened up her inventory and carefully took out several clothes pins, then took a deep breath.
“Here goes nothing.”
Elara stuck three pins onto the tube that ran straight up from the core. They held firm, and she ran around the catwalk, pinning up the other tubes as well. 
The core’s shine intensified. Elara stumbled mid-step as the entire machine seemed to tilt. Sensing danger, she leapt off the catwalk, swinging her broom with all her might.
“SWEEEEEEEEP!”
The puppet’s outer shell may have been reinforced to be nigh impervious to attacks, but inside was all bare machinery held together by faith and duct-tape. A great many panels were blasted away, and Elara fell from the torso to land on the ground. 
Above her, the puppet was beginning to glow with the intensity of a noon sun. Blinking spots out of her eyes, she ran back out through the entrance (rather wishing that she had reduced the doors to a slightly less permanently-open state), then out into the hall. 
There, her army of servants greeted her with cheers, but she waved her arms, urging them to run.
“It’s going to blow! It’s going to-”
Back in the ballroom, the clothes pins on the main tube out of the Glitteranium reactor all popped off. Pure, raw Glitteranium power surged upward, overwhelming the tube, causing leaks to burst out in a dozen places. The bulk of the flow, though, was still directed upward, into the head.
A moment later, House Orange had two rooms with rather lovely skylights. Through one of them issued an immense Glitterioactive cloud that slowly spread across the whole fortress, making the skies sparkle as it drifted down. The glitter rain drove people inside all throughout the castle.
Of course, down below, Elara didn’t know that yet. All she knew was an immense blast of light that seemed to shine straight through solid rock, followed by a resounding boom that truly had no comparison. 
It felt as if every single bone was being broken and fractured. Then, behind her, she heard the unmistakable silence of the Void. Turning around, she found that the light was gone. 
And so was all of House Orange.
In its place gaped a single hole in space, a rift leading to darkness. Then, the portals closed, leaving only a pile of rubble.
House Orange had been destroyed, along with King Clementine and the great weapon.
Where did that leave them now? 






Chapter Thirteen

 
Many groan-filled minutes of agony passed beforeElara was able to get herself moving again. Slowly, she gathered herself upright, blinking the spots out of her eyes. The ringing in her ears was impossibly loud, but slowly died away with time. Finally, took a deep breath and shook the last of the cobwebs out of her brain.
The army of servants stood there in the hall, shaken, but still very much alive. She let out a small laugh of relief, which was picked up by the others in the area. 
Flogger rushed over and gave her a hug, along with Patricia and Beater. They all laughed and gasped with relief, until, finally, some semblance of sanity re-asserted itself.
“Alright.” Elara finally brushed herself off. She had a bit of glitter staining her clothes, but nothing too bad. “That was… That was awful, but we all made it out. Was there anyone still left in House Orange?”
A guard slowly walked up. He was a noble, through and through, hardly looked like one. He shook his head in response to Elara’s question, and sighed deeply.
“I don’t think there were. A few of us guards were left, but everyone else had been evacuated.”
“Then…” Elara frowned. “Did he plan on destroying the whole house?”
“I don’t know, ma’am. I don’t think he was necessarily planning on it, but I don’t think he was opposed to it, either,” the guard answered. “You heard what he said. That maid that you found was designed to tear this place apart, burn it to the ground so he could start over. It just so happened that you found and destroyed that one instead of the other room.”
Elara nodded and started to turn away, then froze. “You mean… You mean there’s another room? We knew there were two possibilities, but we thought it would be one or the other.”
“King Clementine ordered that two projects be built." The guard grimaced. “He only planned on using one, but knew that you would attack, so he made sure that he would have a backup whenever you managed to destroy your initial target.”
Elara’s hands balled into fists. She couldn’t help but admire the brilliance of his move, but it was annoying. King Clementine was a politician. He would never engage someone in battle unless he was sure there was a knife poised and ready to be driven into their back. 
Slowly, she let out a long and painful breath, then nodded. “Well, then. Do you know where this other project went?”
“My guess is that it was taken to the throne room, at least some of it. If you’re going anywhere else, that’s your best bet.”
“I appreciate it.” Elara turned toward the throne room and struck off. “You’re welcome to come with me, if you want. We can use every hand we can get, and King Clementine was obviously willing to let you get glittered and sucked into the void along with everything else in House Orange.”
The guard shuddered, but didn’t say a word. Elara left him to make his choice and left, her army forming up at her back.
So that was how King Clementine was planning on playing things? Well, she would show him. If he thought he could just slip away that easily, she’d just have to show him that the servants weren’t going to take this indignation lying down. They had all made it out alive, if somewhat more bedazzled, and they wouldn’t stop until the nobles had paid for their actions.
As Elara strode down the hall, she kept her eyes forward, but was aware of the army slowly growing behind her. Dozens of other house-loyal servants joined in, slipping out halls and from behind potted plants. A few spies and guards joined her as well, until a force close to three hundred soldiers strong marched behind her. Her heart swelled within her, and she nodded.
Yes. Yes, this was what she needed. She would stick it to that crusty old nobility. When she arrived, they wouldn’t know what to do. She’d tear down those thrones, smash the stained glass window, and-
Her fantasies ended as she rounded the final corner and found herself in the enormous antechamber before the throne room. The teams of guards that ordinarily opened up the doors had formed a defensive line at the entrance, barring their way. Elara drew out her broom and gave it a twirl, then approached on quickening steps.
“Get out of my way, or I’ll move you myself.”
The guards stared at her, defiant for now. Elara slowly reached up and tightened the ties on her apron, and that proved enough. They scattered like roaches, and Elara found herself facing the immense doors. 
She waved at the large ropes dangling from the handles, and several members of her army ran forward. The doors rumbled as the servants pulled them open. Elara swept inside.
“Ahh! Here you are!” King Clementine called down from his throne, arms behind his head. “I was beginning to wonder if you’d show up at all, or if that little robot had managed to put you down. I knew better than to hope for it, of course, but one can always dream.”
“I thought you died in that thing.” Elara snarled. She didn’t necessarily want to kill anyone, of course, but a moment earlier, she had assumed that King Clementine had been permanently removed from the situation, so finding him back in power was more than a little annoying.
"Of course not! That thing was being piloted by my twin brother.” King Clementine snorted. “May he rest in pieces. I’d certainly never get into such a machine myself, not one so prone to exploding or being attacked by you.”
“Well, I’m here, so unless you have something I’m not seeing, you’d best come down from that throne and surrender peacefully.” Elara marched forward. 
Her army streamed in behind her, the king sat up a bit straighter. His pointer fingers danced across the armrests of his throne, as if he was counting up the number of people who had come to pay him a visit.
"Something you’re not seeing? As usual, my dear Elara, you’re only seeing a tiny portion of the picture.” King Clementine sighed, as if he were bored. “Allow me to present to you Exhibit A.”
There was a sharp thump-thump of boots on the ground, and ten Black Ops soldiers came running from Elara’s left. Only, they were no longer standard Black Ops soldiers.
No, each one of them had one of Elara’s aprons tied around their waists. Elara snarled softly. She didn’t really have any idea how strong the mammoth hair was going to make the soldiers, but judging from what some of the past monster hairs had done, it would likely provide quite the upgrade.
“These are, of course, soldiers of your own making. I imagine that this will be interesting.” King Clementine snorted. “Please, attempt to arrest me. I beg of you to try.”
Elara gritted her teeth, then called out to her army. “Be careful with these guys! Fight them, but only in teams, and make sure you use every weapon in your arsenal!”
With that, she charged forward, twirling her broom. One of the soldiers rushed to meet her, his feet shaking the floor as he ran. As they met together, she swung the broom with all her might.
“Sweep!”
Broom bristles met the apron. Light erupted from the point of impact. Elara was struck in the chest by an immense force, she couldn’t even rightly discern what it was as she was lifted from her feet and hurdled backward across the room. 
She crashed into the great doors (which had just closed) and slumped to the ground. Every part of her body ached, and she struggled to pull herself back up.
The other super soldiers clashed against the army of servants. Elara’s jaw fell open in horror. Servants were knocked aside and into the air rather like bowling pins. It fell open in even greater horror as she realized that each and every one of the soldiers was heading straight for her. 
In just a few moments, she would find herself the center of ten overpowered attacks.
Her mind whirled with possibilities. She could put on the speedy apron and try to dodge them. She could put on the invisible apron and strike from the shadow. She wasn’t sure what a fire resistant apron would do, but she was wearing that one, which made it easier to use if she could actually find a use for it. Finally, there was the indestructible one, which, while not giving her increased strength, would at least allow her to survive the attacks.
“No.” She whispered softly. 
This wasn’t a battle that could be won by magic. No matter what she put on, the soldiers would be stronger than her, and would be impossible to injure. This battle could only be won by tricks, by doing exactly what she had been born to do.
She was a maid, and so she would defeat them by maiding.
“Wax floor!”
She rushed forward, and with a great flash, she waxed a large portion of the floor in front of the charging soldiers. Whether they missed it or simply couldn’t stop in time, Elara never knew, but she did find it quite funny as all ten soldiers rushed out of the lines of servants, slipped on the wax, and tumbled into one another.
Now, watching one super soldier fight another super soldier is epic, and people will pay a great deal of money (and sit through hours of boring, monotonous dialogue) just to watch a few minutes of it. In this case, Elara didn’t have to spend a penny, nor waste a moment on boring dialogue, as she watched all ten of the soldiers elbow, kick, sweep, knee, elbow, and otherwise deliver a crushing series of blows to one another. 
The combination of indestructibility and super strength proved more than a little entertaining, as none of them were actually knocked out or even injured. They simply body-slammed into each other time and time again, and would only (unwittingly) body-slam their friends as they desperately tried to get back to their feet. 
It gave Elara an idea, and she glanced around. Her army, now that the super soldiers were distracted, was advancing on the throne. Flogger and Patricia though, were near her.
"I need…” She thought for a moment. “I need something to trap all these super soldiers in.”
Patricia shrugged. “There’s a laundry chute right over there. Would that work?”
Elara glanced over to that side, then grinned. “That would work just fine. Quick, I have some instructions for you.”
She gave a few commands to Patricia, then hurried the laundry chute, which was mostly for changing out the throne covers, red carpets, and other such niceties of the throne room. As she approached it, she took out the wax once more, and waxed a long runway of sorts leading up to it. She then grabbed an axe from one of the suits of armor and used it to prop the lid of the chute open, then nodded.
“Alright, Patricia! Now!”
Patricia nodded, then stepped forward and took out a rag. “Wax off!”
The waxy coating on the ground vanished, and the soldiers all stood up. They zeroed in on Elara like a swarm of hornets, and Elara nodded to Patricia, who drew out Elara’s magic feather duster.
Fooom!
A great blast of dust erupted from the object, filling the air. The soldiers stumbled through the cloud, coughing and sneezing, and momentarily blinded. As such, they were utterly unprepared as they stepped onto the next section of wax, and Elara slung them toward the laundry chute.
“Off you go!”
They flailed about wildly, but were unable to stop. Wham! The first one hit the chute, which struck him right at the knees, and flipped over to fall down into the depths. A moment later, all ten of them had tumbled down into the long, winding chute to the laundry room below. 
As the screams faded into the distance, Elara turned back toward the throne.
Servants now stood up and down the base of the stairs leading up to the thrones, and were brandishing their weapons. King Clementine, though, still didn’t seem concerned despite being completely surrounded. In fact, he simply laughed as Elara strode forward, gripping her broom tightly.
“Oh, Elara! Your efforts are so… Effortful! Now, though, it must all come to an end.” King Clementine leaned forward. “Behold, Exhibit B! The final, and I do mean final, solution.”






Chapter Fourteen

 






Chapter Fifeen

 
When Elara’s eyes flickered open, Elara found herself staring up at the underside of a tin roof. The wooden planks holding the place together were rotten and falling apart, and the chimney off to her right was crumbling and barely held together by mud used for mortar. 
She groaned and slowly sat up, rubbing her head. The door to the small shack creaked open.
“Elara!” Farmer John grinned. “You’re awake! That was quite a tumble. You’re lucky I was out gathering watermelons, otherwise I reckon the stains on your uniform would be something other than pulp.”
Elara looked down at her maid’s outfit. It was, indeed, stained pink. She chuckled, climbing to her feet. 
“Thank you, Farmer John. How long have I been out?”
“No more than fifteen minutes, I reckon.” Farmer John shrugged. “I don’t rightly know what happened, but I was out working, when all of a sudden the whole castle shook. I looked up, and lo and behold, you’re falling down from the sky with a whole heap of rubble following along behind. Looked to me like you must have set off a bomb or something up there and got caught up in the blast, but what do I know?”
Elara shook her head and slowly stepped out into the open. Rubble and debris was indeed scattered across the small farmstead. A couple broken old robots lay here and there, shattered to bits, while the console lay smashed to smithereens. 
She nodded with satisfaction, then slowly turned back to Farmer John. “Have you seen anyone else?”
“No one.” He shook his head. “Why? Were you expecting someone?”
“Maybe.” 
Elara looked back up at the sky. There was no sign of Lord Hawk-Nose, and she couldn’t decide if that fact surprised her or was more or less what she expected. She sighed after a moment, then crossed her arms. 
“I’m sorry to leave so quickly, but I need to get back to everyone else.”
“Of course, of course. You go do you! Save the world, and all that.” Farmer John waved his hand dismissively. “I’ll be right here, hard at work trying to scrape a living from the soil. Nice thing about a farm: It can’t be voided by getting dirty! Saves me at least a few of your troubles. Now insects? Insects can void a farm, so I’ve just got to keep at the upkeep.”
Elara smiled and nodded. “Then I’ll leave you to it. Goodbye!”
She ran off into the hall. She wanted to stay and chat, but first she needed to get back to her place with the other servants and catch up on the current situation. When she reached the main noble hallway, she paused and ducked behind a potted plant, then slowly peered out for a long moment.
Zzzt-whir. Zzzt-whir.
A robot maid slowly stumbled down the hall, moving with jerky motions, head twitching back and forth as it moved along. A spy stepped out from behind a potted plant and tried to run, but the maid’s head spun around and focused on the man.
“Stop, servant!”
It turned and bolted after the spy. The spy screamed. 
Elara grimaced, and turned away as the spy dove behind another potted plant to escape. The maid looked around for a moment before resuming its shaky walk down the hall. Elara only took a few steps before drawing short as Lord Hawk-Nose appeared in a nearby doorway.
He clutched the leg of a chair and looked around with wild eyes. Before she could say a word, he ran across the hall and ducked into a servant corridor, and was gone again in the blink of an eye. 
As Elara rose out of the plant to follow him, she heard more robot maids. Zzzt-whir. Zzzt-whir. Zzzt-whir. There were three of them, and all of them were focused squarely on Elara.
She turned and ran. Yes, she could almost certainly defeat three, but if they called for reinforcements, and she ended up fighting a hundred or a thousand of them, things could get dicey. 
Elara whipped around a corner and ducked into the shadow of a pillar. Three more of the maids shot past in the opposite direction, called by their friends. The moment they were out of the way, Elara broke cover, darting toward the next potted plant.
From pot to pot, she sprinted down the hall toward the servant quarters. She was breathing heavily when she finally stumbled into the familiar area that she knew so well. There, she found the whole place abandoned, and gritted her teeth. 
The kitchen was empty. The bedrooms were empty. The only sign that anyone had been there recently was an overturned bag of flour in the kitchen, which had allowed for footprints to stand out on the floor. 
She sighed and knelt down, recognizing the robotic footprints. Great. She needed to figure out what was going on and where everyone was hiding, and she needed to do it quickly, before she was caught.
So where could the servants have gone? Gerald had been looking for fallback points. Where could they possibly have found one? There were old, abandoned structures throughout the fortress, but most of them made for lousy hiding places. Of course, poor design hadn’t stopped a great many things in the history of Fortis Regnum, so that was hardly a sound argument for anything, but it could hopefully provide a bit of direction.
“I wonder…” 
Elara slowly rose and ran back down the hall. To her immense surprise, she found herself face to face with one of the robots, which issued a loud zzzzzzzzzzat and lunged.
“Sweep!”
Nothing happened, and Elara realized that she didn’t have her broom. She stumbled backward as the robot snatched at her shoulders, and she gritted her teeth.
“Fine. Scrub floor!”
Her fist flashed through the air and struck true. A great explosion of suds knocked the head clean off the thing. The robot sputtered and collapsed, only to reveal more of the things marching into the hall from behind.
Elara sighed, then rushed forward, balling her hands into fists. She slammed her hand down as she approached the line, sending a great blast of soapy bubbles down the hall. Robots fell in sparking heaps, but still more came, and she leapt up over the robotic corpses as she continued to battle her way through, fighting her way toward her destination. 
A few minutes later, still forging her way through a sea of enemies (which had, indeed, begun to swarm to her location as she had feared), she managed to reach the door of the laundry room. It was shut tight, and as she tried the handle, she found it locked.
“Ahh… Wax on!”
The floor stretching out in front flashed into waxy perfection, and the robots fell left and right. As they hit the ground and flailed about, she nodded in satisfaction, then turned and knocked on the door. 
It clicked open, and Patricia stepped out. She held a small packet in her hand, which she threw down the hall. She snagged Elara and pulled her inside, slamming the door back shut. 
A moment later, a resounding boom shook the structure.
Elara blinked. “What was that?”
“Detergent bomb.” Patricia shrugged. “Come on. I’m glad you’re here.”
Elara nodded, and followed Patricia as they ran down into the main part of the laundry room. The place had become a hub of activity. 
Servants poured in and out of small cracks in the walls, likely the entrances to the tunnels and warrens that the laundry servant had mentioned earlier. Tables ran down the middle of the room, where servants were quickly dumping cleaning chemicals together into bottles. Meanwhile, Beater and Flogger stood off to one side, training more servants in the art of how to turn anything into a weapon. 
A smile returned to Elara as her eyes wandered the scene.. “How’d you get all this together in so little time?”
“Many hands make light labor,” said Patricia. “Not to mention the fact that the threat of those robo-maids sorta lights a fire under your keister. We’re preparing for battle. A FINAL battle.”
Elara nodded. “Well, I’m glad. I… This is good. Is there anything else I need to know?”
“I reckon so,” boomed Gerald. Elara turned and smiled as he came stomping up, a grin across his face. “In short, we’re doing well. All the children and those who can’t fight have been moved deep within the warrens. There isn’t a chance they’ll be found, not until the battle rages so long that they grow up to adults and can start fighting, too. Elsewhere, we’re setting up defensive checkpoints, the whole works. We’re going to be able to settle down here for a long time, I reckon.”
“You think we’ll be here for awhile?” Elara raised an eyebrow.
“I don’t really see any other option.” Gerald shrugged. “Those things up there are everywhere. Our best bet, the way I see it, is to settle in and hope for the best. We wait it out, and eventually they’ll stop churning them out of their factory, and then we go from there. Right now, they’re just too powerful. We can’t risk it, you know?”
“I’m afraid we’ll have to.” Elara grimaced. “Have any of you been up there in the last… Thirty minutes, or so?”
They all shook their heads, and Elara nodded.
“I managed to destroy their control panel. The thought was that they would shut down, but instead, they’ve gone crazy. They’re attacking noble and servant alike.”
“Why do we care about that?” Gerald snorted.
A distant boom was all that Elara needed as proof. 
“Because,” she said. “They’re going to cause the whole castle to go critical. They’ll tear the place apart, and if anyone survives, they’ll be forced to flee into the wilderness because there just won’t be anywhere left that you can live in.”
“I…”
“Elara!”
The voice came from above, sorta, and Elara turned as a red-suited noble came tumbling down out of the laundry chute. Of course, all the laundry had been moved by that point, so Lord Hawk-Nose face-planted on the hard stone. He groaned and slowly climbed back to his feet, rubbing the small of his back as he did so.
“Ouch! I have a bit more sympathy now for those Black Ops soldiers we threw down the chute.” He stumbled toward Elara. A crowd formed almost instantly, and he held up a hand. “Don’t you worry. I’m not here to attack you. Elara, tell them.”
“I wish I could.” Elara’s eyes narrowed. “Where’d you go after I went up onto the tower? I notice you didn’t come with me, and you didn’t exactly come down to see where I’d gone.”
“I didn’t come up with you because I possess the combat skills of a child.” Lord Hawk-Nose snorted. “I’d have only gotten in the way. The reason I didn’t come after you immediately was because, when you swung your broom the last time, you sorta threw it, and I had to go track the thing down.”
Elara felt a ray of hope fall across her. “You have my broom.”
“Right here.” Lord Hawk-Nose opened his inventory, and pulled out the broom. 
It glowed in the light, and Elara gasped in awe. He passed it across, and she gripped it tightly. 
“You’re welcome,” he said. “I hope you all know that I could have sold that to Lord Clementine in exchange for the second-highest throne in the fortress.”
“Do you want our eternal gratitude for that?” Patricia mocked him.
“No.” He paused for a moment. “Well… I mean, it would be nice, but that’s not why I did it. Trust me, all of you, but especially Elara. King Clementine will destroy this fortress if we’re not able to stop him. I need you, and you need me. That’s the long and the short of the story.”
“Thank you.” Elara smiled. “I appreciate it more than you can know.”
“Then get ready to appreciate me more than is possible.” Lord Hawk-Nose reached into his inventory once more, only to pull out Elara’s needle. “I managed to pinch it from the vault in Lord Sun’s residence. Don’t mention it if you run into him, we’re twelfth cousins thrice removed, and I’d rather him not know.”
He kept a straight face for a moment longer, then started laughing. 
Elara did as well.
Others looked at the pair with varying degrees of confusion.,
When the moment of mirth had passed, Elara nodded. “Well, then. I have my broom and my needle back. What’s next?”
“Queen Elara?” A laundry servant poked her head out from one of the cracks, and darted across. 
Lord Hawk-Nose drew back for a moment in revulsion, then relaxed. 
Elara nodded at the woman, and smiled. “I’m not a queen. You’re the same woman I talked to earlier, aren’t you?”
“Yes,” the woman said. “My name is Katia, but that’s not important. When those soldiers came tumbling down into the laundry chamber a few hours ago?”
Elara nodded. “What about them?”
“Well, they were disoriented because of the low light, so we got rid of them. I thought you’d want to know.” Katia bowed her head. “We led them to the chutes that go down to the rings of torment, just walked them right in.”
Elara gasped. “You didn’t!”
“Ahh, it’s not that bad.” Lord Hawk-Nose waved his hand dismissively. “Nobles throw each other into the rings of torment all the time. There’s this guy that goes down there every other week or so, name of… Dent? Dant? I dunno, some foreign name, always writing poetry. He brings them back with him every time he returns. It’s unpleasant, but nothing that’ll kill you, and it often does shape the nobles up to be far more pleasant people.”
“That’s good to know, I suppose.” Elara nodded. “Thanks for tell-”
“That wasn’t the important part!” Katia beamed. “The last one, we actually managed to untie his apron before he fell! I thought you’d want to have it.” She held out a small bundle. 
Elara reached out and picked it up with trembling hands, her grin growing once more.
“This is… Most appreciated.”
“Alright, then.” Lord Hawk-Nose nodded at Elara. “Now that you’re back to full power, or even a bit beyond, it seems like…” He shrugged. “I’d say we have a king to overthrow.”






Chapter Sixteen

 
Elara felt a sense of purpose settle over her as she slowly tied the apron around her waist. It was the only one left. 
“The rest of the aprons, those that weren’t used to beef up the super-soldiers, were taken to House Purple under the orders of Lord Sun,” said Lord Hawk Nose. “They subsequently got sucked out into the void.” 
Lord Hawk-Nose shrugged with a small smile. “It may or may not have happened when I retrieved the needle from the vault. A bit of garbage here, a knocked-over vase there… Really, I’ve gained an entirely new appreciation for just how quickly a room can go critical. You servants have kept our castle afloat for ages now, and none of us ever knew.”
“We servants knew,” Elara countered.
“Of course, of course.” Lord Hawk-Nose bowed his head. “Well, in any case, we should set out. We have a lot of ground to cover, and I don’t know how much time we have to do it."
“What’s our goal?” Elara asked.
“Taking down the factory churning out the robots is going to be the most critical part of this operation.” Lord Hawk-Nose frowned in thought. “Do you happen to have a map of the fortress?”
“Beater! Flogger!” The two brothers left their class and walked over, and Elara nodded to them. “Do you still have that map?”
“Right here.” Flogger opened up his inventory and pulled out the map, which he handed to Lord Hawk-Nose. “It’s a House Black edition.”
“Fascinating!” Lord Hawk-Nose unrolled the scroll and studied the markings. “There are more notations on here than the House Red editions ever managed to gather. You knew about House Red’s library chute! I thought that was a secret.” 
He chuckled, then shook his head to re-focus. “Anyway, let’s see. The factory was built… right here. On the northern side of the fortress, by House Pink. The entrance will be between two statues of… Well, of you, Elara. You can’t miss it, it’s right here.” He tapped the map. Elara memorized the location, then nodded.
“I’ll be off, then.”
“What about the rest of us?” Patricia asked. “You’re not just going to leave us, are you?”
“What should I do?” Elara asked. “I have an apron that will protect me. You don’t. Stay here and keep fortifying things, protect those who can’t protect themselves, and wait for my signal. If I need you, I’ll call.”
“Got it.” Patricia nodded.
Elara turned toward the exit, and was somehow unsurprised when Lord Hawk-Nose came alongside her.
“I’m going to return to my own house.” He lowered his voice. “I need to scope out the situation, and I’ll report back as soon as I can. I have a feeling that King Clementine has something up his sleeve, something even worse than the robots, but I can’t quite figure out what it is. You go take care of this army, and I’ll see if I can figure out how to keep us alive.”
“Sounds like a plan to me,” Elara whispered back. “In the meantime, do you have any ideas on how to defeat him? The past two rulers have been defeated by their spouses. Immediately, I should say, after they were married. Somehow, I doubt that King Clementine is going to make that mistake.”
“Not for a good, long time.” Lord Hawk-Nose grimaced. “You can, of course, kill him, though I would advise against such a course of action. The best option would be to cast him into the void, if only we can figure out how. I’m sure there’s some sort of a loophole that will allow me to do it, or really anyone, the issue is figuring out the proper wording so that it works.”
“And to do that we need the scroll of Fortis Regnum Laws, Bylaws, Regulations, Governances, Ordinances, Constitutions, Rules, Charters, Principles, Guidelines, Instructions, and Practices.”
“Exactly. I haven’t seen Lord Longbeard since… Well, since King Clementine ascended to power, but I’m sure he’s around here somewhere,” said Lord Hawk-Nose. “I’m going to find him, and with him, the scroll, and with that, I ought to have the power to get rid of him. We just need to make sure that the fortress survives until that point.”
“I’ll do everything on my end.”
“I’m sure you will.”
The two of them made it up and into the servant halls, then out into the noble hallways. There, they paused for a moment, as the steady zzzt-whir of machinery echoed through the air. A small contingent of maid robots marched around a corner. 
Lord Hawk-Nose glanced over at Elara. “Ready to give all your new gadgets a test?”
“I’d love to.” Elara took a deep breath, then gave her broom a twirl and charged forward. “See you on the other side!”
The robots let out beeps and zzts as Elara rounded the corner to meet them. She took a deep breath and simply charged, closing her eyes as she did so.
She didn’t feel a thing.
She could, however, hear the zapping of machinery, metal tearing apart and scratching against other metal, the sound of cords sparking and reactors exploding. When she opened her eyes again, she found a trail of destruction, and one single robot still standing. 
Its eyes flickered from red to yellow, and it turned to run. Elara simply took a step toward the thing and kicked one of the fallen robots in the head. To her delight, the head was torn clean off the body and flew through the air like a cannonball. It hit the fleeing robot in the back, punched a hole clean through, and came clattering down on the carpet. The previously-running robot fell to the ground, sparking and whirring. 
She turned and ran through the fortress. An army of robots came surging to meet her, rising around her like a great tide. They crawled out of the servant hallways, the side halls, and even fireplaces. 
Elara didn’t slow down, but pressed ever-forward, tearing through the machines like they were made of paper. She stopped bothering to smash the ones that she missed. There were simply far too many, she just wanted to get to the factory and tear it down.
Nearing the factory, she found a mound of robots forming in front of her. They were climbing on each other’s shoulders, linking arms. A smile came across her face. They had formed a solid line across the entire hallway, three robots tall, and six or seven deep. 
More came up behind her, and for a moment, she just stood there and let them break themselves as they punched and jabbed and stabbed her. When it became obvious that she wasn’t going down, the robots drew back. Elara bolted forward so fast the floor cracked beneath her shoes.
With a mighty boom, she tore through the barricade. Robots crashed down around her as she punched straight through and came out the far side, bare-knuckled. Some climbed back to their feet, but most had been damaged beyond repair. She took a deep breath and took out her broom. 
The robots paused, hesitant.
“Sweep!”
The broom’s power, augmented by the power of the apron, erupted down the hallway in a powerful, concussive blast that didn’t leave a single robot standing. Every last one was either shattered to bits or knocked down in sparks. She smiled and gave the broom a twirl, then, satisfied, turned toward the door of the factory.
A single punch to the lock shattered the door, and she strode inside to find a great many of the things staring down at her. They had formed a solid line across the entry of the factory, which was bad enough, but they also stood on catwalks, conveyor belts, and steel beams. 
Slowly, Elara looked about the room, taking it all in.
“Surrender, Elara!” The robots all shouted. “Surrender now!”
“No.” Elara shrugged. “But I assume you already know that.”
The robots surged forward as one. 
Elara gritted her teeth and dashed to meet them. Steel crashed against mammoth hair, straining against each other. Elara grimaced as they actually managed to force her to a halt.
“I… I’m not…” She set her jaw. “I’m not losing to you! Die, machines!”
She ripped the head off the closest one, spun, and threw it. The projectile cleared a path before her, and she sprinted down it before the robots could close ranks.
Now, the factory was a strange thing. A massive vat of molten iron stood at the center, heated by an immense furnace, while pipes ran out from the bottom to an intricate series of molds. With a loud hiss, metal was discharged from the pipes and into steel boxes, at which point, the boxes were plunged into water. When it was drawn back out, the box would open, and out came a new robot.
New robots were being created at a rate of one every three seconds or so. As Elara watched, more robots swarmed over to the side, where they seemed to be building a second boiler. The robots were expanding production, creating more robots! 
They were…
“How is this even possible?” Elara whispered as a thought struck her. “I destroyed the control panel… Right?”
“You destroyed a control panel.” One of the robots spoke. Lord Clementine’s voice came through, cackling. “It made them go haywire for a little bit, setting back my plans more than I had intended, but that’s been changed now. I have a new control panel in place, and it’s somewhere you’ll never find.”
“What’s your game?” Elara snapped. “This is going beyond anything sane. This is…” A thought struck her, and she gasped. “You’re not just trying to destroy the servants, are you?”
“Nobles require servants!” Lord Clementine shrieked. His voice was now echoing from all the robots. “As long as the nobles still exist, servants will have to exist. The only way to get rid of one will be to get rid of the other!”
A small smile spread across Elara’s face, and she took a deep breath.
“There’s just one little problem with what you’re saying?”
“And what’s that?”
“First off, nobles need servants, but servants don’t need nobles.” Elara shrugged, then braced herself. “And, secondly, I’m in your factory. Once I destroy it, you won’t have any way to accomplish your goals.”
The robots, in reply, all launched at her. However, Elara was ready. She stepped forward, grabbed the heads of two robots, and twisted their hair sharply. Sparks exploded as she ripped them clean off and spun. She threw the first one, then the next one, through the factory at the great vats of metal.
Boom.
Boom.
Impacts echoed like church-bells, and a smile spread across Elara’s face. Two holes now gleamed with light, and a brilliant white molten metal erupted across the platforms and catwalks. 
Thick beams melted under burning liquid, robots fell in pools of liquid, the boiler was fused shut as the metal grate was covered in the thick liquid. The ceiling began to sag as massive supports gave way, and with that, Elara turned and fled.
She pelted back through the halls, tearing through the robots. She made it almost to House Red when the factory exploded, and the whole castle seemed to lurch up into the air.
One moment, she was running. The next moment, she found herself flung up to the ceiling. 
Tapestries fluttered about, suits of armor rose up to the ceiling, only to come crashing back down in due course. Potted plants overturned, scattering dirt everywhere. She landed with a thud, finding the vast majority of the robots now smoking, destroyed. Smoke billowed through the halls from behind her, and she saw the distant light of flames flickering off the walls.
“And now…” King Clementine’s voice sounded weak. “And now, Elara, you have brought this upon yourself. The destruction of Fortis Regnum is upon your shoulders. Soon… Soon all of it will be voided out.”
“Not if I can help it.” Elara’s jaw set.
“And how… How will you avoid it?” King Clementine asked with a distant, dying sigh.
Elara didn’t buy it for a moment. “I’m going to do the same thing I did back in the throne room. The same way I managed to defeat the super soldiers, that’s how I’m going to save the fortress, and how I’m going to defeat you.”
“You’re… You’re going to wax the floor and dump me down a laundry chute into the rings of torment?”
“Hah. Good try!.” Elara rose to her feet and stared down at the robot head. “I know you’re only trying to get information out of me, and I’m not going to give you the satisfaction. What I will tell you is the one thing that you can’t comprehend, the one thing that I could tell you all day long, and still wouldn’t get through your thick skull.”
“And… What’s that?” King Clementine still sounded weak.
A smile crept across Elara’s face, and she turned to look at the desolate fortress. “I’m going to clean it up.”






Chapter Seventeen

 


With finality, Elara stomped down on the robot head. That done, she sped down the hall as fast as her broken heels could carry her, hoping to find someone - anyone - to help her in her quest.
As it happened, help came from a rather unlikely place.
“Help us!” voices echoed from the House Red doors as she ran past, and pounding echoed from the inside. “Please, someone, help!”
Elara ran up to the doors and grimaced. A large pillar had fallen across the entryway, cracking the door slightly. 
“I can get you out, but it’ll take a moment,” she called back.
“We don’t have a moment!”
“I can see the void!”
“Portals!”
“Please, we’ll give you anything!”
Elara’s mind whirled. She grabbed hold of the pillar, but it wouldn’t budge. Even her enhanced strength had limits, it seemed. 
“You’re going to have to clean the room yourself!”
There was a pause. 
Suddenly, Lord Hawk-Nose’s voice rang out. “How do we do that? Tell us what to do!”
Elara felt a smile grow across her face, and she leaned forward. “You’re going to want to start by picking up all the larger debris! Books, lamps, that sort of thing! Set tables upright, chairs, too! That’ll decrease the dirtiness the fastest, and give you some breathing room!”
She could hear clattering and clanging from the other side. A loud crash echoed, followed by a scream, and Lord Hawk-Nose’s voice came back through.
“It isn’t working, Elara! We’re dropping things… And the portals…”
She could hear genuine fear in his voice, and closed her eyes. How could she help? She had seconds, maybe, in order to get the nobles to safety.
But did she really want to help the nobles? They had tried to cast the servants into the void more than once. If the situation had been reversed, the nobles would have laughed at the servants, turned, and walked away.
And that… That was why she had to help them. If she didn’t, then she was no better than the nobles themselves! 
If she did help them, then maybe, just maybe, she could ensure a change of heart in more of them than Hawk-Nose. She slowly drew in a deep breath, then nodded.
“Alright, then! Use the portals to your advantage! Throw things through them! Like I said, big things! Toss the chairs, toss the tables, anything you can pick up, just chuck it all out through the portals! It sounds like a cop-out, and it sorta is, but the system registers it just the same!”
All she could hear were the grunts and gasps of people working. She wished desperately that she could see what was happening inside the room, but soon enough, it all came back.
“The portals are going away!” Hawk-Nose cried out in delight. “I can see the walls again!”
The other nobles let out a cheer.
“Good! That’s good!” Elara leaned forward and hoped that she could project her voice through the thick skulls of the nobility. “Don’t give up now! Getting the portals to close is only the first step. Now that they’re gone, you’re still in danger. One shelf tipping over, it could open them again, so you’ve got to get the room to a cleaner state.”
“We’re more than willing to try, but this is so far out of our comfort zone,” a female noble called through the door. “Please, Elara, how do we do this?”
Elara thought about how to best instruct them for a moment. “Alright. If there’s any furniture left, like I said earlier, get it turned upright. After that, go through and take anything not breakable and start putting it back wherever it looks like it should go. It doesn’t matter if it’s in the right place, that deals with the organization of the room, not the cleanliness. If anything is breakable, put it in a pile. If anyone has bags in their inventory, pull one out and start throwing stuff in there. Once it’s in a bag, it can shatter and fracture and get blasted to pieces, and it won’t affect the dirtiness of the room one bit.”
“Thank you!” Hawk-Nose called out through the door. “How far should we go? How much should we try to decrease the dirtiness?”
“You should try to take it down to 50, if you can,” Elara answered. “What’s it at now?”
“87.” Hawk-Nose confirmed.
“Then you’re on the right track.” Elara smiled. “You’re doing great! You’ll make it through, no problem.”
“Will you stay here with us?” the female noble asked after a moment.
“No.” Hawk-Nose answered sharply. “There are likely many other nobles scattered throughout the fortress who will be needing help as well. Elara needs to go help them, too.”
Elara took a deep breath, then nodded. “Then I’ll be off. I hope to see you on the other side of this, Lord Hawk-Nose.”
“Just… Just call me Hawk.”
“You’ve got it.”
Elara turned, then dashed off through the halls. She knew that she needed to help the nobles, but she also rather wanted to help the servants. She didn’t know if they were okay down in the warrens. Their fate made her heart ache with worry.
Now, unbeknownst to Elara, but beknownst to the servants hiding away in the laundry warrens, all of them who had taken cover were absolutely and utterly fine. In fact, some of them (mostly children) didn’t even realize that any explosion had gone off, as they had been happily asleep when it happened. Down beneath the ground, in warrens that ran through the very foundations of the fortress, the solid granite absorbed the blast, to the point where a great number of individuals simply attributed it to the snores of Farmer John (who, in all reality, did have quite a problem in that regard). 
Another great number of individuals (slightly greater with regard to their number, but indeterminately greater with regard to their relative worth) realized that something had happened, but weren’t quite sure what it could be. A very small number of individuals, namely Patricia, Flogger, Clobber, and Katia, realized that they almost certainly needed to figure out what had happened, and started drawing straws to figure out who would go do it. 
Now, if you’re familiar with the shape of a straw, it’s really quite simple, little more than a line, which doesn’t leave a lot of artistic license when drawing one. As such, all their sketches were rated as more or less equal by the random servant they called to judge the competition, and they moved on to drawing fruit, instead. 
In this, Patricia proved to be quite the artist as she sketched out an entire mound of oranges, bananas, and melons. She was subsequently declared the winner and sent on her way (much to her distress), and fled up into the halls to try and discern the nature of the blast.
Of course, unbeknownst to Patricia, but beknownst to Elara, her friend was working quickly and efficiently to resolve the nature of the explosion. As it turned out, support pillars had fallen across each and every one of the house doors, penning inside the nobles as their homes went critical. 
Elara was walking House Yellow through the process of cleaning up their room when Patricia caught up. She blinked in surprise at the conversation, and came to a stop as she listened closely.
“Alright!” Elara called out. “You’re doing good! Pick up the painting… Careful now, so you don’t scratch the paint. Now look on the back of it and you’ll see a little wire. Yup, just put that up to the wall above the nail… Now lower it…”
A cheer echoed from beyond the door, and Elara grinned. She took a step back, and Patricia approached her friend.
“I have many questions.” Patricia shook her head as if trying to clear it from a bad dream.
“And I can explain.” Elara held up a finger, putting Patricia on pause, then leaned towards the door. “Alright! Now that that’s up, you ought to be good! What’s your dirtiness at now?”
“75!”tThe voice echoed out. “Thank you, Elara!”
“You’re more than welcome!” Elara replied. She turned to Patricia. “Alright. The short version of the story is that all the nobles, at least all of them I’ve checked so far, are locked in their rooms. We have to get them out, or they’ll die.”
“Why do we care?” Patricia snorted.
Elara sighed and rubbed the back of her neck, and Patricia stepped forward.
“Elara. We’ve been fighting and trying to help, but they’ve been detonating their own rooms. I don’t know what caused the explosion, but I’d be willing to bet that it was because of them, too. This is all because of them! Why can’t you see that?”
“I can,” Elara answered softly. “I can see it just as well as you can.”
“Then why not just let them die?”
“Because that isn’t who we are,” Elara said. “We are servants. We keep this place clean. What would happen if all the nobles died?”
“We’d rule the castle.” Patricia crossed her arms.
“Yes. We’d rule over a fortress of bones, a fortress that we won by blood,” Elara hissed. “It’s a legend that none of the rulers of the fortress, not a single one, has died naturally in the last ten thousand years. I can’t speak for it, but I am inclined to believe it given what I’ve seen in my own life. We do this right, Patricia, or we don’t do it at all.” 
She paused. “It’s like cleaning up a room. If you leave dirt in the corners, you’re only causing more work for yourself when it goes critical. The same thing will happen here.”
Patricia groaned, then slowly sighed and nodded. “I reckon you’re right.”
“I know I’m right. I’m always right,” said Elara. “Now, we can cover more ground if we split up. I’ll head on to House Black. You take House Pink. If you can alert any of the other servants to come help, that would be great. Eventually we’re going to have to clean away these pillars.”
“I’ll see what I can do.” Patricia started to turn away, then paused. “And I hope you know, Elara, that if this goes south, I’m holding you personally responsible.”
“I understand!” Elara flashed a thumbs-up.
The two of them parted, and quickly raced off down the hall to help the rest of the nobles.
What Elara had begun, spread through the castle like an infectious disease. When House Red had their home stabilized, just like nobles often do, they almost immediately forgot about their plight, and began muttering about how the maids would have to be flogged for what they did. 
At that point, Lord Hawk-Nose climbed up onto a chair and gave an impassioned speech that moved all their hearts. Unfortunately, as Elara wasn’t there to hear it, it couldn’t be written into the history books, so all we know is that it succeeded in convincing the nobles of House Red that they desperately needed to be helping the other nobles as best they could, and that maybe the servants weren’t so bad after all. 
In order to do this, Lord Hawk-Nose used the tin can phone to call IT, which then connected him to House White, which as of yet hadn’t been contacted by the maids. He relayed their instructions, and told the nobles there to pass it on.
And so it went.
House White called House Green, and House Green called House Turquoise, and House Turquoise called House Chartreuse, and House Chartreuse (which was very small, consisting of a single Lord Puffin the Unknown-th, who always stayed at home and never interacted with the wider world) hung up the phone and ignored the directive and was sucked into the void. With him gone, though, the rest of the nobles quickly came on board.
Several hours of this went on. 
When Elara was satisfied that all the nobles were safe, she went down into the warrens to get a team of people to move the pillars. By then, the nobles had managed to clean out the spaces around their secret doors and had escaped without the need for such a thing. And so, it was that all of the individuals in question came to gather in the ballroom not far from the throne room.
There were so many that they could barely fit inside. Nobles, servants, they were all packed together, shoulder to shoulder, with hardly enough space for a hair to fit between them all. The clamor was overwhelming as people blabbed over one another and tried to figure out what was going on. 
Elara was right in the midst of it, and had no real inclinations to give a speech or anything of the like, but was whisked up onto the shoulders of the servants. Meanwhile, Lord Hawk-Nose was picked up onto the shoulders of the nobles, and the two of them were lifted to a point more or less at the center of the room. 
There, the two of them looked at each other. 
Lord Hawk-Nose cleared his throat. “I know all of you have questions.” His voice echoed throughout the room, quieting everyone at one, the nobles from fear and the servants from habit. “Frankly, I do, too. That explosion… What King Clementine was doing with the maids…”
“He was trying to destroy all of us,” Elara confirmed.
The room erupted into gasping and rumor-mongering, the servants from fear and the nobles from habit. It took quite some time to restore order, but, finally quiet settled once again, and the two of them were able to speak freely.
“King Clementine has gone insane,” continued Lord Hawk-Nose. “I feel as though I can say such a thing with some degree of credibility. He only sees safety upon the throne where no one else is alive, where no one else can possibly rise against him. He must be removed.”
“The problem is accomplishing that.” Elara nodded. “It’s going to take all of us. I propose…” She paused, and Lord Hawk-Nose nodded at her, encouraging her to go on. “I propose a joint army. Nobles and servants, fighting together for a common cause. Once King Clementine is out of the way, we can figure out what to do then, but for the moment, we need to remain united.”
“And to that, I heartily agree,” declared Lord Hawk-Nose. “We march upon the throne room, right here, right now. Anyone who can fight, be they noble or servant, get to the front of the battle formation. Elara and I will lead the way.”
The room exploded into cheers. 
Elara and Lord Hawk-Nose were swept across the room until they landed in the doorway at the front of the army. Behind them came Clobber, Beater, Flogger, Patricia, and Gerald, all armed and ready to go. Elara lifted her broom and struck out, marching through the halls, then glanced at Hawk.
“That was… Thank you.” Elara flashed a small smile.
“It’s for us as much as for you.” Hawk shrugged, failing to suppress his own smile.
“I do have to ask…” Elara lifted an eyebrow. “You can fight? I always thought nobles could lose in a battle against a wet noodle.”
“Maybe so, ordinarily, but…" Hawk opened his inventory. A long rifle appeared in his hand. “Lord Chekhov’s gun. I figured it’s been long enough since we mentioned it that we can use it now.”
“Works by me.” Elara flashed a smile at him, then turned her mind forward. “Let’s go knock a despot from his throne.”
 




Chapter Eighteen

 
The army marched up the hall and around the corner to the throne room. There, the enormous throne room doors lie wide open, held apart by a team of robotic maids. Elara braced herself, but they didn’t attack, and she peeked inside.
A great many more maids occupied the room, likely the last of the army. Meanwhile, seated high upon the throne itself was King Clementine. He had a broad grin across his face, and it only broadened as robotic nobles marched out and took their seats on all the other thrones.
“And here we are!” he called out, his voice echoing. “One final battle! The forces of Fortis Regnum against the forces of me! Who will come out on top? Who will win? Just to make things more interesting, I will temporarily suspend the dirtiness requirements for the throne room, so things can get as messy as they want!”
“It’s a trap.” Hawk murmured under his voice. “He intends to let us tear the place apart, then step out of the room and zap us all into the void at once.”
“I know. I’m not that unfamiliar with imperial politics.” Elara chuckled softly. “In that case, we need to keep him in the throne room at all costs. What do you think about ways to defeat him? Any ideas?”
“I’d rather like to avoid killing him,” Hawk answered. “I think you do, too. In the meantime, I’ll admit that I don’t exactly know what would be the best course of action. He has the title of king, so unless we can force him to abdicate, which I don’t think he’s likely to do, even taking him into custody will simply allow him to cast us into the void at his leisure.” Hawk balled his hands into fists. “That stupid void! That’s the key here, that’s what makes this all so difficult.”
“No luck in finding the scroll, then?” Elara asked.
“Not a lick.” Hawk shook his head. “Near as I can tell, Lord Longbeard must have been sucked into the void at some point, though I can’t exactly determine when. When he was, he took the scroll along with him, and any chance of us managing to defeat King Clementine.”
“Don’t give up hope yet.” Elara shrugged. “He can’t cast the servants into the void, which is at least some small consolation.”
“For you. Not for my half of the army.” Hawk glanced at her. “I just… I don’t know, and the problem is, we’re out of time.”
“Then let’s get in there and see what we can do,” Elara said. “See what opportunities present themselves, and we’ll go from there.”
“That’s the best plan I can think of,” Hawk agreed. “After you?”
“Ladies-” Elara frowned. “Age before beauty?”
“How about… The person wearing an apron that makes them super strong and indestructible goes before the person who’s made of flesh and blood?”
“How about… The person wearing said apron goes first, but only after the flesh and blood weakling has let off a few shots with their gun?”
“Now that works for me!” Hawk raised his gun alongside Elara’s broom. “All men and women, servants and nobles, anyone who wishes to see King Clementine knocked from his throne! Now’s your chance! Go to battle! Charge!”
A great war cry rose from the assembled army. 
Hawk lowered his gun and pointed it at the great crowd of robot maids and squeezed the trigger.
KA-BOOOOOOOOOOOM!
A great cloud of smoke exploded from the end of the barrel, and a projectile streaked through the air. However, as not a single person in the fortress (including Lord Chekhov) was skilled in the use of firearms. The shot went wide, and instead of hitting a single robot, it flashed over all their heads and hit the middle of the stained-glass window. 
With a mighty crash, the wall-sized glass mosaic came tumbling down. It was far from what the noble had intended, but it served as a good enough rallying point, and with that, the army surged forward.
Elara ran at the front, broom in her hands, and tore through the assembled robots. Mechanical body parts exploded through the air as she ripped them limb from limb, or simply whacked them with her broom so hard that they fractured into shrapnel. She snatched the head of one, tore it clean off, and then spun and threw it through the bodies of a dozen others all at once. Piles of broken robotic bodies quickly grew, and she glanced back at the army.
“We’ve got this, Elara!” Clobber swung an enormous club, sending the robots flying. “You take care of Clementine!”
“That’s King Clementine, to you!” King Clementine rose from his throne and cackled down at her. “All guard robots, stop her!”
Several guard bots, taller and sleeker than their sisters, sprang up from behind the throne and rushed her. Meanwhile, King Clementine turned and started to amble toward the rear exit. 
Elara gritted her teeth, then lunged upward, tore off one of the robot arms, spun, and threw the arm with all her might. It tore straight through three other robots (though in all due fairness that was most coincidental), the back of the throne, and slammed into the door handle, jamming the door shut. 
King Clementine spun and snarled at her. She grabbed another robot, broke it over her knee, and then strode up onto the platform of thrones.
“Here’s what I think of you.” Elara ripped the throne off the ground without, while she spoke. Three more of the guard robots leapt forward, but she crushed them like bugs with the very throne they were meant to protect. “You’re nothing but a lunatic. You’re nothing but a whimpering child. You’re nothing but… You’re nothing.”
She strode across the platform, toward the king, who, quite suspiciously, didn’t seem particularly worried. Calmly, he simply opened up his inventory and pulled out an apron identical to her own, and slowly started tying it around him.
“Oh no you don’t!” 
Elara leapt at him, desperately trying to get to him before he put it on. She was a hair too late, though, and slammed into him. 
A shockwave rippled out behind him, smashing the door open, but he remained unaffected. Casually, he tightened the last strand in the back of his neck, and gave her a small nod.
“Elara, Elara. You just don’t understand, do you?”
“I understand well enough.” Elara grabbed his arm and threw him upward. When he plummeted back down, she met him with a punch, and flung him into a nearby pillar. 
Stone cracked, but he emerged without a scratch. 
“You really do just want everything else dead and gone,” she said.
“You said it. Not me.” King Clementine walked back out toward her. “And, because of you, because of your actions, I have the ability to do it. This apron? You know well enough that I can’t be defeated now. Neither can you. The two of us can beat each other up from dawn until dusk, but we won’t harm the other person one little bit. Everyone else, on the other hand?” 
The king chuckled. “What I intend to do is simple. I’ll kill them. Each and every last one of them. You can try to stop me, but you can’t stop me forever, and every little slip you make will be one more victory of mine, until I manage to either cast you into the void, or I win. In the event that the latter happens, I imagine that I’ll then take my throne, and you’ll wander off into the wilderness, bitter and defeated, and I’ll have my victory.”
“Until you become worried about the wilderness,” Elara snapped. “What then? What happens when you realize that there are dangers everywhere, and that you can’t possibly get rid of all of them? Will you burn down the whole of the world?”
“If I have to.”
Elara slowly took a deep breath. “In that case, King Clementine, for a great many reasons that I can’t enumerate, I depose you, and I cast you into the void!”
Nothing happened. 
Frankly, she hadn’t really expected anything would happen, but the words did make King Clementine glance over his shoulder. And, with that, she ran at him with all her might, balling her hands into fists and preparing to make her stand.
And oh, what a stand it was.
She hit him with the force of a freight train, smashing him to the ground with enough force to carve a long crater into the stone floor. He responded by kicking her in the stomach, flinging her high into the sky, up into and half-way through the ceiling. Elara, however, landed with her feet to the now cracked dome and kicked, launching herself into a dive right back at him. 
The king, however, was already running toward the battle, and Elara gasped.
“No!”
“Yes!” King Clementine shouted. 
He waded into the midst of the battle. Clobber swung a mighty club, but the king simply allowed it crack and break over his head. He grabbed Clobber’s hand and swung the mountain of a man over his head, smashing him into the ground.
“No!” Elara leapt to catch up, grabbed the arm of the king, and slung him back into the throne room. 
He hit the stairs with enough force to crater the throne’s elevated platform. Elara dashed to follow him , balling her hands into a fist and threw a punch into his chest. 
He was blasted back into the ground again, deeper into the ever deepening crater, but then rolled aside as she struck once more. Her hand cracked stone from one end of the throne room to the other, and the king again ran back toward the battle. 
She tripped him, causing another shock wave as he landed, grabbed his leg, and heaved him up and over her head. He came crashing down onto the floor once more, hard, and then chuckled.
“Turns out this is going to be fun.”
With that, he pushed off, throwing a rapid series of attacks at Elara. She dodged a few, and tried to parry others, but took the brunt of them head on. He caught her arm and smashed her to the floor with enormous force. 
Elara gritted her teeth and brought him down as well, and the two proceeded to wrestle across the floor, tearing furniture and rock as they shook the entire throne room. 
Finally, King Clementine managed to land a good hit in and launched her up into the air. She came down on the opposite side of the room, and as she landed, she saw King Clementine again running towards her friends.
“Oh no, you don’t!” Elara yanked out her speed apron, tied it on over top of her other apron, and ran.
The world slowed. She leapt over Clobber, ducked under a blow from Flogger as he smashed the head of a robot, slipped past Hawk, and came up to King Clementine, who was moving to throw a punch at Patricia. When she caught his fist, it took the king an instant to process what had happened. She twisted his arm, hard, and kicked him in the gut.
He was flung high into the air, and Elara held out her hand.
“I need two frying pans, quick!”
Gerald drove a meat thermometer through the chest of one of the robots, noted the temperature, then opened his inventory and tossed the requested items to Elara. She caught them firmly, then spun back to the falling king.
“And now you learn what the true meaning of pain is.”
Whack-whack-whack-whack-whack-whack-whack-whack-whack-whack-whack-whack-whack-whack-whack-whack-whack-whack-whack-whack-whack-whack-whack-whack-whack-whack-whack-whack-whack-whack-whack-whack-whack-whack-whack-whack-whack-whack.
Cast iron crashed against reinforced skin as the king fell down within her reach. Between her extreme speed and supernatural strength, she was able to keep the king aloft by batting him around like a ball in a child’s game. He wasn’t suffering any severe injuries, unfortunately, but he also didn’t seem to be enjoying it. 
Finally, as Elara started to grow bored, she whacked him with both pans at once, knocking him a bit higher into the sky, and then jumped. With all her might and double pans, she hit him right in the face, thwacking him back down to the ground.
He plowed through stone like a meteor through, carving a long furrow all the way to the base of the stairs, where his throne lay toppled. 
Elara stalked toward him, moving at a normal speed, her frying pans at the ready. The king groaned and sat up, slowly reaching up to rub his eye. It was black. 
Elara felt a small smile come across her face, and she leveled a frying pan at him.
“It would seem that there is a limit to just how much damage the giant hair can absorb.” She lifted the pan as if to strike again, and King Clementine flinched backward. “Surrender, now, or I will kill you, even if I have to hit you with this pan a million times and it takes me a thousand years.”
“I…” King Clementine gritted his teeth and slowly rose to his feet. He wobbled a bit, and Elara felt a smile growing across her face. 
“I… Hereby, in my capacity as king, open a void portal right there.”
There was a flicker, and Elara felt a rush of wind from just behind her. Horror stabbed through her body, and she turned to see the immense, infinite stretch of the void not more than a foot from her. 
King Clementine sneered and lunged forward, aiming to punch her straight through.
With a flash of speed, Elara stepped to the side and grabbed King Clementine’s arm, intending to throw him through the portal. He closed it through, and opened another one a few feet to the side. 
Suddenly, Elara found herself in a great fight of portals, with the king opening portal after portal after portal, only to close them the moment that he faced any danger. Elara glanced over at the raging battle, realizing that the king would be able to do the exact same thing to all of them without any real issues. She was the only one standing between her friends and the void.
“If you cast yourself into the void, I’ll spare all of them,” offered King Clementine through bloody teeth.
Elara snorted. “The word of a noble. No… Hawk-Nose can actually be trusted, and I think a few of the other cans, too. Your word is garbage, though.”
“Perhaps.” King Clementine shrugged. “But picture this. The fortress in flames. I allow everyone else, everyone here, the option to escape into the wilderness. Those who take it have a chance to start over. Those who don’t… Well… They’ll join you.”
“And why would I take that deal?” Elara snarled.
“Because if you don’t, I’ll open a giant portal that swallows this whole room,” King Clementine said, his voice dead calm. “I’ll open a portal that swallows the whole castle. If I can’t have it, no one will, and I think you can trust that much.”
Elara set her jaw. She could tell that he wasn’t bluffing, maybe? Hopefully. She had seconds, maybe less, to figure out a way to-
To…
Something caught her eye in the portal. It wasn’t much, but for a brief moment, a flicker of something red appeared in the distance, then vanished again. It looked like a cloak.
A red… a House Red uniform, perhaps?
A smile returned to her face. 
King Clementine winced and raised his hands, but Elara nodded.
“Alright. You’ve got me. I’ll go.”
“You’ll…”
“I’ll go.” Elara flashed a small smile at him, then braced herself and bounced on the balls of her heels. “Just make sure you sleep with both eyes open, eh? Just in case I come back.”
She charged forward and leapt into the void.
Darkness swirled around her, and the portal closed. She was plunged into the inky darkness of the night.
The inky darkness of the void.






Chapter Nineteen

 
It took Elara a hot minute to find her bearings. She couldn’t tell if she was moving or not, as there wasn’t any point of reference. That said, she knew that there was a point of reference, somewhere, out in the distance. She just had to-
Something began to move into her vision from the right, and she craned her neck around to see what it was. Her eyes opened wide, and she gasped.
The void was far less empty than she might have thought.
In fact, it was downright filthy.
Floating in the void was an immense field of debris. Tables, chairs, books, cups, food (both rotten and edible), a great deal of rubble, and, of course, people.
A lot of people.
Every color of the rainbow was present, Houses Red and Orange, Yellow and Green, Blue, Purple, Indigo, Violet, Black, and so many more. Among the nobles were servants, men and women alike, all floating amidst the desolation. 
Elara heard a cackle, and a familiar black-dressed individual came shooting over like a rocket, riding a train of fire.
“Well, well, well!” Penelope laughed as she glided up to Elara. “If it isn’t Elara the battle-maid! I was wondering when you’d slip up and wind up in here.”
“I didn’t slip. I came voluntarily.” Elara shook her head.
“Then you’re even more stupid than I initially thought.” Penelope snorted. “This is the void! An endless expanse of nothingness! While you’re here, you’re just… Here. You don’t get hungry. You don’t get thirsty. You don’t age, you don’t die, and you don’t really live. You just exist forever, without purpose. No pain, no passion, just the void.”
“Right.” Elara nodded slowly. “Do you happen to know Lord Longbeard? Would have been sucked in here just… A few hours ago, probably?”
Penelope frowned in confusion. “I don’t know. I don’t pay attention to everyone who gets sucked inside the void. Why do you care?”
“Because I’d like to talk to him.”
“You’d like to…” Penelope broke out in laughter. “I don’t think you get it, do you, Elara? You’re stuck here. Forever. And ever. All of eternity. When time ends in Fortis Regnum and that world comes to end, we’ll still be here. There is no escape.”
“I’m not confident of that fact.” Elara shrugged.
“Then you’re a fool.” Penelope started to turn away.
“If I am, it’s not going to harm me,” Elara said. “Come with me. Help me. The worst that happens is that you spend one last adventure with me before you settle in for an eternity of boredom and monotony. The best that happens is that we actually escape this mess.” Elara frowned. “And I do mean a mess. Seriously, how do you exist like this? It bothers me just to look at.”
Penelope rolled her eyes, but Elara could tell that the former queen was intrigued. “I suppose I could help.”
“Great!” Elara waved her arms and legs about. “I can’t exactly move around. No magic.”
“Then hold onto my hand. If you get go, I’m not coming after you.”
Fire exploded out of Penelope’s feet, and she shot through the darkened skies. They zoomed through the vast field of debris, shooting underneath a clock tower and around a number of robots, flashing past a wide number of nobles and servants at the same time. Suddenly, Elara pointed forward.
“There! That’s him, I think!”
Penelope nodded, and she came screeching to a stop just in front of a man with an incredibly long beard, dressed in House Red attire. He was chewing idly on the end of it, and blinked in surprise.
“Penelope! Elara! What brings the two of you over to my corner of the void?”
“I need something in your inventory,” Elara said. “Fortis Regnum Laws, Bylaws, Regulations, Governances, Ordinances, Constitutions, Rules, Charters, Principles, Guidelines, Instructions, and Practices.”
“Ahh! Yes.” Lord Longbeard nodded. “I have that right…” He opened up his inventory and started to scroll, then frowned. “Oh. I guess I don’t have it. I must have put it back into the Luminous Library of Law before I was sucked in here.”
Elara gritted her teeth. “Now, where does that leave us?”
“Well, if you’re needing that scroll, I’d say you’re either going to need a miracle, or a convenient twist of the plot. So to speak, of course.” Lord Longbeard shrugged.
A portal opened just a few feet away, and a great many books and scrolls came tumbling into the void. A particularly large one whacked straight into Lord Longbeard’s face, and he slowly pulled it away to read the script.
“And there we have it. Here you go.”
He handed the scroll across to Elara, who unrolled it with a flourish. The scroll swept off through the void, expanding to a length of what must have been a hundred feet or more. Elara held onto the top, and began shifting down through the list.
“People who can cast other people into the void,” she murmured as she reached that section. “Let’s see… Twelfth cousins thrice removed can do it as a matter of course, though it notes that this doesn’t happen very often. Kings have the right to do it to anyone they want, servants can mandate that kings aren’t able to cast servants into the void… Any noble can cast a king into the void if the king has been collaborating with servants… Any house leader can cast members of their house into the void… Husbands and wives can cast each other into the void, but only if they’ve attended counseling for at least a week… Counselors can be cast into the void by their patients…” 
She flipped through the document faster and faster, scanning each entry. They were all fascinating to read, but they didn’t help her much. Not until she reached the end.
“If a servant and a noble ever reach an alliance and determine to change the established order within Fortis Regnum, they may, jointly, cast into the void any leader standing in their way.”
Penelope frowned. “That’s actually in there?”
“Right here.” Elara nodded. “Regulation 1,396 regarding void laws.”
“Interesting.” Penelope leaned forward, then snapped her fingers. The scroll was rolled up in the span of an instant, and she tucked it into her inventory. “Too bad you’ll never get a chance to use it.”
“But what if I could?” Elara raised an eyebrow. 
“You can’t.”
“But what if?”
Penelope sighed. “If, hypothetically, you could somehow escape the void, I’m afraid I would have to take action to prevent it. Even on this side of things, I have to do what I can to protect the established order, to keep you from doing things that would upset the long-established balance of things.”
Elara nodded, then let a small smile flicker across her face. “What if I could get you, and Lord Longbeard, and everyone else out of here?”
“You can’t.” Penelope’s voice was quick.
“But what it?” Elara continued to press. “Just bear with me for a moment. What. If.”
“Then…” Penelope shrugged. “I don’t know. I would probably help you.”
“You’d help me get out, just so I could change around the established order of the fortress.” Elara raised an eyebrow. “You’d help me escape so that you could live as an ordinary citizen? No longer a queen, likely not even a noble?”
“Even if I had to live as the worst-treated servant in the fortress, it would be better than this.” Penelope confirmed. “But, as I’ve consistently told you, it’s not going to work.”
“You let me be the judge of that.” Elara took a deep breath. “Alright. We’re going to need to work together. Are there any others who can use magic to zoom around?”
Penelope’s jaw clamped shut, but Elara leaned forward.
“Penelope. We have a chance to get everyone out of here. Is there anyone else who can use magic to zoom around?”
Penelope sighed, then slowly lifted her hand. “There are lots of people, but most of them have been here too long to have any real motivation to do anything, let alone zoom. But, I suppose, for the sake of actually getting out of here…” She winced. “If I ever do get out, I’m going to regret this, but…”
She snapped her fingers, and a stream of stars shot across the short distance between them. Magic flowed through into Elara’s body, and she suddenly felt herself gaining the ability to move about. A smile broke across her face, and she whirled around Penelope like a fairy.
“I can fly!”
“You can also be a whole lot less showboaty about it.” Penelope sighed. “What do you need me to do?”
“I need all the people gathered up and put in one location,” Elara said.
“You realize that there’s like a hundred thousand years worth of people in here, right?” Penelope raised an eyebrow. “This debris field is almost the size of planet Earth itself.”
“You remember how you said you’d be willing to work as the worst-treated servant in the fortress?” Elara said. “Your time starts now.”
“And what will you be doing?” Penelope asked.
“Me?” Elara shrugged. “I’ll be making a planet.”
She flashed off into the void, diving down into the depths of the field. Behind her, she could see Penelope darting about, gathering up the nobles and servants alike in a long chain. She paused only long enough to confirm that Penelope was actually doing her job, then took out her broom and needle.
“And here we go.” She flashed up to a large piano, drifting idly through the expanse. “Sweep!”
Her broom collided with the object, and it was sent tumbling into the ruins of an old guard house. Elara’s needle left her hand and flashed through the open void, sewing the whole conglomeration of debris into a single unit. It was ramshackle at best, but it worked, and she flew up to that ball.
“Sweep!”
Wham!
Another strike, and that ball slowly lumbered forward. It crashed into what looked to be an old stable, and Elara surged towards it, sewing the wooden beams to the stones. Slowly, carefully, she guided the mass forward, aiming for the densest concentrations of castle parts. Wagons, books, rooms, entire wings of the fortress, all of it was slowly gathered together into a single ball. Down, down she went, the ball growing larger and larger. 
She lost all track of time. It could have been minutes since she began, but, more likely, it was days, or even weeks. Suddenly, ahead of her, she noticed a flash of color, and flew ahead of the ball. Elarafound a man sitting in a simple, wooden chair, a mop in his hand, fast asleep.
“Sir!” Elara called out. “Sir, wake up!”
The man’s eyes flickered open, and he chuckled softly.
“Oh! Is the end of time here already?”
“What? No.” Elara shook her head. “But… I’m hopeful we’re about to get out of this void. What’s your name?”
“Peter.”
Elara’s eyes opened wide. “Not Peter the Perfect!”
“That’s what they called me.” Peter nodded slowly. “No one else could clean up a mess like me! Everything was perfectly clean on my watch.”
“Really?” Elara frowned. “You were… You were a servant? All the nobles in the fortress hold you as the first king of Fortis Regnum!”
Peter shrugged. “It was a weird situation. When we were escaping through the wilderness, the servants were the ones keeping the nobles alive, and I was the leader of the servants. When we reached Fortis Regnum, I was hailed as the new king, since I was the one who had kept us all alive, and the classes sorta… inverted. The nobles pledged themselves as servants to the servants, and pretty soon, the old servants started acting like nobles. By the time I realized what was happening, my best friend tried to stab me in the back, and when I dodged, he threw me into the void.”
“That’s awful.”
“I’ve made amends with him.” Peter waved over Elara’s shoulder. “And you, Brutus?”
“Yeah, I’ve made amends as well.” A voice came from behind Elara. “Sorry about that.”
Peter let out a sigh, then slowly turned to the enormous ball of debris that was still cycling their way. “Do I want to know what you’re going to do with that?”
“I have a few ideas.” Elara shrugged. “My main plan, though, was to get something big enough that all the debris came crashing together, reached critical mass, and formed a black hole that would suck us through and back into Fortis Regnum.”
“That’s an awful plan.” Peter crossed his arms. “Besides, that’s not how black holes even work! They just crush up everything inside them, not create a portal!”
“Well, it’s either that, or wait for a portal to open, and for that, I’ll need a miracle, or a convenient plot twist.” Elara crossed her arms. “Besides, this place is really filthy, and a black hole seemed like a good trash can to dump everything into.”
“Well, I can’t fault you there.” Peter frowned, then nodded. “Alright, I’ll-”
Flash!
With a brilliant burst of light, a portal opened right next to Elara. She glanced through in surprise, and, to her delight, found Clobber standing on the other side. All around him was fire and destruction, and he waved.
“Elara! You have no idea how long we’ve been trying to reach you!”
“Frankly, I can’t believe it just worked.” Patricia stepped up next to Flogger. “Convenient, for sure.”
“We can talk later.” Elara raised her hand, and her needle shot out through the portal and wrapped itself around Clobber. “Secure yourself to this. Because… I’ll explain in a minute.” Elara turned around, where the giant ball of debris was still waiting. “I guess I’m going to need you after all. Wait for my signal, and keep this thing open!”
Clobber nodded and braced himself. The needle, after sewing a sufficient number of stitches, zipped back out to Elara’s hand. She took a deep breath, then turned around, flew forward, and slammed into the ball of rubble.
By this time, it should be pointed out, the ball was almost a mile wide. It didn’t budge at first… Then, slowly, began to pick up speed, rolling toward the edge of the field. 
Peter joined in, as did Brutus, and the thing rumbled on. Elara kept a tight hold on the needle, letting the thread slowly reel out. Soon, the portal was far behind, but that was alright by her.
Penelope, she had long since gathered up all the people, almost ten thousand in number, and arrayed them next to each other on the edge of the field. The group had noticed that the debris field was slowly shrinking. In a place with no gravity, even a body with such a small relative gravity as her ball did exert an attraction. 
It continued to grow as the ball came back. Clock towers, Bell Towers, Guard towers, Block towers, book towers, libraries, bedrooms, ballrooms, bathrooms, band rooms, and everything was all drawn in, crashing together in a great cacophony. 
Soon, Elara had brought the small planet up to the group, and their feet all touched down. She rejoined Penelope, along with Peter and Brutus, and looked back out at the long string, as well as the last bit of debris that was slowly tumbling down to land on the planet.
“Alright, Clobber!” She called out. “Pull! Now!”
In the distance, Clobber (who had fallen asleep) woke with a start, and began to pull. Patricia helped him, as did all the others who were there. 
The planet began to move, slowly at first, but Elara and all the others who had any magic helped, and they were soon cruising back through the void at a rapid clip.
“I sure hope this works.” Penelope whispered.
“Oh, it will.” Elara nodded, though, in all reality, she had her doubts, too. “It has to.”






Chapter Twenty

 
Closer and closer the portal came. Elara braced herself, suddenly wondering if the several-mile-wide ball of debris, with all its assembled nobles and servants, would be able to fit through. 
The answer came a moment later as lights started to swirl all around. The portal ahead seemed to grow wider, and with an immense eruption of energy, she was sucked through.
With a brilliant burst of light, she appeared on the ground next to Clobber, Patricia, and all the others. She could see nothing but rubble. The entire fortress seemed to have been reduced to piles of debris, all the way out to the wilderness several miles distant in every direction. Penelope appeared next to her, along with Peter and Brutus. 
Everyone turned to her, and Hawk beamed.
“Elara! You made it back!”
“I did, but was I too late?” Elara frowned. “How long has it been?”
“Since you went inside? I think about a year.” Hawk walked up and shook her hand. “I don’t know, and I don’t think it matters. After you left, King Clementine lost whatever traces of sanity had remained. He went berserk, smashed everything in sight and leveled the fortress, then fled. Thankfully, he didn’t throw anyone into the void. Didn’t open up a single void portal again, for that matter.”
“He was too scared.” Elara nodded.
“Of what?”
“Me.” Elara took a deep breath. “In that case, I-”
“ELARA!” King Clementine’s voice erupted across the field of debris, and a dark form shot up into the air from the wilderness. With a mighty boom, the puny little king landed in front of Elara, a grin on his impish little face. He was wild, looking as if he hadn’t shaved or bathed in a year. “I knew you would come back! I just had to wait, and then-”
“Hold up.” Elara raised a hand. “I need to think.”
“What about?” King Clementine snapped.
“It’s…” Elara walked over and put hand on Hawk’s shoulder. “Ahh… Let me get this right…  In our capacity as joint leaders of the nobility and servants who are determined to effect a change in the established order of Fortis Regnum, we hereby cast you into the void.”
Nothing happened, and King Clementine chuckled. “Well, since that’s over, why don’t we-”
“Ditto.” Hawk nodded.
A portal opened behind King Clementine. He screamed and ran, but invisible fingers plucked him up and drew him backward. He flailed for a moment longer, then sighed as he was slurped back through. 
The portal slammed shut, and the ground began to rumble.
Flash! Flash-flash-flash-flash-flash-flash-flash-flash-flash-flash-flash-flash-flash-flash-flash-flash-flash-flash-flash-flash-flash-flash!!!
Light, like that of a crowd of paparazzi a thousand people deep, began to flicker across the debris field. Hundreds, thousands, ten thousand individuals appeared across the ruins of the fortress. Every last person who had ever been sucked into the void (sans King Clementine, of course) was brought back out into broad daylight. They blinked in surprise, some put their hands to cover their eyes, a few of them fell to the ground and began kissing the earth.
And then… 
And then, all the debris came back.
It would be impossible to describe the immensity of the light that heralded the return of the small planetoid of rubble, except perhaps to compare it to staring into the detonation of a thousand Glitteranium bombs at once. 
The ground shook, and Elara stumbled on her butt. She closed her eyes and clapped her hands over her face, but found that it was no use, she could see the bones in her hands clean through everything.
Then, suddenly, it was over. 
Elara slowly rose, opening her eyes.
The fortress, far from lying in rubble and ruin, now stood taller than ever. Elara and those around her stood upon a great balcony high above the rest of the fortress. Stretching out below, all the way out to the horizon, was an expanse of rooftops, parks, fields, playgrounds, and more. The tower where the group stood was by far the grandest of them all, and she let out a long breath, then turned around to find herself staring down a long hallway lined with paintings, portraits, suits of armor, statues, tapestries, and plenty of potted plants.
“What is this?” Patricia asked.
“It looks… Better than ever.” Peter whispered. “It’s so much bigger… And look! Is that George the Giant?”
Elara didn’t say a word, but slowly started walking down through the hall. The hall wasn’t that long, and she soon came out into a throne room that was even larger and more elegant than the old one. Instead of thrones, the chairs built by the experimental division sat upon the platform (which itself was a few stairs taller than it had once been. 
Patricia laughed and ran over to try one, but Elara found herself staring up at the stained-glass window.
No longer did it show a single person. Instead, it depicted a scene, a great battle, with King Clementine on one side, surrounded by his army of robots, being defeated by a combined army of everyone else. It was a lot of detail, but then, the thing was over a hundred feet tall and wide, so there was room for it. 
At the center was Elara, her broom gleaming with the sun behind, shining its light down across the throne room.
“Hooray for Elara!”
The cry echoed through the room, and Elara turned as the throne room doors swung open and nobles and servants alike came flooding inside. Penelope was there, along with everyone. Lord Penniworth, Edna, Lord Dorberson, Lord Canary-Nose, and more. 
Elara slowly stepped up to stand before the head chair, then turned and held out her hand. Hawk gave a single nod and stepped up next to her. 
Elara cleared her voice. “Attention, everyone!”
The room fell deadly quiet. This time, it was out of fear and anticipation, for all of them. 
Elara regarded them all in turn, an odd feeling swelling up inside her. She stayed quiet for a long moment, then, slowly, began.
“It wasn’t long ago when I was nothing more than a lowly servant. I had no rights, I didn’t even have decent food. I was overworked, and I… I didn’t care.” She shrugged, then turned to look at Patricia, Gerald, and the rest. “I never wanted to be part of a revolution. I certainly didn’t want to lead one, but then… then, it all happened, and we servants started to make ourselves heard. We struck once, then we struck again. After that… well, you know the story, I won’t recap the whole thing for you.”
“I don’t know the story!” A noble called out. “I’ve been trapped in the void for the last thousand years!”
“Then I’m sure someone will fill you in.” Elara shrugged. “Anyway, the point is… I didn’t want this, but as time went on, I began to see how necessary it was. Now that everything has gone down, it’s safe to say that things will not be the same from here on out. Anyone who doesn’t like that idea, anyone who wants to stick to the old ways, I invite you to leave now. March out of this room, find the exit, and go out into the wilderness. You’ll only hate the way life is, and cause undo trouble. Is that clear?”
A murmur ran through the audience. A few of the nobles, mostly ones from the void, all turned to leave. 
Elara imagined that quite a few of them would be taking off, but it was hard to know how many. Less than a tenth of the residents of the fortress were in the throne room at that moment, which meant that word would have to travel before everyone would be able to decide. In any case, Elara waited until the murmuring died down before continuing.
“Now, we come to the issue of what the new order of things will look like.” She crossed her arms. “Some of my people, the servants, will almost certainly be advocating for a simple class flip. I, however, believe this to be a mistake, for reasons that my new friend, Peter the Perfect, would be happy to enumerate when he manages to get his bearings again.”
Peter smiled and bowed his head, making sure to show off his mop a bit. 
Many of the nobles gasped in surprise. 
Elara pressed onward, “There was a conversation that I had recently, where something was said. Nobles can’t survive without servants, but servants can survive without nobles. I said the last half myself, but since then, I’ve come to realize something. Servants can’t survive without nobles, at least in some fashion. I didn’t want to become a leader, but the servants needed one, so that’s the role I wound up taking. All of us look to leadership. All of us need leadership, that’s why the nobles themselves always had a king. In turn, though, the leaders must look out for the needs of those beneath them. That’s the purpose of having leaders, after all. To guide, to see the big picture, to judge without partiality.”
“I still don’t see your point!” a voice called out. “Cut to the chase!”
“The chase is this. We will still have a class of servants, and a class of nobles, but everyone will belong to both classes. Everyone will enjoy the comforts of the nobility in the evenings and at mealtimes, and everyone will enjoy the satisfactory work of a servant during working hours. That includes the king and queen.”
“King and queen?”  Patrica snapped. “You’re the queen! We all know it! You don’t need a king!”
“Maybe I don’t. Maybe I do.” Elara glanced over at Hawk, who nodded. “That said, I can’t speak for the future, and I am not going to leave in place something that can be abused the moment I die. There will be, now and proceeding for an eternity, two rulers of Fortis Regnum. These rulers will not be related to each other, either by blood or marriage (excepting for the odd circumstance where logic may dictate such an arrangement). I will stand now as queen, and I desire Lord Hawk-Nose to serve as my co-ruler. He’s more familiar with the nobility than I am, the daily governance of castle life, while I know how to manage the servants. Is any of this unclear?”
The room was dead silent. 
Then, someone let out a cheer, and the throne room exploded in jubilation. 
Elara turned to Hawk, and nodded to him. “We’re going to need a gazillion committees to sort out exactly how this will all work.”
“I’ll start working on drawing up rosters right away.” He smiled. “We’ll also need to send out scouts to get a proper map of the fortress so we know what houses are built where. Everyone will need sorted into their houses, and-”
With a flash of light, a scroll appeared in Elara’s hand. She unrolled it to find a full map of the fortress, labeled “An upDated Detailed Drawing Delving into Darkest Depths of our Dormitory.”
“That’s convenient.” Hawk lifted an eyebrow.
“I’m going to call it a miracle.” Elara shrugged.
“Whatever you say.” Hawk turned and took a deep breath. Elara turned as well, and the two of them faced the massive assortment of people.
Queen of Fortis Regnum. Battle-Maid. All things considered, she really couldn’t complain one bit.
Now that the revolution was over, she just had to figure out how to rule.
Thankfully, as far as she was concerned, the hard part was over.
###
Unbeknownst to Queen Elara, King Hawk-Nose, or any of the other noble servants, far below the fortress a number of people in white HAZMAT suits were listening to the events above through tin can phones, and grinning from ear to ear. Rob slowly lowered the can and nodded to Bob, who nodded in turn to Nob.
“I reckon that counts as turning the castle off and back on again, and near as I can tell, it’s worked perfectly,” Rob declared.
“Just like water works,” Bob agreed. “I have to admit, I sorta felt bad when we unlocked that secret trap door, but it seems to have worked out well enough.”
“Indeed.” Nob clasped his arms behind his back, then turned away from the tin cans and walked back toward the underground pool. 
A man with a quill pen was frantically scribbling on a scroll, detailing his most recent visit to the rings of torture, while ten Black Ops agents staggered along behind him. They were going to be in for a surprise, but then… so was everyone.
Fortis Regnum was different now, changed dramatically from anything it had ever been like in the past.
And as long as the IT department was there to watch over it, all three of them imagined that everyone, noble and servant alike, would get along just fine.  


The End
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