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      “How has it come to this?” Glav Furst muttered as he marched through a network of recently excavated tunnels. He didn’t mean his current situation, as that was entirely logical. No matter the project, problems were inevitable. Rather, what had dumbfounded Glav was the respectability he’d earned in the goblin colony in such a short time.

      From his first few days, Glav’s knack for quality construction led the colony to appoint him manager of a work crew, building houses for their budding community. Not more than two months after that, he’d received one such house for himself and for his even larger family. Now there weren’t only three little green gremlins but nine ravenous mouths to look after, feed, and teach the ways of the world.

      A younger Glav would have quailed at the responsibility the colony and his legion of chubby-cheeked children had thrust upon him. Yet the Glav who had arrived at the goblin settlement was already hard, tough, and hungry for a challenge. He was a new goblin, completely different from his younger, weaker self. His short time in the Valley had already doubled that strength.

      Glav’s gaze focused on the tunnel around him, no longer distracted by thoughts of his old life. That was a different world, and he needed to stay in the present. Too much depended on him. He couldn’t lollygag and daydream.

      He traced the circular grooves on the tunnel, which ran the circumference of the rough stone walls as if the stone had been chipped away by a cookie cutter. Which was fairly close to how it had been dug. The spectrol-powered drill they’d bought from some traders was already returning dividends. Not only had their supply of gravel for making roads and other building materials become almost infinite, but after they completed the current tunnel project, the colony would have a new source of power. They wouldn’t have to mess with nasty spectrol generators again. As long as they didn’t grow too fast.

      Even the thought of burning spectrol soured his stomach and felt like a knife shoved up his nose. The awful smell was something like a frozen corpse that had been set on fire. So far, two or three of the foul machines had powered every construction project site he’d visited. He often went on walks away from the construction zone to get a breath of clean air and clear his head. So he could think straight and solve one or more of the endless problems that arose in the colony.

      Yes, Glav would be thrilled to have these tunnels finished and finally uncover the geothermal energy buried somewhere in the bedrock that the colony miners were busy crunching through.

      Or, at least, they were supposed to be.

      The work crew had radioed in half an hour ago to report some kind of discovery. The goblin’s voice had sounded stunned and slightly terrified, like someone was threatening him with a knife. That was ridiculous, though. Glav knew all the miners. Not one of them had the guile to hold hostages in the tunnels. They had no reason to. He also knew the goblin in particular, who wasn’t easily frightened. So, Glav began asking the workers questions.

      That was when the real oddities began.

      They simply repeated the same message every time he asked. “You need to come and see this.” Their voices weren’t flat, but they followed almost the same cadence. Different enough not to be a recording but similar enough that they sounded like lunatics.

      Glav had left the building site he’d been at all day, the start of another expansive neighborhood of houses and a few common areas for outdoor use. He’d started the long trek into the darkness under the hill with nothing but a headlamp and his memory of the layout to guide him. Navigation became easier after he made it past the first few turns. After that, the tunnel proceeded more or less straight at a gentle angle. He plodded along in his work boots and listened to his footfalls echo down the tunnel in either direction.

      When the noise returned to him from the front, the sound was slightly distorted. If he wasn’t paying attention and hadn’t been in there before, he never would have known. Yet instead of a constant, wavering stomp, his footfall became stretched and thin. As if something at the end of the tunnel had absorbed the noise and spat less than half of it back.

      Glav’s pulse quickened.

      Maybe it was the strange conversations with the miners or the distorted sounds, but as he marched down the tunnel, he felt troubled. As if a vengeful spirit was hiding out of view down here, ready to pounce.

      The air itself felt wrong, and not only because it became thicker and warmer as Glav delved deeper. No…a buzz filled the air like a barely contained lightning bolt. It reminded him of other tense moments he’d had in the colony. Such as when he’d helped organize the militia to ward off a band of marauders who’d set their sights on the goblin community. Or when he’d volunteered to clear out the wyvern nests in the crags above their homes. It was the sensation of danger, and of potential. Potential to change Glav’s home for the better…or the worse.

      I wonder what this one will end up as? Glav rounded the corner and spied the end of his journey. A huddle of orange-vested goblins gathered around the massive drill-bore, which took up the majority of the space.

      “All right, I’m here to take a look,” Glav advised as he approached. “What’s so important I had to walk all the way down here? I trust you boys, but there’s a lot more going on than this project. If you want—” Glav stopped talking when he noticed no one was listening. The workers gathered around the machine hadn’t even turned to look at him. Instead, they leaned forward and tried to get a look at something farther down the tunnel.

      How much farther can the tunnel go if the bore is right there? Did they back the machine out of whatever they found? I only see half the workers assigned to this shift. Where are the rest of them?

      Worry gnawed at Glav’s chest. He surged forward, pushing his way around the workers and shimmying along the side of the drill. What he saw on the other side answered at least one question.

      The tunnel opened into a natural cave system, but it was not the soft curves and stalactites of a limestone cave. It was igneous rock and looked as if it had been somehow carved out by a stream. The walls bent and flowed in strange designs, delicate twists of obsidian curling and glittering in pockets on the floor and ceiling. Glav had never heard of anything like this.

      Most enchanting was the soft red-orange glow at the center of the cave. Another huddle of miners, his remaining employees, blocked the source of it. Another question answered. Only one left. Glav picked past the workers, barely noticing them as he headed for the center and the source of the light.

      A gemstone lay embedded in the floor. Its surface was smooth and unmarred, perfect and beautiful. What gemstone is polished and smooth even before it’s taken out? The ruby glow that radiated from the gem pulsed every so often. Something lay buried in the center of the stone, like a second, darker gem sealed within the first.

      Glav knelt and drew close to the shape. The pulse of light vibrated along the floor, and he realized what it was. A heartbeat.

      Up close, he saw the details of the dark form. It was curled up, barely bigger than his youngest child, and imbued with all the evocative power of its kind. The light throbbed as its pulse quickened.

      The hair along Glav’s body rose straight and stayed there. His thoughts came in slow motion as if his mind was wading through an ocean of resistance.

      He reached toward the gemstone, but at the last moment, a blasphemous feeling stopped him. Who was he to do this? How could he touch something so transcendent?

      The air between Glav’s fingers and the gemstone charged with static, and Glav felt his hand being drawn into the stone’s embrace. He could pull away. He could get up and leave…but why would he?

      He wanted to touch the stone.

      The stone wanted the same.

      Glav pressed his hand into the crystalline surface. A thrill of ecstasy shot through him, followed by an electric charge that ran up his arm and sizzled around his body. No pain accompanied the feeling. Only a chaotic warmth spreading into one limb, then out to another before it swelled and flooded him with its life and presence. He stared deep into the stone and felt as if he was falling…falling, and swallowed by its embrace.

      The shape within the gem stirred. A single, burning eye slowly blinked open. A ring of fire surrounded its primordial, slitted pupil.

      A burning thought raged through his mind. The time has almost come.

      The warmth in his chest became a fire, a burning passion. Glav knew exactly what the thought meant, though he could not have explained it if someone had asked him. It was obvious. Too obvious to be explained.

      The fire within him became even hotter, and Glav leapt off the floor. The static in the air was gone. There was no tension. Nothing strange or otherworldly. This was simply another day and another set of problems. Only now, he had a purpose. One that must be fulfilled at all costs.

      Glav swiveled and snapped at the work crew. He shouted instructions, but there was nothing wild or chaotic about his actions. He knew everything he would say well in advance. He knew what he would say ten minutes from now, too, and even an hour from now. Not that he could suddenly see the future. Rather, he felt prepared for eventualities.

      "Get fresh tools! Ones with sharp, clean edges. And you! Bring blankets. You! Get a portable heater. Move, Move! The time has almost come!"

      The miners swarmed past the drill and into the tunnel, hurrying to obey.
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      Esselliar

      Fame, fortune, and drug abuse...it’s like a combo meal. You can’t get one without the others. At least, all too often, that’s how it plays out. Vor sucked the nervous expression off his face as the pallbearers passed by. Inside the casket was the once-sensational pop-singer-turned-outlaw Feladrien ElanHudraith. Or Fel’El, which was the name Vor and Doughas knew her by. It was also the name endlessly moaned by the funeral’s truest mourner, the deceased’s boyfriend. Morg.

      The ogre’s face was a mess of tears. “I thought she was getting better. I thought she would pull through…” He repeated similar phrases between heaving breaths and dragged his sleeve across his nose, adding to an already extensive collection of stains on his tailored suit.

      Looming to the side and slightly behind Morg was his gargantuan uncle. Throm, son of Kroth, former crime lord turned restaurateur. The massive, imposing ogre appeared even scarier with the addition of his scarred eyes. Throm watched the proceedings with due respect. He reassured his sobbing nephew with firm shoulder squeezes at regular intervals as if each one was scheduled down to the moment of delivery.

      Vor’s heart ached at the display and the horrible turnout. It was a testament to how quickly fame faded that only a handful of folks attended the ceremony. A collection of former coworkers stood to one side. Hairdresser, dance choreographer, and the like. Then came the hardcore fans and groupies, about ten or so. Family was the smallest demographic.

      Vor didn’t know much about Fel’El’s personal life. What he did know, he had pieced together from some of Morg’s rambling. The few family members in attendance were those she had reached out to near the end and tried to make amends. Exactly what for, Vor didn’t know, and he doubted he ever would. That was someone else’s life, someone else‘s secrets.

      Vor felt more out of place than anyone here except Doughas, whose somber features contained a similar level of discomfort. They stayed near Morg and tried to appear as inconspicuous as possible, as if they were supporting Morg in his time of need.

      They were there to support Morg, but that wasn’t the only reason.

      The casket had made its way to the grave site and was slowly lowered into the earth in front of a stone shrine, a marker for Fel’El’s body.

      The elves shared an additional layer of sobriety. They knew Fel’El’s specter should have appeared by now if it was going to appear at all. It was a common issue with traumatic deaths and especially those associated with hardcore magical drugs like Harp-Jet. It was already a miracle she lived as long as she did. Could they really hope for a second?

      Morg seemed to be. He stared with unblinking eyes at her casket as the elven watchers filled in the hole with topsoil and layered a bed of sod on top. An elven minister provided by the watchyard said a few words since she had never chosen someone to preside over her ceremony.

      Vor risked a glance around the area but saw nothing out of the ordinary.

      After the ceremony finished, the crowd drifted away. It started with the family, then the fans, then the coworkers. Finally, only Morg, Throm, and the two Inquisitors remained.

      One of the watchers reassured Morg they would let him know if her specter arrived, so he could accompany her to the necropolis. There, her spirit—or soul, echo, or whatever folks wanted to call it—could be at peace with her ancestors. The young lovers could be reunited there in a small way.

      Morg was not reassured. He nodded gruffly to the attendant and remained where he was, knees locked, not moving from the spot. The young ogre stared with quiet dread at the granite shrine above Fel’El’s grave.

      Throm took Vor and Doughas aside. “I am hosting a memorial at the Korner for my nephew’s deceased…lover.” His face twisted slightly with the final word, as if he wanted to describe their relationship otherwise but knew it would not be correct. “The family is already on their way. I must go if I am to be an excellent host and greet them at the door.”

      He turned his head toward Morg, though he couldn’t see him. “I cannot understand what my nephew saw in her, nor do I know what kind of ogre feels such passion for an elf. It is odd to me. I am unused to this world and the ways it has changed.” He turned back to the Inquisitors. “Will you bring my nephew to the Korner when he is finished?”

      “Of course,” Doughas quickly agreed. “We were already planning to stick around.”

      The ogre’s sightless eyes narrowed. “Is that so? Was Feladrien such a close friend of yours? Forgive me if this is an insult, but I am surprised you are here.” A suspicious look passed over Throm’s face and deepened when Doughas struggled to respond.

      Vor chimed in to save his partner. “We’re sticking around because of me. There’s an old VorKluvaith plot in this watchyard. I wanted to visit them before we headed out. It felt wrong to leave before the funeral was over. We do care about Fel’El, but you’re right. We only knew the elf for a short time before she passed.”

      Throm turned his strikingly perceptive blind gaze on Vor, gauging the truth of his statement. Vor relaxed his face and took measured breaths to appear calm. Whatever the domineering ogre suspected, Vor’s comment didn’t remove it completely. Yet he seemed satisfied the Inquisitors weren’t up to any mischief.

      The ogre gestured at his nephew. “Please bring my nephew when you are finished with your ancestry project. I think you should begin now so you do not hold up Morg.” Another look as his sobbing nephew had Throm shaking his head. “Perhaps at this rate, he will have to be dragged away from the scene. Call me if you need help.” The ogre started toward the street and the massive black vehicle waiting for him.

      After he had gone, Doughas and Vor rejoined Morg at the shrine. The young ogre barely registered their presence. The sobs that wracked his body were so powerful, Vor felt them vibrate through the soil, up his legs, and to his heart. Here was true hurt. True pain. Not that other pain was false, but Morg’s suffering was the kind Vor feared most. The loss of that one being who knew him and loved him. As he stood beside the young ogre, Vor couldn’t help but imagine Areal’s body buried in the shrine instead.

      If this were her funeral, when would I leave her side? When would I finally give up on her specter rising from the soil? Thirty minutes? An hour? Even if I waited a whole day, eventually, I would leave. I would enter the world, and the wild rush of life would sweep me away. Slowly, I would stop thinking about her, and the memories would grow fuzzy. Maybe another face would arrive that tempted me to forget hers…

      Firm pressure rescued Vor from the nightmare his mind had created. Doughas watched him, resting a comforting hand on his shoulder. Moisture sprinkled Doughas’ cheeks. At first, Vor thought the dwarf was crying in empathy before the droplets multiplied and the air filled with a soft, steady drizzle.

      Morg made no move to leave as the rain trickled down. Perhaps the sky was trying to do him a favor by washing the stains from his sleeves.

      It isn’t doing us any favors. Vor wrapped his jacket tighter around his body. The nightmare was not gone completely. It was like a shadow in the back of his mind, waiting for the right opportunity to overwhelm him.

      Doughas coughed and spoke loud enough for Vor and Morg to hear. “I’m going to take a walk and clear my head.” Morg didn’t even look up to acknowledge him. Doughas offered Vor a stern nod.

      Vor glanced at his watch, marked the time, and returned his partner’s nod.

      With that, the dwarf walked away to the other side of the graveyard, hands in his pockets. His head bent as if deep in thought, contemplating the powerful emotions that often arose at funerals.

      Vor softly patted Morg’s back. “There, there. I’m here for you. Let it all out.”

      Morg moaned louder, and his shudders passed through Vor’s arm almost like a slap.

      That’s some powerful crying. Morg is going to be tired for a week after this, Vor thought. Realizations like that were not likely the kind that filled the young ogre’s mind now. He wanted to will Fel’El back to life with the power of his tears. Vor dearly wished he would succeed but knew he would not.

      He checked his watch again. Ten minutes had already passed since Throm left. Vor scanned the watchyard for any sign of movement. The rain had quickened and clouded the air with hundreds of thousands of little droplets, surrounding them with motion. Vor couldn’t discern much detail past twenty feet around the grave.

      As nonchalantly as possible, he turned and examined the area behind him, paying close attention to the path leading from the road to the shrine. The cars on the street were blobs of color from that distance, so Vor had no idea if any were new arrivals. His gaze passed over the vehicles and focused on the other shrines that pocketed the area.

      A chill hung in the air. Was it from the rain or perhaps something else? Vor’s jacket was already as tight as he could pull it. He shoved one hand in his pocket and slipped the other inside his jacket, settling it on his belt. It would be a quick jump to his ARC or the knife he kept in a small sheath there.

      The overcast sky offered little help. As time dragged on, the clouds darkened, and the storm began in earnest. Thunder boomed in the distance, and the air hummed with barely restrained tension.

      The clock on his wrist ticked forward.

      Twenty-five minutes. Where did that dwarf get to?

      He had no time to look for Doughas. Vor focused on Morg, already sorry for what he needed to do next.

      He nudged the young ogre. “I’m sorry, Morg, but we have to get you out of here. Your uncle needs you back at the Korner.”

      The ogre didn’t budge. He turned to Vor, his face a mess of moisture and raw skin where his sleeve had repeatedly wiped away tears and snot. “Fel’El needs me. My uncle doesn’t get it. He never did.” He faced the grave again. “She needs me. I have to be here for her when she rises.”

      Vor tugged Morg’s suit. “The watchyard will inform you when she rises. You heard the nice elf. Come on, we need to get you out of this rain. You’re going to be sick if you stay out here much longer.”

      Morg didn’t seem to hear the elf or feel his tugging. He was lost in the latest round of sobs that possessed his body and rattled him from within.

      “There’s no time for this!” Vor shouted, hoping his tone would inform the ogre how serious he was.

      Then something else consumed the ogre’s focus.

      A weak, echoing voice called from the stone shrine. “W-where am I? Why can’t I feel the tubes in my arm or the hospital bed? Is there anyone out there? H-hello?”

      Morg threw himself to the ground. “I’m here, Fel’El. It’s your Morg! Don’t you worry. Don’t you worry about anything ever—” He broke down as he tried to speak to his lost love, who had only recently returned. Yet there was no sign of the actual specter herself.

      Vor grabbed the ogre’s arm and pulled him to his feet. “You need to leave,” the elf shouted and began dragging him away from the tomb.

      Morg wrenched his arm free and turned back to his love. “I’ll never leave you. Never!”

      Vor jumped between the ogre and the shrine and put up his hand. “Morg. Turn around.”

      The ogre pushed past the Inquisitor, knocking him flat on his back with a simple brush of his shoulder. Morg wasn’t trying to hurt him. Probably. Yet even at his young age, the ogre greatly outclassed Vor’s strength.

      The spectral voice called out again. “Why can’t I feel anything? What’s going on? Please! Won’t someone help me?” Her voice rose in panic.

      Morg threw his body against the shrine and wrapped his arms around the stone. “I’m here, Feladrien. It’s going to be okay now. You’re safe. No one is going to hurt you.”

      A goblin in a black trench coat appeared from the shadows, seeming to materialize from the rain. He held an ornate, archaic brass oil lamp with a circular reservoir and a spout that curled up and out like the trunk of an elephant. An uncanny flame flickered at the end of this spout. It was a vibrant blue, like a perfectly carved sapphire. Yet instead of reflecting light as a gem would, the flame radiated a cold and deadly glow.

      A chill pierced the air as the goblin hefted the lamp and pointed the spout toward the shrine like the barrel of a long-heater. His voice was soft and smooth, like melted butter. “I’m afraid you lied to your ghostly friend. There’s one more death she needs to die. You had better move if you wish to avoid her fate.”

      Morg raised his head and saw the goblin standing there with his sorcerous lamp, but the ogre looked more confused than afraid.

      “So be it,” the goblin uttered and tilted the lamp forward as if he meant to pour something from the spout.

      Vor was already on his knees and reaching for his ARC.

      The goblin noticed the movement and turned his lamp on the elf. “Not another move, you. If you were smart, you’d stay on the ground and pretend to be just another corpse. As long as you both behave and let a goblin do his job, you can leave unscathed.” The goblin stalked closer and revealed a scarred face with shifting, paranoid eyes that flicked back and forth, constantly changing focus, watching for any sign of trouble.

      “Let’s see those hands, elf,” the goblin growled.

      Vor raised both arms. He didn’t know what crazy-ass weapon the goblin had that could kill specters, and he didn’t want to find out. Where is that damn dwarf when you need him? Well, nothing to do but stall.

      “We knew you’d be the one they hired, Kerrion Splik,” Vor retorted.

      He’d successfully gained the goblin’s attention. Mr. Splik tilted the oil lamp and flashed a gout of blue flame over Vor’s head. “Keep talking, elf. See where it gets you.”

      Morg was beginning to realize the situation he was in. Anger crept into his features. The ogre was willing to die in a blue barbecue to save the ghost of his love. Even though said ghost had still not taken a physical form.

      Vor needed to distract the goblin from Morg. He risked another speech. “We knew they would hire you for two reasons. You have the tools, and you have the stomach. Now, sorcery-imbued weapons are becoming more common these days, and they’re a real pain in the ass.”

      The goblin growled at Vor to shut it.

      Vor kept talking with his gaze fixed on the goblin. “Simply having a weapon that can kill a specter isn’t enough. No. You have to be willing to stand there for half an hour as they scream and scream and scream. That’s the kind of bastard you are, Kerrion Splik. You’ve done it to the specters of children, too. I think you’re one cracked son of a bitch by now. I wish you were an elf so that someday you could experience the pain you put those spirits through.”

      Mr. Splik’s eyes flicked around the graveyard as Vor spoke but returned to the elf each time. “You don’t know shit. Now get out of here so I can do my job. There’s no need for more death tonight. Though if you insist, I will be happy to deliver.”

      Vor slowly shook his head. “I’m afraid I do know shit. I know a lot of shit. I know why you’re here to kill the specter of Fel’El. The reason is the same drug that killed her body. You’re cleaning up a witness who might spill the beans on the Harp-Jet economy.”

      The rain slashed across their faces in a sudden burst of speed. The wind picked up and threw water into their eyes, making it harder to see. Vor still had no idea where Doughas was, so he kept talking.

      “It wasn’t enough that she didn’t rat out her former associates when she was in rehab. They still couldn’t trust her specter would remain cooperative, even when the evidence provided by specters is inadmissible in court.”

      As Vor spoke, Mr. Splik’s eyes moved faster, and his breathing quickened. He seemed troubled by the amount of information Vor had, and he was right to be. It must have felt like a set-up. He kept searching the graveyard for backup, but the heavy rain made it impossible to see anything. His time must have been running out.

      “Enough!” the goblin growled and followed it with a string of curses. “You’ve got some nerve, yapping your mouth with a magic flame in your face. You’re no civvie. What are you? Last I checked, Justicars weren’t in the habit of spouting stupid-ass monologues before they died.” His eyes glinted. “They mostly drop to their knees and beg. So, are you just an idiot with a death wish?”

      Vor was tempted to flip out his badge and throw it at the goblin’s crooked head, but that would only earn him a fiery end. He settled for words. “I’m an Inquisitor, and you had better get out of here if you don’t want to end up downtown in my interrogation room. We have a team of Inquisitors surrounding the watchyard as we speak. If you run now, maybe you can slip through. But if you wait much longer, we’ll see who’s begging by the end.”

      Vor had overplayed his hand. The goblin’s eyes stopped searching the watchyard. Instead, a bored stare settled on his face. “The only shitheads who say backup is coming are the ones who don’t have any. Inquisitor or not, I don’t care. If you really believed everything you said about me and how vile a creature I am, you ought to have realized calling me a screwed-up piece of shit isn’t gonna generate any fuzzy feelings inside my dead black hole of a heart. Since you insulted me, though, I think I’ll torch your arms and legs for a quick laugh.” His eyes glinted with malicious joy. “Then I’ll roast that spritely bitch of a singer. Listened to some of her music on the way over, and let me tell you, I’ve never been happier to kill a ghost.”

      That last comment was the wrong one to make in front of the aforementioned singer’s boyfriend. Morg knew exactly what was up now, thanks to Vor’s extended and detailed monologue.

      A ragged shout leapt from his lips. “You won’t touch her, you bastard!” His hoarse voice crackled like a thunderclap and shook the air with the force of his love.

      Morg charged the armed goblin.

      Mr. Splik swung the lamp around and gave Vor the chance he needed. Vor gleamed his feet with an instinctual plunge into his spirit and used the rush of power to leap at the assassin. The crusty goblin tilted the lamp. Blue flames swirled in Morg’s direction, but Vor arrived in time to wrestle the lamp off-target. A powerful gush of flame consumed the air in front of the barrel.

      A blast of pure blue inferno roared across the watchyard and obliterated several shrines, leaving puddles of molten granite in its place.

      The tattoos on Vor’s body writhed in response, setting a subtler fire under his skin. The itching, crawling feeling made him want to grab a knife and filet his own biceps. There’s powerful sorcery in that lamp, Vor realized as the sensations rose and subsided in his body. As helpful as the tattoos could be in detecting magic, in this case, they were too little, too late. One look at the brass instrument and the unholy fire dripping from the top told him that.

      Vor and Mr. Splik struggled like animals over the container, each fighting with wild energy. Whoever gained control of that powerful object would gain control of the situation and the lives of everyone present. Mr. Splik’s eyes held another kind of fire. It was a searing glare, an unrestrained fury, and it wanted nothing more than the delectable smell of Vor’s burnt body. To see him curled up and blackened like an appetizer at a one-star restaurant, abandoned on the grill while the cook stepped out for a smoke.

      The immense blast drew so close to Morg that he fell over in response. It was just as well, for Mr. Splik managed to push the lamp back on target and dump out another gush of blue flame. The inferno chugged past the ogre and took off the top of Feladrien’s shrine.

      Morg released a soul-wrenching scream. However, he hadn’t yet noticed what the blast revealed. Buried inside the top of the shrine was a tangled nest of wires and magi-tech components, along with a half-melted speaker.

      The goblin’s eyes were sharp. Even in the rain, he pieced together the clues. “You whore-son! There’s no specter. This is a trick. A trick!” The goblin swelled in size, his arms growing larger by the second. Unless Vor did something quickly, he would soon be outmatched.

      Yet it was Morg who came to Vor’s rescue, even if the idea of rescue was far from his mind. For all he knew, that blast had killed his love, and he would never see, hear, or speak to her again.

      Morg’s head snapped toward the goblin. His features bristled with the kind of rage that killed without care for the target or its host’s safety. He tore across the ground on all fours to reach the struggling pair. It wasn’t an efficient way for an ogre to move, but it was perhaps faster than standing before charging. The young ogre wanted to crush the life out of Mr. Splik without delay.

      Vor clutched the lamp-gun and braced for impact.

      Morg crashed into the trolled-out goblin. The two tumbled to the ground in a furious display of aggression, knocking Vor aside with the lamp in his hands. The spout dipped, and a gush of blue flame engulfed the ground in front of him. Vor desperately raised the weapon to stop the flow, but the blast’s energy kicked harder than he’d anticipated. The lamp spun in the other direction, sending another gout of flame across the watchyard and puddlifying three more shrines.

      Shit. If we survive this, the boss is not gonna be happy about all the graves we destroyed. That was merely a fleeting thought. A problem for another day. Hopefully, one that came after they survived the current battle. Vor only hoped he hadn’t accidentally melted his partner en route to save their asses.

      The elf finally brought the lamp back under control and stopped the flow of blue flames. He soon noticed the fight was going poorly for the young ogre. Morg was clearly the stronger of the two and larger than the goblin’s trolled-out form, but he was sloppy. Mr. Splik turned aside his wild blows with practiced ease until Morg’s furious barrage of blows began to slow. The goblin took advantage of the opening and whaled on the ogre’s gut, trying to land a crippling blow to his kidney or some other tender organ. Morg had no defenses left. He could only continue to claw and rage against the assassin as exhaustion overtook him.

      Mr. Splik didn’t have much more time in his trolled-out form, and he knew it. The goblin’s attacks grew wild and crazed, but his were backed up by skill. He pinned the weary Morg down and hammered on him with all his fury.

      Blood splashed from the young ogre’s mouth as the goblin landed a jaw-crunching strike.

      Morg was tough, but he wouldn’t survive many more hits like that.

      Vor hefted the lamp and aimed it at Mr. Splik. “Hey! Idiot! Look over here if you want to survive the next three seconds.” He tried to sound threatening, but the rain and thunder overshadowed his voice.

      Mr. Splik tore his gaze from Morg and saw the barrel of his own weapon pointing at him. “You wouldn’t dare!” he shouted, though his leg muscles tensed to leap in case Vor did dare.

      Beneath the goblin, Morg lay still except for a few racking coughs proclaiming him still alive. Barely.

      Vor stepped closer. “Shove your face into the dirt and put your hands behind your back. Now!”

      The goblin’s face drooped, and he looked defeated. His trolled-out state slowly faded, starting with his upper body. Then a flash of lightning shimmered in the sky, and the air pounded with the drum of thunder. When Vor’s eyes refocused, the goblin was no longer on the ground but sailing through the rain-slicked air with clawed hands outstretched, ready to slice the Inquisitor to ribbons.

      Vor tilted the lamp. A puff of blue fire shot from the barrel, but it was too late. The goblin came down on top of Vor and kicked the lamp from his hands. At the same time, Mr. Splik swiped at his neck, hoping to sever his jugular and earn Vor a quick, though messy, end.

      Vor’s elven reflexes served him well, and he leaned back in time to save his neck. From the first strike, at least. Mr. Splik followed up with a tackle and took Vor to the drenched earth, their bodies sliding through a slog of mud and torn-up sod.

      If the goblin had still been trolled out, it would have been over already. He’d have been crushed beneath the massive weight. Yet the foe that landed on Vor was an ordinary goblin.

      Vor punched him square in the jaw and tried to reverse their positions, putting the goblin on his back, but the devil squirmed from Vor’s grasp and reasserted his dominance with a head-butt to Vor’s sternum. He pummeled the elf with a gut shot that punted the wind from his lungs.

      Vor let the air leave. He didn’t need it.

      Power built inside his chest, begging to be released. Vor plunged into his spirit and plucked at the invisible strings behind his heart. He felt energy rush through his body like a lightning bolt of his own, ready to galvanize his fists and beat this assassin to a pulp. But Vor’s hands were tied up in fending off the goblin’s claws. If he gleamed them, he wouldn’t be able to strike.

      If he wanted to free himself, he needed something else. He could really use a third arm to punt the goblin off his chest and send him howling into the night.

      The gleaming pulsed inside him. Vor directed the flow of power south, down his right leg, and into his knee.

      With all the strength he could muster, Vor brought his leg up and nailed the goblin in the hip. Mr. Splik launched into the air and spun six times around before he crash-landed into one of the watchyard shrines. He hit the solid stone so hard that it chipped off the top.

      The battle should have ended there. After a hit like that, the goblin would be in no condition to fight. Vor could draw his ARC and finish it. That was what should have happened if not for one simple fact. When Mr. Splik tackled Vor, he’d sent the magical lamp sailing.

      The damned goblin landed directly beside his beloved death-machine.

      By the time Vor got on his feet, Mr. Splik was on his knees and had the barrel of the lamp-gun trained on Vor.

      “Enough!” He shouted with a ragged gasp of breath, still trying to recover from that gleamed hit. “This is over. No more fighting. You die now, elf!”

      Vor reached for his ARC, but the goblin was already tilting the barrel, and the blue flame was growing.

      The Inquisitor flinched and looked away.

      A second later, a massive boom! shook the watchyard, so loud and so close that Vor swore a thunderbolt had landed right next to them. Only there had been no light, so how could it have been lightning? Perhaps it was the noise the lamp-gun made before it sent out a massive blast of fire?

      Vor waited, but the inferno never came. He looked back and saw the brass instrument of death lying on the floor with a massive hole in its center. Not ten feet away and with his long-heater still shouldered, Doughas stood and barked at the goblin to get on the ground. Perhaps Mr. Splik was too stunned to comply. Either way, Doughas kicked him to the ground, then batted the remains of the lamp weapon away.

      “You okay, Vor?” Doughas didn’t take his eyes off the goblin.

      Vor drew a deep breath before answering. “I think so, but Morg looked pretty bad the last time I saw him.”

      “Call it in,” Doughas shouted. “I’ve got this idiot handled.” And he turned his attention back to the failed assassin. “On your belly! Let’s see those hands, Splik! Move, or this boot is going on your face!”

      All around them, the storm raged as if the sky was locked in a battle of its own or convinced that Vor and Doughas’ struggle was still continuing. But the sky was wrong. Despite the harsh winds and the biting rain, Doughas cuffed and stuffed the bloodied goblin into the back of the Street Behemoth while Vor took care of Morg and made sure he didn’t bleed out in the watchyard.

      Though from the look on Morg’s face when he realized the ghostly voice had been a phony and that Fel’El had yet to rise from her recent grave, the young ogre seemed to wish his life had ended in that battle.

      At least then, maybe he could have died knowing he’d saved his beloved instead of almost dying for the life of a magi-tech speaker.

      Vor had a bracing headache after the incident. Not simply from the fight but from the worry and the terror of the battle. It was one thing to risk his own life, but Morg should not have been put in danger. Vor wasn’t looking forward to the next time he saw Throm.

      That ogre’s gonna cook me into a soup.

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            CHAPTER TWO

          

        

      

    

    
      Doughas

      Doughas and Vor were in the Inquisitor-General’s office, sitting before the elf in question and trying hard not to smile. This was despite their rain-drenched clothes and even the massive fist-shaped bruises on their cheeks, in addition to an assortment of scratches and small burns on Vor. However, the bruises were not from the fight with Kerrion Splik but rather from one very sour Morg after he learned the truth about the operation.

      The whole truth.

      Not only did the Inquisitors fake Fel’El’s specter rising from the grave, but they had faked her entire death. As Morg had thought, Feladrien ElanHudraith was indeed recovering well from her Harp-Jet addiction and would likely live out a full elven lifespan. Give or take a century or two.

      She had been cooperating with the Inquisitors for months now, providing the names of mid-level drug dealers. They had been quietly monitoring that list but had yet to make a move on the targets. What they really wanted was the drug lords, the kingpins of the whole operation, but Feladrien had been little help in acquiring evidence. She knew some names, but names were not evidence. The higher-ups had never personally sold her drugs.

      It was Feladrien who suggested they fake her death in order to lure out Kerrion Splik. She had told them how he often was hired to take down the specters of former users and members of the drug trade in order to stop them from giving up trade secrets post-mortem. At first, Doughas and Vor had argued against it.

      They knew what a faked death would require from Morg, but Fel’El was convinced it was the only way to get information on the drug lords. If they captured Mr. Splik, they could offer him a deal. A reduced sentence, maybe even no sentence, in exchange for damning evidence against the titans of the Harp-Jet trade. The goblin had been nose-deep with those bastards for years. He would give them everything they needed and more.

      Regardless of how fruitful Fel’El’s faked death would be for the city, it had seriously damaged their relationship with Morg, as evidenced by the post-battle bruises he left on their cheeks. To a lesser extent, they feared Throm might be upset with them, but Doughas hoped the ogre would be understanding, at least now that his nephew was safe and sound. Morg had looked bad at the watchyard, but after the medical team cleaned him up, he looked almost as good as new. Except for a blackened eye and a bloody nose.

      He felt fine enough when he nailed me with that freight-train of a fist, Doughas thought as he sat before the Inquisitor-General. The bruise tingled. Doughas desperately wanted to brush it and give it a little scratch, but that would have to wait.

      Despite all this, Doughas finally allowed a smile onto his face. He glanced at Vor and saw the same expression.

      The Inquisitor-General slapped his palm on the desk and returned their attention to his lengthy tirade. “What’s with the grins, kiddos? Are you happy with yourselves? Are you pleased with the grand display of destruction you put on in the elven watchyard? Why, even if I was a pint-sized schoolboy, I wouldn’t have stood there and clapped my hands for the ‘brave’ Inquisitors who couldn’t fight a single lamp-wielding goblin without desecrating eighteen graves. Eighteen, damn it! Do you know how many lawsuits are already on my desk asking for reparations?”

      He glared at the Inquisitors across the table, who continued to smile as if this was the sweetest display of love they had ever experienced. The Inquisitor-General jumped up from the chair as if this would somehow convince them of his serious nature. “Eighteen!” he shouted down their throats, so loud Doughas was sure it would blast open the office doors and let the whole building know they were being tarred and feathered by the boss. But Doughas didn’t care. He kept smiling.

      The Inquisitor-General couldn’t take it anymore. “What? Tell me why you’re smiling, or you two imbeciles can pack up your desks before I finish unpacking mine. Your stupidity is in rare form today.”

      The unpacking bit was true. Boxes cluttered his desk and sprinkled the room. Some were packed with the former occupant’s abstract art, hastily drawn over with a Sharpie. Others contained the Inquisitor-General’s items that were slowly being unloaded and placed in their old positions.

      Doughas cleared his throat. “It’s good to have you back, sir.” He smiled wider.

      The Inquisitor-General glared back. “I see. You know my feelings on sentimentality. Namely, that I have none. So you won’t be surprised when I tell you this. Suck those gooshy, squishy thoughts back behind your lips and swallow them so deeply they never come out again. That’s an order.”

      Beneath the bluster and disdain, a hint of a grin surfaced on the Inquisitor-General’s face. He smothered it before Doughas could take a picture and prove to the world what a softy he really was.

      The elf waved them from the chairs and out of his office. “Keep me up to date on the Harp-Jet case. Now, get your soggy asses out of here. You’ll ruin the new leather on these seats. If my wife sees them ruined, she’ll want to purchase new ones, ancestors forbid.” With that, he sat back down in his chair and resumed unpacking his boxes.

      Doughas and Vor rose and exited the room, delighted to have their commander back in full form and no longer rushing from one meeting to another, putting out political fires and answering inane questions from crackpots and journalists. It had been a long time since the Bureau felt his powerful presence, and Doughas was more than pleased to have him back.
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        * * *

      

      Doughas and Vor were riding high when they reached the locker room. Despite the fuzzy feeling occupying their chest cavities, they were ready to exchange their rain-drowned clothes for a drier reality. Both Huala and Areal had reminded their respective Inquisitors of the weather today and convinced them to pack a spare set of work clothes.

      The dwarf would never have done that without the suggestion, as it would require paying attention to the weather forecast. He preferred to perform his own forecasts, noting the colors of the morning sky and scanning the horizon line for storm fronts. Huala was always quick to remind him how ineffective this technique was, especially on overcast days when the clouds combined to form a single, uniform sheet of gray. She supplied her own forecasts from the weather stations.

      Doughas peeled off his soggy uniform and buried his face in the wonderful dry fabric of his spare shirt. He breathed deeply to inhale the lavender fragrance that Huala imbued their laundry with.

      Beside him, Vor performed a similar ritual with his change of clothes, soaking up the last remnants of watchyard damp with a new undershirt. “I can’t believe we actually caught Kerrion.” A touch of awe tinged Vor’s tired voice.

      “Aye, that goblin is one slippery son of a bitch, but we got him.” Doughas slipped on a plaid jacket. Not as fine as his usual leather coat, but it would do the trick. He felt the same way about capturing Kerrion. The goblin’s name was legendary in the vice department of every police force in the city due to his close involvement with multiple drug trades. He was the hitgoblin of hitgoblins for drug lords and their ilk. The Inquisitor-General could say all he wanted about how they should have taken him down with less trouble, but their boss always said that. They had been more than lucky to escape Mr. Splick and his lamp of doom unscathed.

      A pang of guilt shot through Doughas as he remembered Morg’s bloodied face. He was glad the ogre was okay now, but he felt terrible for almost getting him killed. If he could go back, he would make sure the ogre was out of there…but he couldn’t turn back the clock. He could only continue forward.

      It was unusual for the Inquisitor Bureau to get involved with a vice investigation. Localized crime elements were handled by their respective agencies. If not for the changing nature of the city, Doughas and Vor would never have been put on the case. As it was, Harp-Jet had almost become currency in the human slums that had sprung up outside Burb-burg in the last few years. Shants, as they were most often called by folk within those communities, although the politicians tried to paint them with less offensive terms such as “informal settlements” or “refugee neighborhoods.”

      Those who lived there took the name shant to heart, as they contained almost two-thirds of the human population. Those undesirables who “shan’t be allowed” into the Quadras proper, for one reason or another. They were stuck in a tidal zone, a primitive and violent existence outside the protection of the city and uncared for by the rangers.

      Considering their assignment to deal with human affairs, the Inquisitors’ Bureau had taken on the brunt of the work within and around the shants.

      As bad as the shants’ proliferation of Harp-Jet was, even worse were the enchanted weapons used as payment for the illicit substance that armed drug lords and felons with horrific powers. Mr. Splik’s lamp of doom, for example. An instrument like that was deadly in the hands of a professional and downright catastrophic in the unskilled grasp of a low-level street thug.

      What made it even harder to police was the strict punishment applied to the creation, selling, and distribution of such weapons. Death. With their necks on the line, no one in the shants was offering up information on the trade.

      Now that they had Kerrion Splik, things would change. He was the key to a breakthrough.

      Doughas ran his face under the faucet and let the cool water charm the tiredness from his eyes. He glanced back into the mirror and saw the usual gruff dwarf staring back at him, but this time he looked older than ever. The tired lines etched across his forehead were deep as ocean trenches and small patches of discolored skin had begun to appear under his chin and around his jowls. Nothing serious. Only the usual marks of an aging dwarf.

      Sure, he wasn’t old-old, but he was leaning in that direction.

      Doughas toweled off his face and turned away from the mirror before he started thinking too much about the future and what his plans were.

      He turned and found Vor standing beside his locker, putting the finishing touches on his outfit. In contrast to when he’d first started with the Inquisitors, Vor had grown into his skin as a confident and mature elf. Doughas smiled to see him like this, knowing how far he had come and how much life he had ahead of him.

      Vor turned and found his partner staring. “What?” he asked, though a grin lifted his lips.

      For some reason, Doughas imagined the scene changed. Instead of Vor standing in the locker room with his work clothes on, he was in a dressing room with a large mirror in front of him. The elf wore a fine tuxedo with an untied bow tie. His hair was combed and curled around the side of his head, held in place by a glossy substance.

      “What is it?” Vor prodded.

      Doughas’ vision faded, and the locker room returned. He approached his friend, now more than ever wanting to have a certain conversation with him.

      “You know,” Doughas began and sat on a bench beside Vor. “After we clear up the Harp-Jet flowing into the shants and restrict the Warlock trade, we’ll be looking at a much safer city. The safest it’s been in years.”

      Vor cast a troubled look at his partner. “You aren’t talking about retiring, are you?”

      Doughas raised a hand. “Let me finish, laddie. The city will be much safer, so maybe it’s time you took a risk outside of work and ask Areal to marry you.” The words hovered in the air. Doughas had hinted at this several times over the past few months, not wanting to rush his partner but also not wanting him to linger in limbo with his girlfriend and her sons. He could tell they were as ready as anyone could be for marriage and that they wanted it. They simply needed a loving nudge over the threshold and into each other’s arms.

      Vor sat beside the dwarf, looking defeated. “I know I should have already. I’ve wanted to. It’s just…” The words came slower and slower until they stopped. He waited a few seconds and seemed to gather his thoughts before continuing. “I feel like I’m taking advantage of Areal with our relationship.”

      Doughas blinked several times, confused at his friend’s fear. “What do you mean by that? Is it because she’s your landlady? I can’t imagine that’s a big enough problem to warrant keeping your relationship in limbo.”

      But Vor was shaking his head. “It’s not because she’s my landlady. There’s something else…something I haven’t told her or even you.”

      Doughas narrowed his eyes. “Ancestors, did you cheat on her?”

      Vor’s head snapped toward the dwarf. “What? No! Of course not. Nothing like that.”

      Doughas’ head was beginning to hurt. “Well, then, what in the blazes is the problem? She loves you. You love her. You both want to spend your lives with each other. What could possibly be simpler than sealing the deal with a ring and a vow?” Doughas knew he was pushing too hard, yet the elf’s lack of conviction was somewhat infuriating.

      Vor finally came out with the true reason. “It has to do with Areal’s husband and his death.”

      Doughas froze. Whatever I expected the lad to say, it wasn’t that.

      Vor clarified further. “Some time ago, I learned that he died in connection with a mugging that was never solved. Or at least that was what Areal thought. I looked into it, and it turns out the killer is known, but Areal was never informed since it was part of a massive case.”

      “Really?” Doughas wondered. “What case was that? Have I heard about it?”

      Vor nodded slowly. “Yeah, you’ve heard of it. Her husband was a real estate manager. He set up cheap but decent housing for lower-income elves, a lot of them getting on in years and no longer able to work to pay their overpriced rents. They only had their pension payments. Sound familiar? Well, Areal’s husband started investigating the sudden deaths of some of his elderly clients. He put two and two together about what was happening and went to the Justicars. Unfortunately, the report got handed directly to corrupt law-elves working for none other than Valorius VorKluvaith.”

      Doughas felt the words like a punch to his gut. “Damn. You mean…”

      “Yup. My cousin merc’ed my girlfriend’s late husband. I think you can see how this puts me in a troubling situation.”

      “It’s an awkward fish-pickle, that is for certain,” Doughas agreed. “I assume you haven’t told the lass yet. When are you planning to?”

      Vor sighed. “You mean, when am I planning to end my relationship of several years? That’s pretty much what you’re asking me to do.”

      “Nonsense!” Doughas slapped the bench with his palm. The noise echoed around the locker room and drew the attention of several Inquisitors in various stages of post-shower or pre-changing. But Doughas would not be distracted. “Areal is a sensible lass. She’ll know that you had nothing to do with the killing. I mean, you’re the elf who brought down Valorius. If anything, she should love you more.”

      “I don’t know.” Vor leaned against the wall. “I’m related to the elf who had her husband killed. That might be too much to stomach. And there’s more. Her husband was murdered the week before I took down Valorius.” Vor’s eyes shimmered, and his head drooped. “If I had worked harder, been smarter, been better…I could have saved his life. She could be happily married to her husband. Her kids would have their father. They wouldn’t have one measly hostel as the remains of her husband’s business.” Vor let his head fall into his hands. “It’s my fault her life fell apart, and now I want to swoop in and steal her for myself. I just don’t know if I can do that…”

      A somber feeling swept the room as Vor sat beside his partner, half-keeled over on the bench. With everything laid out, Doughas saw why it troubled the lad so much, even if that trouble was misplaced.

      Doughas laid a hand on his shoulder. “Hey…you need to know something. You already do know it, but I know it’s hard to believe, so I’m going to do my best to remind you.” Doughas squeezed his shoulder a little.

      “You are not Valorius.” The words echoed in the locker room, but Vor only sunk deeper into his lap

      “You are not Valorius,” Doughas repeated. “Your cousin is a vile abomination of space. He might be related to you, but that is a coincidence. You are not responsible for his crimes. You are responsible for putting that bastard behind bars, and no matter what that loud-mouth prick says, he hates being there. He might be able to run his criminal empire, but he has to do it from a salt-blasted waste of a rock while he’s constantly ordered around. He’s a prisoner, and he will spend the rest of his life as one.”

      Doughas’ efforts did not seem to budge Vor from his dour mood. He tried a different approach.

      “Vor, whatever you may think about Areal and wish had been different, you can’t change the past. You can’t change the fact that her husband died. What you can change is whether she has a husband again. You can love and care for her every day, and in doing so, you will win a victory against Valorius. While he tried to rob folks of their lives, you will give Areal back the part of hers that Valorius tried to steal.”

      Slowly, Vor’s head rose from his lap. His expression steeled, and life flowed back into him. He turned to Doughas and smiled. “Maybe you’re right. Maybe it is time I told her. Maybe I should ask her to marry me…”

      Doughas heartily slapped his back. “Now we’re talking! Let me know when to save the date. I’ll have it marked down and sealed off for you and you alone.”

      Vor chuckled. “Don’t be too hasty, old dwarf. We’ve got a case to solve before I go down that wild path of marriage. I’ve got a little time left as a wee laddie, or so you keep calling me.”

      Doughas chuckled with his friend, and the two finished getting dressed, their mood somehow even finer than when they first came down. The dry clothes helped.

      Then a goblin clerk waltzed through the door. One of the front desk helpers. “Ey, Inquisitors Ruiridh and VorKluvaith, you have a visitor at the front desk here to see you. Now, normally I wouldn’t hop down here to bark at you but this ogre looks ready to bite someone’s head off. I like you guys, but not enough to offer up my own cranium. So, when you’re ready, please come upstairs and deal with him.” The goblin finished his speech and retreated from the locker room.

      Doughas and Vor shared a look.

      “Do you think Morg is back for round two?” Doughas asked.

      “I’d rather have another bruise than whatever Throm has planned for our asses,” Vor replied. “I don’t want to end up on display in his restaurant.”

      Doughas smiled. “I can think of worse ways to die.”

      Together, they exited the locker room and traveled up the stairs. Destiny was waiting, and the form it took was a hoary ogre with scarred eyes and primordial tusks. Doughas swallowed the buildup of saliva in his mouth and steeled himself for the conversation to come. He only hoped it was a conversation…

      Instead of an execution.

      Throm tilted his chin down and lowered his gaze to the Inquisitors. The ogre was massive, something they were all too aware of, but he seemed even larger in the vaulted entryway. He dwarfed the front desk and the goblin huddled behind it. Everyone in the lobby gave the ogre a wide berth but watched him from the corner of their eyes.

      The older Inquisitors stared at Throm with no small amount of malice, as they had been around long enough to know who he was. Or rather, who he used to be. One of the major crime lords of the Quadras before life caught up to him and ripped out his vision. But if he’d lost his sight, he had gained a heart.

      Doughas trusted the ogre, despite his past. He knew Throm wanted what was best for the city, even if he didn’t always see eye-to-eye with the law. The Inquisitors hadn’t helped that relationship by going behind his back and involving his nephew in a dangerous operation.

      The ogre appeared calm and perhaps uninterested in what was happening around him, but Doughas knew he was busy taking note of everything and everyone around.

      Throm leaned over as the Inquisitors drew near and inhaled a deep, sucking breath through his nostrils. It was so strong, Doughas swore he felt a change in pressure as new air surged in to replace the consumed volume.

      “Inquisitors.” Throm’s voice rumbled like a mountain, slow and ponderous but full of hidden power. When the ogre was angry, untold destruction followed in his wake. Yet whatever fears Doughas had for his own safety faded as he saw Throm wasn’t upset. “I am happy to see you are doing well,” the ogre continued. “My nephew is safe and sound back at the Korner.

      “His face will heal nicely, and so the feelings I have for you are not too vile. Oh, yes, at first, I wanted to pick you both up by your ears and watch you fall to the ground when the cartilage finally gave way.” He sighed and exhaled the deep breath he had stored up. Waves of spiced smells gushed from his mouth and hit Doughas like a wall. His skin tingled as he tasted leftover steak and a fruit sauce. Most likely Throm’s lunch.

      Doughas was not pleased to partake in that experience.

      “We’re sorry Morg got caught up in the fight.” Vor coughed once and waved the air clear from his mouth so he could breathe. “I was supposed to get him out of there, but I didn’t do it fast enough.”

      Throm was already holding up a hand. “It is not because of Morg that I am here. There is something else. I hereby invite you to my restaurant tomorrow evening, and I wanted to make sure you could attend.” He let silence reign for a moment. “So? What will it be?”

      Doughas scratched his head. “Oh, of course we can be there, Throm. You didn’t have to come down here to invite us, though. Why didn’t you just call?”

      Throm smacked his lips. His tusks glinted in the sunlight cascading through the glass walls of the Bureau. “Let’s say I am an old-fashioned ogre. I always like to invite guests face-to-face when I can.”

      Doughas wasn’t buying it completely. “Why not send someone else to do it? You’re a busy ogre, Throm. I’m flattered to have you come down to see us, but you can’t expect me to believe this was only about the dinner invitation.”

      Throm rolled his blind eyes. “If you must know, I wanted to smell your clothes.”

      Doughas and Vor both looked at the ogre with confused expressions. “Huh?” they chorused.

      The ogre grinned a crooked grin. “The smells do not lie. I wanted to know if you still reeked of watchyard grime and storm rains, but I smelled and found nothing of the sort. Only a hint left. That tells me your sweet, patient ladies knew about the operation today and reminded you to pack a spare set of clothes.” Throm’s grin faded as a deep frown took over. “It is a shame you trusted those who had no personal involvement in this operation with its details but did not trust me, who could have ensured the safety of my nephew. I even could have arranged to make your struggle easier…but no. That was not the case.”

      Doughas crossed his arms. “What makes you think my wife knew about this? Couldn’t I have packed a spare set of clothes on my own? Do you think I’m that inept?”

      Throm leaned down and smiled wryly. “The nose never lies.” The crooked grin returned to his face. “I will see you tomorrow evening. Thank you, Inquisitors. Have a good day.” With that, the ogre stomped from the lobby and disappeared into the damp yet now sunny afternoon.

      Doughas and Vor remained in place, scratching their heads and sniffing their clothes.

      Well, at least I still have my head…

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            CHAPTER THREE

          

        

      

    

    
      Esselliar

      It was the evening of the next day, and Vor stood alone in his apartment, looking at his half-dressed body in the mirror. He was getting ready for the mystery dinner Throm had invited him and Doughas to, and while he’d spent a considerable time trying to imagine what the ogre had in mind, he had nothing to show for his fretfulness.

      Was this an elaborate scheme for revenge? Will we show up only to find out we are the ones on the menu? As the thought passed through his skull, Vor chuckled at the ridiculous notion. Some of the tension faded from his shoulders.

      He finished the buttons on his shirt and appraised his appearance in the mirror. Looking back was an elf so similar and yet so different to the Vor who had joined the Inquisitors. Physically, there was no difference. He still possessed the same youthful image as when he started his firebolt career at the Bureau.

      Yet he saw changes. If not to his appearance, to the spirit hiding beneath his skin. Hope and power resided there, so unlike the parasites that used to take up residence within him. Namely, desperation and depression, whose jaded claws had haunted his features and dominated his mind in the wake of his failure with Valorius. Yes, Vor had put him in prison, but he’d ruined his own life in the process. He’d suffered long years of doubt and only come out stronger because of the relationships he’d built along the way.

      His mind cast toward Doughas, and he imagined the stern dwarf standing beside him in the mirror. A friendly hand found its way onto Vor’s shoulder, carrying the warm reassurance of his long-time comrade.

      In that half-dream, half-reality, Vor noticed a change. A stern glint shined in Doughas’ eyes, strong and sturdy like polished marble. Somehow, Vor saw the same glint in his own eyes, as if he’d inherited it from the dwarf.

      Only, it wasn’t a biological inheritance. No, it was a hard-won habit, a new way of looking at the world. One he’d learned from his partner and friend over their long years in the Street Behemoth, tackling problems one at a time…and becoming the best of friends along the way.

      Thinking about it all tingled the edge of Vor’s vision, and little stars began to form in the corners of his eyes. His lips lifted slightly as he noticed something else.

      Vor might have a Ruiridh’s eyes, but he still had a VorKluvaith grin. For better or worse. In a way, that grin was the best of Vor’s past. The life and energy of the elven folk. His folk.

      He slipped on his jacket and saw his whole self pictured in the mirror. Gone was the ghostly image of Doughas. It was Vor and Vor alone, looking at himself, a picture of what the Quadras could be. The races combined, the whole city working together for the betterment of the world.

      He was honored to be part of the Bureau and able to fight every day to bring about a more united reality.

      Vor was about to leave the mirror and look away when he thought of something else, or rather, someone else. He pictured Areal standing beside him in a dress and imagined they were going together to some bigwig ball full of folks who didn’t care a whit about Vor, who he didn’t need to care about either. That way, he could use all his care for Areal.

      She looked beautiful, and that was only a daydream. The real elfess was so much finer. Vor looked forward to leaving his room and visiting Areal to get her approval on his outfit. Sure, it was almost his standard work attire, but he had tried hard to make sure everything was neat, organized, and polished as needed.

      The image of Areal faded from the mirror and from his mind. A sadness filled Vor in her absence. Suddenly, he didn’t want to see her. Didn’t want to think about her.

      When he searched his thoughts for the source of the feeling, he found it at once. It reminded him of the talk with Doughas in the locker room. About Areal’s husband and the conversation Vor needed to have with her, as well as the conversation he wanted to have with her.

      His eyes flicked toward the top drawer on his dresser.

      A sigh built in his chest as he considered opening the drawer and pulling out what he knew it contained. Part of him resisted. Vor paced back and forth as he considered it.

      When he passed the side of the dresser, the shadows between it and the wall seemed thick and substantial. More than they should have been. His heart kicked into panic as he searched the darkness for signs of a tentacled mistress. That crack had been her chosen hiding place when the Fair Lady took up residence in his apartment. His mind moved faster than his eyes, and he wondered if she had enjoyed her stay so much that she decided to make a return visit.

      His eyes dug deep into the shadows, but all his panic was for naught.

      There was nothing. Not a thing. Only the normal amount of darkness hovered between his dresser and the wall.

      Vor smacked his forehead and inhaled deeply to calm himself. He had managed to bring his heart back to a trot when his attention returned to the top drawer and the object sitting within.

      Vor placed his hand on the handle and yanked it roughly out.

      I’m tired of the panic. I’m tired of hiding. This is what I want, and nothing is going to stand in my way.

      Inside the drawer, beside an assortment of socks and childhood knickknacks, was a palm-sized jewelry box. Square in shape and carved from what looked like pure obsidian but was stronger and less fragile, as the volcanic rock had been melded with metal to create some strange and expensive material. In truth, Vor had no idea what the box was made from. That was not the most valuable piece of the puzzle, though.

      Displayed on the top was the VorKluvaith emblem. An elven face in profile, gazing at an abyssal star and shedding a single crimson teardrop. Neither was this the main object of his desire.

      At the sight of the emblem, Vor almost shoved the drawer closed to distance himself from the vomit-inducing feeling it raised in his chest. He hated his family and wanted nothing to do with them, but he also loved his parents. This was one of two items he had from them.

      Vor let the revulsion pass through his body, not fighting it but feeling it fully and allowing the sensation to rise and fall, as feelings do.

      He placed a finger on the teardrop and pressed. A sharp click followed, then a pinprick of pain as the device sampled his blood and found he had whatever juices it took to be considered VorKluvaith.

      The abyssal star spun in place, and the crimson teardrop slid down the elf’s cheek until it disappeared off his chin. At first, nothing happened. Then the star turned bright red and stopped spinning.

      The lid cracked open with a soft pop.

      Vor slid the top away and set it carefully aside on a bundle of mismatched socks before returning his attention to the item nestled within. An exquisite ring made of the same black metal as the case and set with an elegant rose diamond.

      He gently lifted the ring from the case and rested it in his palm.

      He poked it with his finger as if it might reveal more secrets with another taste of blood, but that was not the case.

      He admired the ring, even though it was from his family. It was his mother’s and had been made to her specific qualifications, namely that it did not contain the harsh rubies or cold onyx stones that traditionally adorned the fingers of the VorKluvaith clan. Instead, his mother had wanted something softer…something warmer. In a rare moment of grace, the elder VorKluvaith had actually listened to his wife. He broke tradition and gave her a true token of his love.

      For that, and also because it belonged to his mother, Vor loved the ring.

      It was a symbol of the best parts of his family. The only parts Vor wanted to pass down to the next generation.

      It was also the only thing Vor had from his mother. Part of him had always wondered if that was why he’d never sold it. He could have made a small fortune from such a sale. He could have solved his money problems and then some. Even now, part of him thought it better to sell and buy a cheaper ring to propose. That way, he could provide an influx of cash when he married Areal.

      If I can’t bring her husband back, the least I can do is pay for his death. Literally.

      Yet as he looked at the ring now, Vor knew why he’d kept it all those years. He’d wanted to give it to the right elfess, and now that hope had paid off. He would present her with this token and show his true love. Prove that he was willing to suffer and work to make their relationship the best it could be and to serve her kids as a father.

      As if summoned by his thoughts and determined to prove him wrong, the door tentatively opened, and a shaking Freyun entered. “V-Vor, I need help. Like, real help.” His demeanor and tone of voice said this was an emergency.

      Before Vor could ask a question, Freyun started spewing words with the door still open behind him. “I-I didn’t want to get involved with them. I thought I could do one little thing, and I’d be done. I’d have enough money to get into the pilot internship. I… Oh, this is awful. I’m awful.” His words broke into a stream of uninterrupted hyperventilating.

      Vor almost dropped the ring on the ground but hastily stowed it back in the blood-sealed box before rushing over to the boy. Even with that spew of words, Vor had no idea what was going on, only that it didn’t seem to be a medical emergency. It had something to do with the pilot internship Freyun had been interested in ever since Vor taught him to use the griff, and he took to it like a natural. He was looking for ways to make a career out of flying. Hence the internship, which would have him spend the summer working on a commercial airship.

      The last time Vor ran the numbers, though, the program was too expensive.

      Freyun continued to shake as Vor drew him inside and settled him on the bed. Vor put an arm around the young elf’s shoulders and tried to coach him into a breathing pattern. At first, Freyun didn’t listen and only grew more panicked.

      His shaking intensified.

      Vor tightened his grip. “Hey, it’s gonna be okay. I’m here. You’re safe. No one is going to hurt you now,” he crooned to the frightened teen. This collection of words seemed to have some effect on the lad.

      Freyun broke down and collapsed into Vor’s arms. “It’s terrible, Vor! I’m terrible…”

      “What? That’s nonsense.” Vor tried to settle the weeping elfling. “Tell me what’s wrong. What’s going on?”

      Freyun sat up and rubbed the liquid from his eyes. “I-I made a mistake. I wanted some money to pay for the internship. I knew some guys running Violet Burn…”

      Vor’s pulse quickened. That’s a kind of Harp-Jet. Oh, ancestors, please tell me this is some sick joke. Please tell me this kid did not do what I think he did.

      Freyun stuttered over his words and had to stop and recompose himself before continuing. “They paid a lot for only taking a package into the shants. I thought I could deliver a box or two, pay for the internship, and never worry about them again.”

      Vor’s stomach dropped hard and fast. “Please, tell me you didn’t…”

      Freyun looked away and angled his face toward the floor. His shoulders drooped. “I wish I could say that. It’s even worse, though.”

      “Worse than running drugs?” Vor struggled to keep a lid on his voice. He pinched his temple between his nose and took back his composure. “I’m sorry for exploding. Please, tell me what happened next.”

      Freyun swallowed and started again. “I brought a package to the shants, but some humans jumped me while I was there. I’m fine, I really am, but they took the package. They took the drugs.”

      Sweat formed on Vor’s palms. “What did the guys who hired you do?”

      “Well, I came back and told them straight what happened. I even told them I would run packages for free until I paid them back, but it wasn’t enough.” Freyun’s voice was low and full of fear. “They said I would run those packages for free and that I would pay them back, or else they would hurt mom or Ellamor. They even said they don’t care that my mom is ‘fooling around with an Inquisitor.’ I’ve never been so scared before. They’re awful elves. I should never have gone to them.”

      Vor kept his mouth shut and bit his tongue as he thought up several sharp responses.

      Freyun continued. “Please, can you help me get out of this? And is there any way that we don’t have to tell mom? I know what I did was wrong. Do you think we could keep it between us?”

      Freyun pleaded with his eyes, making them as big and imploring as possible.

      Vor shook his head. “Here’s what is going to happen, so listen close. You will get the time and location of the next meet. You know, the next time you’re supposed to pick something up or drop something off.”

      “Okay. They told me the first free drug run would be in a couple of days, and they were gonna send me more information,” Freyun responded, faint hope already returning to his features.

      Vor nodded. “Good. When you get that information, you give it to me. You will not be going on any more runs. None. Do you hear? You give me the information, and I’ll handle the rest. Between now and then, you need to come up with a way to tell your mother.”

      “What!” A touch of anger crept into Freyun’s face. “Why? You know she’s going to overact. She’ll never let me do anything outside the apartments ever again.”

      Vor let his eyes do the bulk of the talking but eventually responded, “Freyun, this is a serious situation. Those folks you’re dealing with are deadly. They will hurt you and the ones you love without a second thought. This is a very serious situation, and your mother needs to know about it. After I finish with the thugs, I will tell her myself. And whatever you may think of her, you have to know that it will go better if she hears it from you first.”

      Freyun sighed. “Yeah, I know, but it still sucks.”

      “It does suck.” Vor patted the young elf’s back. “It’s good that you came to me when this didn’t work out, though. I hope you never do anything like it again, but I’m glad you felt safe enough to ask for help.” He laid a hand on the boy’s shoulder. “Your mother cares about you so much, Freyun…and I do too. You have to know that, right? You know we only want what’s best for you.”

      In contrast to how Vor might have reacted at the boy’s age, Freyun shoved his face into Vor’s chest and hugged him tight.

      “I know my mom loves me.” He paused as if unsure if he wanted to continue. “Sometimes…I miss my dad so much, I feel like nothing will ever be good or right again. But when I’m with you, I start to think maybe things could get better…”

      Vor’s eyes shimmered. He was thankful the boy couldn’t see his face or the dumbfounded expression there. He cleared his throat in an effort to compose himself, but internally, he was stunned.

      A rush of anxiety overtook him. This boy thought he could be his new father, but Vor was a fraud. He was the reason this boy had no father. Could he really be the reason the boy had a father again?

      Vor hugged Freyun as tightly as he could. “It’s going to be okay. I’ll deal with these thugs.”

      In a whisper, the boy asked, “Are you going to kill them?”

      The question took him back almost as much as his earlier confession. Is that what the boys think I do for a living? That I go around killing bad guys? Sure, that’s part of the job, but never the main part.

      Vor extracted Freyun from his chest. “Sometimes, in the realm of shady drug deals and back-alley meetings, or when the police get involved, folks do die. But I’m not planning to kill those thugs unless I have to.” Vor rose from the bed. “Again, this is a serious situation. Folks can and do die in the drug trade all the time. That is why you need to stay as far away from it as you possibly can. Do you hear me?”

      Freyun sheepishly turned away and muttered his response.

      Vor put another comforting hand on the boy’s shoulder. “Hey, it’s still going to be okay. You can trust me.”

      Freyun looked at Vor. “I do…trust you, that is. I trust you.”
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      Doughas

      Doughas spent a good part of his day hunched over in the confines of his office at the Inquisitor Bureau, scratching names, dates, and details onto various documents for their current case and a bundle of previous ones.

      He struggled to read the minuscule printed letters, leaning closer to the page, then squinting and shifting the paper toward the windows. If he caught the natural light at the right angle, he could read it with ease. However, maneuvering each page into that position was tedious.

      After several hours spent in this fashion, he finally fell back in his chair, mentally exhausted, only to feel a stabbing pain in his lower back as his stiff body refused to cooperate with the sudden change of form.

      Doughas massaged his knuckles into the offending muscles and slowly coerced them into submission. Trying to rise from his chair created a similar sensation in his legs, which wobbled like mad.

      Blood rushed from his head as he stood and caused his vision to blur. He briefly thought some serious yet unknown medical condition was attacking his body from every direction. Then the blurry vision passed, and his legs strengthened after a few steps.

      Doughas gave his body a shake to make sure everything else was ship-shape, then marched to the elevator and made for the Street Behemoth.

      He had come into the office to finish his paperwork. With that done, he was ready to head home for a few hours, then attend the mystery dinner at the Korner. Doughas was anxious to know what the ogre had in store for them, though he trusted it was unrelated to the situation with Morg and Feladrien. Or, at least, he truly hoped it was. That case was tangled enough. Doughas and Vor needed a break from the endless drug war the Inquisitors had been forced into, but that seemed unlikely. Hopefully, whatever information and arrests they acquired from dealing with Mr. Splik would be the start of the end for Harp-Jet in the shants. Doughas could dream, at least.

      The drive home proved uneventful, and he drove slower than he usually did. His back was still sore from the hours crunched behind a desk. He massaged the muscles every so often to silence them, but relief only lasted a few minutes before the soreness returned.

      Doughas growled and grumbled but didn’t turn on the radio. He let his thoughts turn over and over on the case and on the problems facing the Quadras. Normally, this is when he made a plan of attack or came to some grand discovery that enabled him to crack the case he was working. But between the back pain and the mental exhaustion from so much paperwork, Doughas eventually gave it up and settled for silence.

      He slowed down even more as he drove and enjoyed the drive as best he could.

      Outside his car, the day was brisk and clear, with a smattering of clouds on the horizon but nothing to be worried about. He smiled and drew several deep breaths. The pain in his back seemed to fade or at least grow smaller. Despite the dangerous situation the Quadras was in, Doughas couldn’t help but feel a sense of ease creep over him. Right there, in that one spot, the city was already at peace. It was beautiful to experience.

      Doughas dithered down the streets and took twice as long to return home as he normally did. Stranger than that, he didn’t notice the change.

      He rushed once more when he entered his neighborhood, and thoughts of his family poured into his mind. He was excited to see them after such a long and dreary day. Doughas pulled into the driveway and jumped from the car, walking quickly to the front door.

      Inside was a world of chaos as older siblings rushed from room to room, gathering various items as they readied to leave the house for the evening. Whether for a job or to hang out with friends, Doughas didn’t know. They were too busy to ask. They stuffed some food into their mouths and headed for the exit. Doughas simply helped them however he could and gave them a hug and a few words of encouragement before sending them out the door he had come through.

      Then the younger children charged their father and pulled him this way and that, trying to convince him to play their game of choice and avoid the inferior ones preferred by their siblings. Doughas split his time and played several games with the kids before the holler for dinner came flying down the stairs and gave him an escape route. Not that he hated playing with his younger children, but the games they favored had a way of aggravating the already inflamed muscles in his body.

      He only ate a few bites since he would be leaving shortly to attend dinner at the Korner.

      He retreated to the master bedroom and put on his more formal work attire, though he encountered another problem there. He didn’t have too many occasions to wear his formals and found the clothes were tight in all the wrong places as he struggled to pull them on. He fought on his own for a while before Huala came in, perhaps hearing his pain, and asked if he needed any help.

      Doughas signed. “No, I don’t think another set of hands will solve this problem. I think I’ll wear my normal work clothes. Those are stretched out enough to fit me.” He slipped from his too-tight jacket.

      Then he hugged his wife, thankful to have a moment alone with her.

      Well, almost alone.

      His youngest tugged on his beard as he hugged Huala, drawing a chuckle from him. He leaned away and marveled at the child, already a toddler and so much bigger than he had been only a few months ago.

      Doughas scooped up the child from his wife and bounced him softly. “Hello there, you fine young lad. It’s good to see you so big and strong!”

      The toddler giggled and tried to poke Doughas in the eye, but the dwarf dodged it and handed the little gremlin back to Huala.

      Seeing his youngest so much bigger, and with everything else Doughas had experienced that day, a sudden tiredness came over him. He wondered how he would get through the dinner, not to mention how he would solve the Harp-Jet problem in his lifetime. On top of that, his oldest children were about to leave the house. Why, it wouldn’t be long before his youngest jumped through the years and became a fully-fledged dwarf.

      Doughas locked eyes with Huala. “They’re growing up so fast, aren’t they? It was only yesterday we got the loan on this bungalow and moved in with a few tiny dwarves. Now those tiny lads and lasses are getting ready to move away and buy little bungalows of their own. I wonder how long until the grandbabies start showing up…”

      Huala put a hand on his shoulder, keeping their youngest child on her hip. “Well, I hope our daughter waits a few more years before having children. I wouldn’t be too worried on that front, dear. But I think I understand what you’re feeling.” She let her arm drop from his shoulder and wrap around his waist. Huala squeezed her husband tight. “It’s up to you to decide what to do though. I’ll support you, whatever you need.”

      Doughas didn’t know how to answer, and so he didn’t. He squeezed his wife back and stood in place, chewing over his thoughts as she waltzed from the room with the toddler bouncing on her hip. She closed the door behind her.

      Doughas finished changing and returned to the Street Behemoth. It was time to pick up Vor for dinner at Throm’s.

      He thought back to his moment with Huala and knew what needed to be done. He had been considering it even before joining up with the Inquisitors all those years ago. Doughas mentally examined his years with the Bureau and was reminded of all the cases he’d solved. Even back to his very first, when he and Vor were brand-new partners and discovered a plot to sabotage the cave leviathans that supplied air to the Undercity.

      What a case to begin with. And it’s only gotten crazier, to be honest, Doughas thought and kicked the Street Behemoth into drive. This time he tore through the streets of the city even faster than usual. Partly to prove he still could but mostly because he was late picking up Vor and needed to regain some time.

      He pulled onto the highway and settled in for a few miles.

      Sure, Doughas had helped so many folks from all races. Like that goblin, Glav. Twice they managed to save his ass, and now he was living happily in the Valley. Probably with twenty little goblin children, if Doughas had to guess. Or there was Morg. They’d saved him and Feladrien from certain death. Yet the thoughts and feelings that passed through Doughas as he considered his time with the Inquisitors felt like the winding down of a clock, the end of an era.

      If not for Vor, I’d walk right in to the Inquisitor-General’s office and hand in my retirement paperwork.

      He blinked several times and considered his career again, but the feeling remained. If anything, it was even stronger. Doughas loved his job and the impact he’d had on the Quadras and its citizens, but his race was almost run. Soon it would be time to pass the torch to the next generation.

      Speaking of the generation in question, Doughas finally pulled in beside the apartment complex and up to a waiting Vor, who popped open the door and hopped inside with practiced ease. He’d been doing the same move for years. One day, he’d have to learn how to hop inside a new car. Maybe with a new partner.

      Somehow, the idea that Vor might have a partner who wasn’t him was almost unthinkable. Then he considered some young dwarf coming off the beat and joining the Inquisitors. It seemed only fitting that Vor might take on a mentoring role to such a dwarf, as Doughas had tried to do for the elf.

      Even before Vor was situated in the car, he started spewing words. “We have a problem. Well, I have a problem. Actually, it’s Freyun who has a problem, but that means Areal has a problem, so I have a problem. And if I have a problem, then we have—”

      “Ancestors save us!” Doughas growled. “Warn a dwarf before you start yelling in his ears. Mine are already tender from the annoying screams of dwarflings. Now, I don’t care whose problem it is. If it’s a problem, we’ll deal with it, but enough of this gibberish. What’s going on?”

      Vor slowed his speech and focused his words. Whatever had seemed frantic about his demeanor before became stoic and strong. The elf explained, “Freyun has got himself mixed up with low-level thugs in the Harp-Jet trade. He tried running some Violet Burn to make a quick buck, and it backfired. Now he owes them money, and they’re threatening to hurt him and his mother if he doesn’t pull through.”

      Doughas opened his mouth to start brainstorming ideas about the situation. It was not something he’d expected to deal with, and certainly not from Areal’s boys. He understood they had money troubles like Vor, but running drugs was a horrible way to fix that. Before Doughas could express his thoughts, Vor continued with his plan.

      “I told Freyun to give us the details of his next meeting with the thugs. It should be in a few days. You and I will go there and have a chat with these guys, see what’s what. I imagine we’ll find enough to charge them for possession and intent to sell.”

      Doughas nodded. “That’s a good plan. I’m glad to see you’ve thought it through already. But have you considered if the thugs try to get Freyun arrested for running drugs, too? Then they’d deal with him in prison.”

      Vor didn’t seem surprised by the question. He responded, “I doubt that will happen. We’ll make it very clear to those punks that Freyun was the wrong elf to try to intimidate. And I don’t mean kill them. I simply mean we hint at being less-than-savory Inquisitors and give them the idea that the evidence against Freyun won’t even make it on record.”

      Doughas smiled to see how much thought Vor had put into the problem. “It seems you have a good read on the situation. Let me know how I can help when the time comes.” And they drove on through the city, talking about small things and old memories.
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        * * *

      

      When they arrived at the Korner, Doughas couldn’t help but think about how much the street and the buildings around had changed. Two years ago, the places around it had lain dark and silent, their windows broken and the doors boarded over. Only the Korner had survived that downturn due to its unusual status as a neutral zone for all parties, criminal and law enforcement alike. And also because of its cuisine. The food was excellent even by ogre standards, who, as a rule, had some of the finest dishes inside and outside the Quadras.

      The street was alive with pedestrians, especially now at dinnertime, as they rushed in and out of various new eateries in the vibrant downtown area. Doughas passed at least two that had opened in the last month alone. It was an incredible variety of sights and smells, though most establishments favored a modern aesthetic mixed with rustic highlights.

      Doughas preferred this development to the nest of neon signs and vomit-inducing flashing lights that had previously dominated the scene.

      Through all this change, the Korner remained indifferent. The restaurant had no sign displaying its name. Blinds blacked out the windows. From the outside, there was no indication of the purpose of the dull brick building other than the succulent smells that drifted from the nearby alleyway.

      The Korner had always operated on a need-to-know basis, and Throm hated large crowds in his restaurant. As he had once told Doughas, “An over-packed restaurant is no good. It stresses the employees and makes a poor host of even the best owner. I will take a dip in profits to save my workers the trouble and to preserve my honor as one of the finest establishments in the city.”

      In keeping with this ideal, Doughas noticed one change. Due to the increase in traffic around the building, an ogre bouncer leaned against the massive doors and glared at anyone who stepped too close.

      Doughas wondered if he and Vor would have any trouble with the bouncer. However, as soon as the ogre caught sight of them approaching, he dutifully pressed open the door and gestured for them to enter.

      While the Korner outside was virtually unchanged, inside was a different story. The restaurant was decorated like…well, there was only one way to put it. Like a funeral home.

      Pots of ferns and peace lilies dotted several stands near the entrance, and the tables had all been covered with black cloth. Sedate beige candles lit the tables. They looked made of real beeswax, though most were already more than halfway melted. Another three hours and they would need to be replaced.

      Doughas stopped in the entrance and stared at the transformation.

      The bar was perhaps most changed, with its ornate lighting system turned off. The many bottles of spirits no longer gleamed with sorcerous backlighting but simply sat there, sad and dull. The Korner had certainly undergone a transformation backward, but Doughas could already see the changes being reversed.

      Only a temporary change, then. Must have been for Feladrien’s funeral. Now I’m more worried about Throm wanting payback since he put so much effort into changing his restaurant for the after-burial dinner.

      Nothing more could be done about it. From across the restaurant, most likely summoned by the sound of the door closing behind them, Throm stepped from the kitchen and bid the Inquisitors draw near.

      His blind eyes looked even more terrifying in the context of a funeral parlor restaurant, as if he were some undead creature himself. Then he smiled thinly, the best they could hope for from the normally stoic ogre.

      “Welcome, friends. Welcome.” He gestured for them to follow him into the kitchen. “I will escort you to your table in a moment, but first, there is some unfinished business between us.” He delivered the words without malice, but Doughas couldn’t help viewing them as a threat.

      Vor skidded to a halt. “Is this about the funeral still? I thought you said the dinner had nothing to do with that.”

      Throm gestured calmly with his hands in a patting motion. “There, there. No need to fear. I meant what I said, and I said what I meant. This is unrelated to the dinner. Morg is back here, and I can see from the bruises on your face that he treated you roughly after the fight in the graveyard. Despite the fact that you saved his life and the life of his beloved.”

      He opened the door to the kitchen. “So if you come this way, my nephew has reconsidered his actions and would like to apologize for the way he treated your cheekbones.” Throm’s thin smile returned. “If you would like to skip such satisfaction, I will relay that information. Though I’d wager you won’t mind a small distraction before your dinner.”

      Doughas smiled at the massive ogre. “Aye, we’ll see the lad. He’s a good one. We know he didn’t mean to hurt us. It’s a shame he was involved in the fight. And that he had to suffer the loss of a loved one, even if only for a time. I wouldn’t wish that pain on anyone.”

      Throm dipped his head respectfully. “Well spoken. However, I think you will find his countenance much changed. With Kerrion Splik captured, the elf Feladrien feels free from guilt, as if she has a new lease on life.”

      Vor smiled when he heard this. “That’s wonderful to hear.”

      Throm nodded. “It is. And part of that new life has been her decision to enter a relationship with Morg. The two are more smitten with each other than ever, and while I do not understand the appeal my nephew has for such a bony creature, I cannot deny that he is happy. And so I am happy, too.” Then came his smile again, even better than the last.

      In the kitchen, they found everything as the ogre had stated. Morg was there, halfway through mixing up a wonderful-smelling dish. He stopped as soon as he saw the Inquisitors and rushed over to them, offering apology after apology.

      “I just had so many emotions swimming in from Fel’El’s death. Well, not death. You get what I mean.” He risked a side-hug with his cleanest arm, careful to keep his sauce- and oil-stained hands off the Inquisitors.

      Doughas cleared his throat. “We’re sorry, too. As I said to your uncle a moment ago, it is a terrible thing to lose someone, and I hope I never have to perform an operation that involves a faked death again. At the least, I won’t go to the funeral next time.”

      The dish Morg was working on started smoking. The ogre rushed back to his workstation, offering one last apology as he hurried to stir the pan and avoid burning the precious concoction within.

      Throm guided them back out the doors and into the main area of the restaurant. “This way to your table. Those who wish to speak with you have already arrived.”

      This took Doughas back. “I thought you were the one who wanted to speak to us,” Doughas asked, but the ogre shook his head.

      “You will understand in a moment.” He guided them across the room and back toward the private booths at the back of the restaurant. Around them, the establishment was alive with voices from all the races, even humans. A testament to their growing importance in the Quadras.

      And who should they find waiting for them in a booth at the very back but their former human companion, Parak Klo’Kahl—now Parak Klo’Klahr, as he had been upgraded to the second order of Witch-Knights in no small part because of his battle prowess during the investigation of the human massacre.

      Doughas stuck his hand out for the human to shake. “Parak! What a treat to see you in the city. It’s been too long since we crossed paths.”

      Parak returned the handshake with vigor before gesturing to his partner. “I hear you have also met the head of my order, the esteemed Kivook Klo’Kahm?”

      Beside Parak was the preeminent Witch-Knight himself, seated in the booth’s corner and eyeing the Inquisitors with fearless respect. His tattooed lips contrasted with his pale coppery skin and storm cloud of dark hair. When the man spoke, his voice was smooth and powerful. Every syllable demanded Doughas’ attention.

      The elder Witch-Knight gestured at the other side of the booth. “Please, good Inquisitors of the Quadras. Sit down, for we have much to discuss at this dinner. Events will soon take place that will determine whether this city survives or is utterly destroyed.”

      Doughas plopped down into the booth. “Sounds nice. Who do we have to thank for this looming destruction? More sorcery? Or is it the drug trade in the shants? Because let me tell you, we’re doing everything we can.”

      Parak was already shaking his head. “The Quadras has a problem, one that the Witch-Knights will try valiantly to defeat. But you must be made aware of the danger this city and everyone in it is facing.”

      Vor crossed his arms and sat beside his partner. “Well? What is it?”

      Kivook leaned across the table, and it felt as though the air was sucked from the room. His tattooed lips parted, and a single word escaped the void of his mouth.

      “Dragon.”

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            CHAPTER FIVE

          

        

      

    

    
      Esselliar

      “Really? A dragon is coming to the Quadras?” Vor failed to keep the sarcasm from his voice. “Listen, guys, the Valley is full of bloodthirsty wyverns, but even if one of them did get into the city, it isn’t about to start an apocalypse. It’ll probably eat a few folks, then get shot down or captured by the Inquisitors. Even an imperial wyvern wouldn’t do enough damage to destroy the city, and Doughas and I have already killed one of those.”

      Parak frowned, clearly unhappy with the elf’s response. “Esselliar, you are astute about many things in this world, but dragons are not one of them. They may have wings and scales, but they are not wyverns. A dragon—a true dragon—is the most powerful of all the ancient beings, and one of them has just awoken in the Valley.”

      Kivook clasped his hands together. “We have a limited amount of time before it reaches the city and disappears into the labyrinth of tunnels. If it escapes into the earth, we will never find it again.”

      Vor absorbed the information in silence at first, running his fingers over his bare chin. “If what you say is true, there are other kinds of ancients besides dragons. You sound familiar with them.”

      The humans smiled together.

      “Yes, you could say the Witch-Knights of Yaask are familiar with the ancients. Though the ancients wish we were not so familiar with them,” Kivook revealed. “You see, it has always been the role of the Witch-Knights to hunt them down when they awake and destroy them. It is how our organization began and is still one of our major responsibilities.”

      Doughas leaned back in his booth and sipped the water set before him. “Clearly, you folks are more than monster hunters. I thought you were military.”

      Kivook tapped the table a few times. “Yes, we are also a military, but we began more akin to monster hunters, as you say. In time, our prowess in battle led to our rise of political power in the kingdom of Yaask, and we have been instrumental in its success against the other human nations.”

      At that moment, Throm returned with their first course, a succulent-looking bird no bigger than Vor’s fist and already sliced apart for easy eating. They paused their conversation to order drinks and start eating the appetizer, but all the while, Vor’s mind turned over the information presented.

      His head was full of questions, but one stood out the loudest.

      “How do you know the dragon woke up? And how do you know it’s coming to the Quadras?” Vor asked, already having an inkling of the answer.

      Parak actually blushed. “Well, you see—”

      Kivook took the initiative and spoke the words Vor had been dreading. “We used sorcery to determine the dragon’s location, but some of our ancient relics announced his arrival. So, yes, if you wish to arrest us, go ahead and try. We will do whatever it takes to protect this city, the last bastion of humanity.”

      Doughas’ face was also turning a reddish color but for a different reason. “And while you try to save the city, you’ll end up turning the Quadras into another wasteland. Haven’t you learned about the consequences of sorcery?”

      Kivook returned the dwarf’s glare with equal ferocity. “I know better than you the destructive nature of magic. That should tell you how serious this situation is. The dragon poses more danger than our magic in the short-term and the long-term. It will do terrible things, and it will destroy everything and everyone.”

      “Why should we believe you about the ancients?” Doughas countered. “I see no evidence that such beings exist since we’ve never had troubles with them before.”

      Parak glanced at the table. “That’s not exactly true. You’ve already interacted with an ancient, although one of the lowest caliber. As I say that, I wonder if you know who I am speaking of.”

      Vor did have a guess, but he didn’t want to give new information to the humans in case he was wrong.

      Kivook spoke up next. “It is your friend, the Pixie Queen, as you call her. A delightful name for an ancient if ever I have heard one.”

      Vor turned to Parak. “You told him about the Pixie Queen? I thought that was staying between us!”

      Parak patted the air with his hand, attempting to calm Vor. “I did not tell Kivook about the Pixie Queen’s existence. You should know that I was already aware of her presence before you showed her to me. Only today did I inform Kivook of her name and the relationship she has with you both, as it was pertinent to our dragon situation.”

      Vor settled down, seemingly satisfied with the human’s response. The facts lined up in his mind, but that didn’t mean he was happy about the humans admitting to using sorcery. And from the sound of it, they were willing to keep using magic if it stopped this ancient. It was a lot to wrap his elven head around. Sure, Vor had always known magic existed, but it existed on the periphery of society. Like a poorly researched conspiracy or a ridiculous rumor. Now he’d seen firsthand what small-scale magic was capable of, and especially how dangerous it was when imbued into objects like Mr. Splik’s lamp of doom.

      Vor was young, but even he struggled to keep up with the changing world. Now these humans showed up and want to introduce another problem to their lives. Fighting the drug trade and the flood of enchanted weapons wasn’t bad enough, it seemed.

      He still trusted Parak. If what the humans said was true, this threat was greater than any the city had faced. The consequence of failure would be the destruction of everyone and everything he loved. And if the Quadras fell into utter chaos, the world as they knew it would disappear into nothing.

      “Okay,” Vor announced, having arrived at his conclusion. “If you were lying, I doubt you’d admit to using sorcery. That would let us charge you with a crime for which the punishment is exile or execution. In that case, we’re going to take down this dragon before it reaches the city.” The humans eased up, some of the tension fading from their limbs. Vor continued, “It sounds like you know where the beast is, and while I hate the idea of using more sorcery, unfortunately, I need you to track it down. Then we’ll work together to kill the dragon.”

      Parak clapped his hands together and smiled. “Excellent!” He turned to Kivook. “See, I told you they would understand. These Inquisitors are more than willing to work ‘adjacent’ to the law.”

      Doughas opened his mouth, probably to take issue with ‘adjacent to the law.’ He seemed to think better of it when the server came around to clear their dishes, and another appeared with the main course. This time it was a tenderized meat sliced into thin strips and folded in layers over a bed of delicate herbs. A fragrant oil was drizzled over the top, and the server topped each dish with a dusting of parmesan.

      Doughas tried to get in another word but was again stopped by the arrival of their host, who had come to check on them before the meal. His powerful legs shook the earth and announced his arrival.

      Throm leaned over their table and sniffed the food. “Ah, the dishes have come out as planned. I am pleased to present Chef Morg’s newest creation. A burrata and broad bean salad, topped with a layered fold of prosciutto and sumac drizzle.” He paused and scanned the faces around the table as if searching their souls for any questions that needed answering.

      Vor had many questions, but not about the food.

      Throm smacked his lips. “The smell turns my insides to mush and makes me want to savor it to no end. But I can see you are in the middle of something, so I will not detain you with the ramblings of an old ogre.” He gestured at the loaded table. “Enjoy your dinner, my valued guests.” With that, he turned and approached a nearby booth where food was being delivered.

      Vor didn’t touch his food at first. He wanted to, but the conversation was too important to slow down with chewing. However, the others were overcome by the smells Throm had so aptly described. They began to pick apart their entrees with ravenous efficiency.

      Not one to be outmatched, Vor attacked his food twice as hard and tucked the last bite behind his cheek while the nearest contender, Kivook, was still three chunks away from completion. He waited a few more minutes until everyone had finished their portion before continuing the conversation.

      Vor looked at Parak. “You say you knew about the Pixie Queen before we showed her to you. Why didn’t you say anything about that? You pretended to know nothing about her. Wouldn’t the presence of an ancient like her be a problem for you and your order? I’m surprised you haven’t gone after her with how worried you are about the dragon.”

      “It is a good question.” Parak paused to think before answering, “When you are desperate for a place to spend the night, it is impolite to point out that the house has a vermin problem. Compared to other ancients, the Pixie Queen is akin to vermin. She is the lowest order of ancient and poses much less of a threat to the Quadras.”

      Doughas nodded along. “That explains how she almost died when the Humanitarians sent a gaggle of half-trained humans to kill her. By the time they were through, she was ready to drop dead. She would have if we hadn’t helped her.”

      Kivook ran his fingers slowly over the tabletop. “Yes, I know you have a working relationship with the Pixie Queen. However, you must put aside what you know of her when thinking about the dragon. If the Pixie Queen is like a house cat, the true dragon is like a saber-lion. Yes, they are in some ways related, but one is a far more serious threat. And much harder to destroy. Likely, the Pixie Queen came to this corner of the world to be safe from the harassment of other, more dangerous ancients.”

      Parak spoke up and added, “The relative peace this land has had from the ancients is likely due to the presence of the sleeping dragon. None of the others would risk coming this close to such a dangerous power.”

      “Okay…” Vor trailed off, trying to fit the new information into his already stuffed brain. “We’ve got the basic facts down. We need to kill the dragon before it gets here. You say it’s very hard to kill. So, how do we accomplish that?”

      Kivook sipped his water and cleared his throat. “The dragon is still young and is vulnerable in its current state. That is why we must destroy the dragon and its followers before they disappear into the Undercity. There the beast will have all the time it needs to grow and become unstoppable.”

      Something the human said caught Vor’s attention. “What do you mean by followers? Who would want to serve a creature like that and follow it into the darkness of the underground? Maybe if the dragon had some money, it could hire a gang. But even most of the criminals in this city wouldn’t want to aid a creature that would destroy their home.”

      Parak rubbed his chin with one finger. “How to explain this… Well, all ancients exert an aura that allows them to dominate the will of lesser beings. You are familiar enough with the Pixie Queen’s control over the wee-folk, are you not? Only this dragon will not be controlling a horde of tiny, sharp-toothed creatures but a group of higher races. Elves, humans, dwarves, etcetera. These slaves will need to be destroyed along with the dragon.”

      “Whoa!” Vor exclaimed. “I could agree with most of what you’re asking, but how are you okay with murdering a bunch of innocent civilians? They don’t actually want to serve the ancients. It’s not their fault they got dominated.”

      Doughas crossed his arms. “I have to agree with the lad. We can’t condone the wholesale slaughter of innocent civilians. We’ll do what it takes to save the city, but there has to be another way to deal with the dragon’s slaves. Is there no way to break the spell? What happens when the dragon dies? Would they be freed then?”

      Parak leaned over toward his leader and muttered, “I told you they could be squeamish.”

      Kivook sighed. “If you want to know the truth, yes. It is possible to save those dominated by the dragon’s aura. You’re right. If the dragon dies, they are set free. But often, those same people are horrified by their actions and seek drastic ways of easing their pain. Even death. Otherwise, they feel some hole in their chest where the dragon’s magic used to be and want it filled again. So they go and seek out a new ancient to be dominated by.” He spread his hands wide. “Considering the presence of the Fair Lady, perhaps you can see why giving her a horde of ex-slaves would be a foolish idea. She may be weak now, but with enough followers, even vermin such as her could be elevated to the level of a threat.”

      Doughas had a different idea about the situation. “We’ve worked with the Pixie Queen plenty of times. I’m not too worried about some folks wanting to enslave themselves to her. We can figure that out if the problem arises.” A sparkle danced across Doughas’ eyes. “In fact, I think we should ask the Pixie Queen for help. Maybe she will have some insight into the dragon that will help us destroy it.”

      This idea proved too outlandish for the humans.

      Kivook would hear none of it. “The Witch-Knights of Yaask kill ancients. We do not fight alongside them. That is how it has always been. That is how it will always be. We have left the Pixie Queen alive but make no mistake that if she threatens us or our interests in the city, we will destroy her utterly.”

      By his grim tone of voice, Vor could tell he meant every word, but the elf also couldn’t help catching a glance from Doughas that told him the dwarf still thought his idea had merit. But that was a route they could follow on their own time. The humans said they would do whatever it took to stop the dragon. If it came to it, Vor trusted they would make the right choice and accept the Pixie Queen’s help.

      He filed the information away in his brain and reentered the conversation. “Running a secret operation is bad enough. If we end up killing civilians somewhere out in the Valley and even a hint of a whiff gets back to the city, you can kiss our asses goodbye. You can kiss the whole Inquisitors’ Bureau goodbye. Our organization is barely back on its feet after outing all those corruption scandals from within our ranks. Hell, we only just got our General back after he took the backlash we should have gotten.”

      Kivook raised a hand to stop him. “We know this is a lot to ask. You already know that we’re putting our lives and our careers on the line. It’s more than that. If the Witch-Knights are seen doing sorcery again, and we only will if we have to, the tenuous peace we have with the city and the other human nations may shatter to pieces.” He stressed every word, and Vor almost felt like his will was the one being dominated. Yet his tattoos showed no sign that the human was using sorcery.

      As the human continued speaking, Vor realized what needed to happen. He and Doughas couldn’t go at this alone like they had in the past. Running “adjacent” to the law had served them well so far, but it had not been without repercussions. The first that came to mind was Sierla’s kidnapping. Not that Vor and Doughas were the cause, but it required the Fellows’ help to solve, and that indebted the honorable dwarf to an honorless clan of thieves. The level of threat that the dragon posed, and the possible repercussions, made it only right to bring the Inquisitor-General on board and get his advice.

      They had tried to protect him in the past by giving him plausible deniability, but even that hadn’t worked out in the end.

      Kivook eyed Vor from across the booth. “I can see you are processing. I know this is much to take in, and I appreciate that you have not already arrested us. We will part ways for now and give you time to consider all that has been spoken.” The human slowly rose from his seat. “If our scrying worked correctly, the dragon still has to cross the majority of the Valley before it reaches the city. It will be slow to move in on the Pixie Queen.”

      Kivook’s voice was frustratingly calm as he added, “At most, we have four to five days before it enters the Undercity and escapes into the labyrinth.” He dipped his head at the Inquisitors. “You have Parak’s number. We await your decision…but know that even if you say no, we will do whatever it takes to save this city. This is not a matter of pride for my order. This is simply pragmatism.” He looked at each of the Inquisitors in turn. “The Quadras is the last safe haven in existence. Whether humanity likes it or not, this place is our home now. And we must do whatever we can to defend it.”

      With that, the humans left the table and disappeared back into the restaurant, leaving Vor and Doughas to chew on the man’s parting words.

      Thankfully, that is not all they had to chew on for long.

      Throm reappeared a minute later and laid two plates of dessert before the Inquisitors. “I was saddened to see the witchlings leave so soon, but they thanked me very kindly for dinner and apologized for their early departure,” he told them. He waited beside their table until they tried the delicate treat before them, some combination of flash-frozen fruit and ice cream.

      For once, the ogre did not seem interested in their response to his food. Instead, Throm sat beside the Inquisitors. “I hope your conversation did not end in an ugly manner. I would hate to spoil the witchlings’ feelings toward my restaurant, not to mention your own.”

      Vor did his best to reassure the ogre, saying, “It didn’t end poorly. No, they only wanted to give us time to think. They have a sort of proposal for us.” Vor caught a warning glare from Doughas, who perhaps thought the elf had already shared too much, but Vor was more comfortable with the ogre knowing at least a few details. With how sharp his hearing was, Vor wagered the ogre had heard every word, even from across the room.

      Throm nodded along and poured himself a glass of something sparkling from an unlabeled bottle. “A proposal, you say? Sounds intriguing, though I won’t pressure you for the details. I understand the nature of your work is secretive.” He reached across and poured a drink for Vor and Doughas. “It is a shame you have not been as highly rewarded as you ought to for the great works you have accomplished.” He smiled at the Inquisitors. “Consider this recognition of battles won…and battles to come.” He gave them a knowing look.

      If Vor could have doubled down on his bet that the ogre had been listening, he would have done so then.

      Throm left it there. He downed his glass with a single, swift sip and rose from the booth with a bottle in hand, then dipped his head to the Inquisitors. “I will leave you with your just desserts. It is a new creation of mine. I call it dragon’s delight.”

      Vor was midway through his glass of champagne, and he almost choked on the bubbly beverage.

      Doughas raised an eyebrow at the ogre. “Anything more to add?”

      Throm shook his head. “No. With that display, I am satisfied. Enjoy the rest of your evening.” The ogre retreated to the kitchen, perhaps to start preparing for the end times and the dragon-shaped apocalypse heading their way.
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      Doughas

      Doughas leaned over his plate of breakfast delectables. Rich, tangy odors drifted in clouds of reheated steam. He pulled the porcelain dish closer and submerged his face in the warm vapor, once more experiencing the wonder of Throm’s cooking.

      How can the leftovers smell even better? Doughas wondered as he brought the first forkful to rest on his tongue. A shiver of pleasure shot through his body at the taste. Ancestors! It tastes better, too.

      The more food Doughas consumed and the more he considered this phenomenon of flavor, he realized he was simply in a better mood. In the peace of his own home, seated at the kitchen table, surrounded by walls and protected from the worries of dragons and drug lords. He compared this to the evening before, when he’d anxiously arrived at the restaurant, not knowing what to expect from their meeting.

      Then the news of the true dragon arrived to temper the food with a bitter aftertaste.

      Sure, it had tasted delicious, but it was nothing compared to the sensations currently massaging his tongue, kneading the flavors deeper until they filled his whole body with a satisfied warmth.

      Then, from outside his kitchen window, Doughas saw a flash of metal, and a loud hum reverberated through the sturdy walls. The vibrations thrummed through his forearms where they rested on the table.

      Doughas wasn’t surprised by the disruption. He had even expected it. However, it did have the immediate and unfortunate effect of sapping most of the flavor from his food. In an instant, worries resumed their usual place in his mind.

      The hum from outside suddenly died. A few moments later, he heard the front door open.

      “I’m in the kitchen, Esselliar,” Doughas called toward the entryway and smiled when his elven partner entered sheepishly into the crowded space. “Have a seat,” Doughas invited. After seeing Vor with a bag of leftovers, he added, “You’ll be shocked by how good this food is reheated. I have a mind to partner with that ogre and get him to sell frozen meals from the shops. He’d make a killing if he could create flavors like this out of a box.”

      Vor smiled when he heard the conversation, a far cry from the expression he had upon entering. No doubt the elf had left home early to avoid a conversation with Areal about her deceased husband, and now he felt shameful avoiding it. But Doughas didn’t intend to berate the lad. He was in a difficult position and one that Doughas had never been in before, nor anything close to it. He couldn’t imagine feeling responsible for the death of someone Huala cared about so deeply. He was thankful such a problem had never come his way, but that left him in an awkward position when it came to helping Vor.

      Doughas pulled out the chair next to him, and Vor dropped in with his reheated food. He slipped the fork into his mouth, and his face rolled through several expressions. First awe, then delight, and finally, a fat satisfaction as he stuffed more of the delicious bites into his stomach.

      The elf commented on Doughas’ business plan as he ate. “If you could get this from a box, I’d wager you’d have half the city eating it within a month. The only problem then would be how to increase supply without diluting the product. Seems like an impossible goal.”

      Doughas twirled his fork. “Aye, but that’s the kind of challenge I like. How do you think I’ve managed to stick it out with you all this time? A dwarf with even a tenth less patience than me wouldn’t have lasted a week dealing with your scrawny, annoying self.”

      Vor tilted his head so Doughas could see his eyes roll. “And a dwarf with a tenth more humility would make a much finer partner. I think it says more about my patience.”

      Doughas chuckled. “Agree to disagree there, laddie.”

      Vor stuffed more food in his mouth, but he couldn’t keep the laughter from bubbling up.

      Only after they had depleted the food to crumbs did silence fill the kitchen, although it was not a quiet silence. It was the type of silence where Doughas could plainly tell what Vor was thinking, and that was because Doughas was thinking the same thing and desperately trying to come to a conclusion about the topic before bringing it up. Doughas had little success with that, and Vor seemed to experience the same.

      Finally, Doughas cleared his throat and threw the words out before his anxiety could stuff them back down. “So, we’re going to tell the Inquisitor-General.” It wasn’t a question but not really a statement, either. Doughas didn’t know what it was, but it made him sick to his stomach.

      Doughas imagined the elf sitting at his desk, quietly taking in all the information. When they finished explaining, the Inquisitor-General would reach for his intercom and invite security up to the office to remove Doughas and Vor from the building and revoke their badges.

      Fired. And so close to retirement, too…

      Because if they wanted to tell the Inquisitor-General about the true dragon, they would be asking him to okay an off-the-books mission to destroy the creature and maybe the innocent civilians under the dragon’s control. That was a big ask, one that Doughas wasn’t sure of the outcome, though perhaps getting fired was his brain’s worst fear.

      Vor eventually broke the silence. “Do you ever have regrets?” he asked, his voice trailing off.

      “Of course,” Doughas replied at once.

      “What about the things we’ve done in the Bureau?” Vor added, narrowing the scope of his question.

      “Oh.” Doughas paused to consider. “When I look back on our time as Inquisitors, I see we did the best we could with the information we had. Trying to think about what we might have done with the information you didn’t have at the time is a fool’s errand, or so I reckon. We weren’t always perfect, but we strived and struggled and fought to uphold the heart of the law instead of the letter.” Doughas chewed on the thought longer, then added, “No, I don’t regret our work. I’m damn proud of what we’ve accomplished, and our ancestors are too.”

      Doughas smiled as a host of warm feelings spread through his chest, although he saw the opposite happening to Vor as his eyebrows scrunched and his chin sank.

      The elf claimed, “I’m not so certain my ancestors do. I’m not even sure I want their approval, but I can’t deny it would feel nice to have it.”

      Doughas wanted to laugh. Not because Vor’s feelings were silly but rather that an obvious and very elven solution existed. “Why don’t you go talk to your ancestors then, hmm? I won’t get the chance until I join them in the dirt, but you…you can walk into your family necropolis and say ‘howdy’ to your whole ghostly bloodline.”

      Vor’s head only bowed farther.

      It was Doughas’ turn to scrunch his eyebrows. “What’s the matter? I know I’ve never broached the subject of your family specters before out of respect for the dead and because you don’t like your family much. Still, I’ve always wondered why you never talk about them. I mean, you mention your father sometimes. I can tell he meant a lot to you even though he was damn far from perfect. But your mother, I’ve only heard poetry about from your lips. Do you ever visit her?”

      Vor slightly shook his head. “My mother…well, her specter never materialized. So, there’s not much hope that I’ll see her again, in this life or the next.” Instead of breaking down, the elf’s face hardened, and his back went straight. He seemed completely fine. As if the conversation was about a sports game or the weather instead of his permanent separation from his beloved mother.

      Doughas felt a pain deep in his heart for the lad. He wanted to reach out and comfort him, but he could tell the elf wanted space.

      Vor’s eyes turned glossy. “I’ve never been to see my father since he passed,” he confessed. “Part of it was that his specter took a long time to coalesce. By the time it did, I was already deep in the investigation to bring down Valorius and uncover the family dirt. I didn’t find anything that showed my father was directly involved, but I also wasn’t convinced he was ignorant about it.” He lapsed into a brief silence, then continued. “I’ve never been able to bring myself to the family necropolis because I’m sure it would turn into an interrogation. Then there’s the real fear my father might confirm my fears and ruin the few good memories I have of him.”

      Doughas nodded. “I can see how that would be tough. Can I ask why your mother’s spirit never coalesced? Or is that not a question you’re supposed to ask an elf?”

      Vor sighed, and his features softened. “It’s rare, but sometimes a specter never shows up. For no reason. Or at least for no reason that anybody can figure out. Maybe I’d be suspicious about that if not for how hard my father tried to find out why.”

      He turned toward Doughas. “After my mother died, my father poured most of the family fortune into making my mother’s specter appear. He became obsessed with seeing her again. Maybe that was the one thing that held our family together for so long. My father and I both loved my mother dearly.” Vor lowered his gaze. “With her gone and my father spending his waking hours talking to purported necromancers and specter-savers, it was like I’d lost both parents at the same time.”

      Doughas placed a hand on the elf’s shoulder. “Aye, that’s a tough line to chew on, if ever I’ve heard one. You have my sympathies, as always. Whenever you speak of your mother, you always paint the picture of someone kind and loving, who cared deeply about those closest to her.”

      A slight shudder ran through Vor. “Yeah, she was all those things and more.”

      Doughas smiled. “Well, you know what? When I was describing your mother, I was also thinking of another elf who exemplifies those same characteristics of love, kindness, and care. And he exemplifies even more than those three.”

      Vor met Doughas’ gaze, seeming to understand what his partner was saying.

      Doughas pulled back his arm and gave his back a twist, stretching the muscles after sitting for so long before continuing the conversation. “Now, I think, given what you said about your father’s love for your mother, I think he loved those same things about her. If I had to guess, no hard-hearted criminal would love an elfess like that. I think, for that alone, you ought to go and give the old coot a visit.” Doughas spread his hands. “Otherwise, you’ll spend the rest of your life never knowing if he was vile down to his bones or only the usual kind of imperfect. You’ll have no peace until you go, though I understand if you need to wait for the right time.”

      As soon as Doughas finished, the worries in the corners of his mind pressed forward. The dwarf cursed himself for focusing on Vor’s private life when they had such pressing matters to attend to. Doughas looked at Vor again and searched his troubled face.

      How can I retire? Esselliar still seems to need guidance, and I sure as hell don’t want some grunt giving it to him. I know I could be part of his life even if I retire, but it won’t be the same. I’ve barely seen my old partner since I left the Wardens. Sure, we get together and tell old jokes, but it’s not the same.

      Worries assaulted Doughas’ mind, and the only thing he could do was jump up from the table and throw on his jacket. If he kept moving and stayed busy, he could avoid the worries for a little longer.

      “Come on,” Doughas encouraged. “Let’s go talk to the Inquisitor-General. It’s time to bite the bolt and taste the medicine that’s been piling up in the sky, waiting to fall on our heads and crack our skulls.”

      Vor blinked several times. “Yeah, I’m down for talking to the General. But I’m not letting my head get cracked, thank you very much.”

      “Better wear a helmet, then,” the dwarf replied, and together they headed out the front door.

      Almost as soon as they stepped onto the paved sidewalk that wound from Doughas’ house to the driveway, both their shards buzzed with sudden violence, thrashing in their pockets like bagged wipplesnurts.

      Doughas and Vor stumbled at the intrusion and reached for their shards in unison, only to discover the same number on both devices. Vor put his back in his pocket and huddled next to Doughas.

      At the top of the screen, it read emergency, all Inquisitors pick up. The last time they had received such a call was a few years ago when Valorius’ agents massacred the human caravan. Doughas didn’t have a great feeling about the call, but part of him hoped he was about to hear a repeat conversation about an incoming dragon that needed to be destroyed. That would have removed a good deal of fear surrounding the situation.

      Doughas clicked answer and switched the mode to speaker. The duo made their way toward Vor’s griff, the Gwuellihyn, still parked on the lawn. Doughas had asked Vor never to do that, but given their current situation, the dwarf let it slide.

      The voice of the Inquisitor-General broke into the front yard with a vengeance, so lifelike that Doughas flinched at the sudden onslaught of words. It was as if the elder elf stood nose-to-nose with him.

      “Attention, all Inquisitors. This is a message of prime importance. I know you attention-deficit dingoes skip every third word from my magnanimous lips. Well, get it out of your system on this sparkly introduction. The city has a problem, a big one, and we need all hands on deck and at their finest for the next twenty-four hours. I don’t care if today is little Jimmy’s first birthday. Get your asses to the Bureau and tune those ears to the sound of my voice.”

      As if that opening wasn’t strange enough, Doughas felt his shard buzz as he received another call. He intended to decline it until he saw the Inquisitor-General’s personal number on the screen.

      Vor noticed. “Isn’t he already talking to us?”

      Doughas hovered his thumb over the answer button. “Dunno, but I’m too curious not to find out. Besides, he asked so nicely for us to pay attention.” The dwarf clicked the button, and the announcement ended.

      “Hello? Doughas! You rat, is your partner with you?” rang the voice of the Inquisitor-General, sounding very similar to how he had on the announcement call.

      Vor leaned over the shard. “Um, sir, we’re both here. But aren’t you talking to everyone on the emergency channel? We were listening to you speak.”

      “That’s the kind of codwattle I expected to hear from you, VorKluvaith,” the Inquisitor-General barked. “I recorded that call before sending it out. Now, I want you to ignore my instructions in the message. You and Inquisitor Ruiridh will not be coming to the Bureau.”

      Now it was Doughas’ turn to be confused. “What’s going on, sir?”

      The Inquisitor-General sighed, and his breath turned to static through the speaker. “It’s gonna be a shit day, gentlemen. That’s the gist of it. If you want the specifics, here you go. I need you and Vor to take that piece-of-shit griff and fly to Stannheim.”

      “Stannheim?” Vor blurted.

      “I said Stannheim, didn’t I? I want you to fly to Stannheim!” The General’s voice dropped to a mumble, and the sound of something heavy being slammed on a tabletop came through. Probably the elf’s fist.

      “Listen up,” their boss continued. “There’s been a riot in Stannheim. The prisoners have taken over the whole island. And I bet you can guess what lovely drop of polished brownie dung is running the show on that ancestor-forsaken rock. Yup, it’s the friend of the city and your esteemed cousin, Valorius.”

      “Shit,” Doughas and Vor exclaimed at the same time.

      “Finally, some sense from your mouths. I never thought I’d see the day. It gets better. Valorius is requesting to speak to you, Vor, and he isn’t empty-handed. He has former Justicar Medivh, whom I have been made aware you used to be in a relationship with. She seems batshit crazy from her file, no offense, so I think you dodged a bolt on that one. Nevertheless, we don’t want some poor elfess getting shanked.”

      Doughas could hardly keep up with the whirlwind of information. It stood above everything else going on in his mind and in the city. He forgot about the dragon and turned all his attention to the prison break.

      He placed his shard on the griff and pulled himself up. He was by no means comfortable on the deranged flying machine, but at least he was so used to the sensation of fear in his chest that it only slightly bothered him.

      Vor hopped up beside the dwarf with the usual elven grace that often infuriated Doughas. He started up the board, and the runes hummed to life, a mixture of blue interspersed with purple where broken runes had been replaced.

      The Inquisitor-General wasn’t finished. “Valorius will start carving off pieces of the elfess and make her old scars look like scratches. And if the Inquisitors try to storm the fortress, which we damn sure will if negotiations fall through, the bastard elf will start smoking hostages. Beginning with your ex. My, uh, condolences, Inquisitor VorKluvaith. You both need to fly to Stannheim and get this lunatic to back down, or at least to spare the hostages.”

      The Inquisitor-General cleared his throat. “You lollygaggers better hurry. It won’t be too long before I unload every Draker in the city on that rocky hell and wipe out this shit resistance.” With that, the call ended. Doughas and Vor were left alone on the griff, the fate of Medivh and the other prisoners suddenly in their hands.
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      Esselliar

      Vor piloted the griff in a straight line across the bay toward Stannheim. His shard offered him no guidance on the water, so Vor had stopped at the pier and exchanged words with the ferry captain. Both to get the proper heading and so he didn’t fly himself and Doughas into the middle of storm-tossed nowhere.

      He kept a wyvern-eye on the navigational display and punched up the speed until the ocean spray felt like hail on his cheeks. Doughas stood in the center and clutched the pylon. The safety straps around their waists didn’t feel so comforting over the ocean, where they would drag the Inquisitors down with the ship if they happened to dip too close to the surface and catch a rogue wave.

      And since the winds were so strong in the heights, Vor kept the ship some twenty feet above the waves, dangerously close when combined with the pulsing winds that threatened to push them off balance and drown them in the ocean.

      Thankfully a cordon had yet to be established around the island, by boat or by airship, and that allowed them to enter the area without anyone asking questions. Even the ferry captain Vor had talked to hadn’t really cared why an Inquisitor needed the heading to Stannheim or why the island hadn’t responded to any of his attempts to call. The captain simply sat in his ship, snuggled into his chair. As soon as Vor and Doughas left, he returned to his nap. Vor couldn’t blame him for the lack of care. If anything, he envied the captain and wished he could join him in his sleepy endeavor instead of charging headfirst into a prisoner-controlled island.

      Back on the griff, Vor spied a dark mass on the horizon, only a half-shade lighter than the surrounding clouds. He adjusted the tip after realizing the heading he’d received was two degrees off.

      Close enough, I suppose, Vor thought and drew them higher to get a view of the structure. As he did, the sky opened up in front of them, and the winds slowed. They had entered the eye of the hurricane, the permanent storm wall the prison had created to ward off invasion by boat.

      Now it would protect the prisoners there and force the Inquisitors to assault via Draker. To be honest, that was probably ideal for the city anyway. The storm wall was an invention from the early days of Stannheim and had served it well then, but perhaps it was time to retire the device. Vor wondered if they simply kept it around to increase fear of the prison.

      He had to admit the structure looked intimidating. It was a jagged run of hills topped with a gargantuan stone fortress and further modified with gray concrete towers. A host of magi-tech devices jutted from walls or lay bundled on the slanted rooftop. They’d raised the prison’s living standards out of the dark ages and into the refreshing arms of magi-tech heaters and internet connections.

      With the oppressive winds gone, Vor whipped the griff upward and into the heights above Stannheim, gaining high altitude before floating over the top and slowly circling down. He wanted to come in as quietly as possible so as to avoid confrontation and hopefully avoid any keen-eyed marksman with ARCs. Given that the prison was mostly indoors and so far below them still, Vor couldn’t make out any differences in the structure or see any sign of the riot.

      Whatever happened, Vor did not want Valorius or one of his ilk gaining control of the griff. He’d put his cousin in that prison, and he intended to make him stay there. Though maybe after this riot, he would get his own special prison at the bottom of the ocean. No contact between him and the outside world. Only Valorius and the sea brutes, bundled away in the darkest, deepest part of the world.

      Hell, I’ll help build that prison myself if it means I never have to see or hear that snark-lipped elf again. If not for Medivh and the torture awaiting her, Vor would never have flown the griff to Stannheim. Valorius had already hurt so many. Vor would do whatever he could to stop it from happening again. He wouldn’t see what happened to Areal’s husband happen to Medivh.

      He knew what needed to be done.

      He felt the weight of Hope and Glory on his hip and wondered if his father would still have given him the ARC if he’d known it would one day kill a VorKluvaith. That was the only way this would work out well for Medivh. Vor had to kill his cousin. He had to move in and assassinate the bastard before Valorius opened his mouth to negotiate.

      No words. Only a bolt to the back of the throat. That’s still more mercy than he’d planned to give Medivh. A pang of guilt struck Vor, and he realized something else. He needed to get Medivh out of Stannheim. Even if she survived today, she likely wouldn’t survive tomorrow or the day after living in a prison full of Valorius’ goons. They would want revenge for their master’s death and the failed riot.

      Vor would make Medivh disappear. Sure, there would be questions. Yet in the chaos of the event, he doubted the city would care about one escaped prisoner who was likely murdered by Valorius and her body dumped in the ocean. For that to work, Medivh would need to trust him, and she would probably have to leave the Quadras forever. He couldn’t think of any other answer, though.

      That’s settled, then. I’ll kill Valorius and set Medivh free. A wave of peace washed over him as he steeled himself for the task ahead.

      He looked at Doughas and considered telling his partner the plan, but he kept his mouth closed. It wasn’t because he thought the dwarf would try to stop him. He might try to persuade him onto some different path, but that was normal. Vor wanted to give the dwarf plausible deniability when everything went down. He cared too much about Doughas to see the dwarf’s reputation and career ruined by his own foolishness.

      If I had tried harder to help Medivh, none of this would have happened. So it’s me who needs to pay the price, not Doughas. Not Hula. Not the kids. Areal and the boys might not understand, but I’ll do my best to help them. No matter where I end up.

      With all this decided, and the time to act upon them, Vor plunged the ship’s steering rudder and dropped the nose. They entered a short freefall, passing through the largest gap of open air above the prison before Vor pulled out of the nosedive and slowed the craft to a stop beside a balcony on the highest tower.

      Doughas hopped onto the platform with his long-heater primed and scanned the room inside. No gunshots from within or without. “Clear,” the dwarf whispered without looking back, keeping his eyes glued to the room while Vor dealt with the griff.

      The two Inquisitors needed to get in and out fast, but Vor couldn’t risk someone stealing the griff while they were gone. He used the tethers to tie the boat to the balcony railing. Then he opened the component panel on the top and gripped the leyline motivator runestone with his fingertips. He gave a firm tug, and the stone disconnected from its slot. It was warm and about the size of his palm.

      Vor tucked the runestone into an inner jacket pocket. It would take more time to install than it did to remove, but it was the only way he could think of to temporarily cripple the board. It still hovered by the balcony, but if anyone tried to ride it away, it would drop toward the ground under their weight. It would never make it off the island, let alone across the thrashing ocean. The only thing they would be stealing was an early grave.

      Vor pulled out Hope and Glory and joined Doughas at the door. “Ready to start the fun when you are,” he told his partner.

      Doughas chuckled. “Let’s not keep your cousin waiting.”

      They pushed through the doors and into an office with a large desk that read Captain Tibel on the sign. It probably belonged to one of the ranking officers of the facility, though Vor had thought there was only one captain, who he’d met several times before. Captain Jeuth was his name.

      At the least, it gave Vor some hope that the goblin had already retired and wasn’t dead at the bottom of the sea, being chewed on by his precious brute-a-babies. There was a suspicious blood splatter in the corner, so much that whoever the blood had been inside could not have survived the wound. Vor had a bad feeling Captain Tibel had met his end right there.

      Around the room, the bookshelves lining the walls had been torn down, and the drawers of metal filing cabinets yanked open. Some of the large metal boxes were even tipped over and hammered in with a club of some kind.

      “Guess they weren’t lying about the riot,” Doughas observed as he neared the office door.

      Vor followed close behind and kept his breathing calm in case he needed to summon a gleaming.

      Doughas pushed the door open a crack, only for the door to topple forward instead of swing out. It had already been knocked off its hinges. The block of wood hit the ground with a powerful whampf! and signaled the ten or so looters rifling through the cluttered room to stop and look directly at the Inquisitors.

      “Oh, dear,” Doughas remarked as the looters raised their stolen ARCs and opened fire.

      Vor gleamed his gun and unloaded a wild spray, sending meteor-speed bolts in a fan across the whole room. He saw one looter drop, and several more ducked in response.

      Doughas unloaded a calculated shot at the nearest looter, a spindly elf who was already missing an eye. After a loud crack! shook the room, the elf was also missing his left arm and a good portion of his ribcage. He died instantly and fell to the ground.

      With two down and half of them taking cover, the remaining looters opened fire, some armed with pistols and others with automatic rifle-ARCs. They tore through their magazines and shot up every inch of the doorway where Vor and Doughas had appeared.

      Thankfully, the two Inquisitors had already belly-crawled to another section of cover behind a wall of toppled filing cabinets. They prepared to jump up and unload another volley on the looters, but the criminals beat them to it.

      A goblin wearing an orange jumpsuit and wielding a pistol ARC leaned around a corner and fired at Vor, his bolts barely missing. Vor returned fire and forced the inmate back into cover, but then a door opened behind them and three more looters headed toward them with weapons raised. One of them only had a large club.

      These looters had a clear line of sight on Vor and Doughas as they shouldered their weapons to open fire.

      The Inquisitors had yet to finish reloading.

      Vor wondered if he should gleam his arm and throw the pistol at them, but he couldn’t see how that would work out. His only hope was the speed of a gleaming to help him reload faster. He performed the pull and felt power rush to his hands. The elf moved double-time to fit another magazine into his weapon before it was too late.

      While Vor managed to load the weapon before the looters unloaded theirs, it was still too late to contribute to the fight. The doors farther down the hallway burst open, and an organized mob of prisoners rushed in, decked out in purloined riot gear. They fired first and shot down the looters attacking the Inquisitors.

      The others in the room scattered for their lives.

      Vor raised his ARC at the new prisoners, only to find multiple weapons trained on his forehead. He lowered his gun. “I assume you’re with Valorius?” he asked. The prisoners said nothing. An ogre in the lead simply waved them to stand and follow them. Strangely, the prisoners didn’t ask for their weapons or even restrain their wrists. Vor would make Valorius pay for that oversight.

      The prisoners themselves seemed without fear, although most had recent cuts or wounds somewhere on their faces or bodies.

      It wasn’t more than a five-minute walk to where the prisoners took them, a few levels down in the tower, though still in administration. They arrived in a large office with glass windows showcasing the ocean and all its beauty. And sitting behind the desk marked Warden was the elf himself. Valorius VorKluvaith.

      Vor scanned the room full of prisoners in riot gear, except for one individual seated in the corner with a guard on either side. Medivh was nursing some serious lacerations on her arm and wrists, but she wasn’t restrained.

      Vor took his chance and drew his ARC, planning to aim the barrel at Valorius’ head and watch it explode. But he never got the chance.

      With the speed that only a gleaming could provide, Medivh threw herself from the chair and between Vor and his cousin before he could pull the trigger.

      “Vor! No!” Medivh shouted.

      Vor tried to lean around her with his pistol, still thinking he could accomplish his goal even though the prisoners around him already had rifles trained on his body. All they needed was the order to fire. Yet, for some reason, it never came.

      Medivh wrestled the gun from Vor’s hand and spun him around until he slammed into the warden’s desk.

      Valorius chuckled. “My, she is a spirited one. I can see why you enjoyed her so much.” He gave a crooked grin. “Now that I have your attention, I would like to begin listing my lengthy and exhaustive demands. The New Republic of Former Felons will be a safe haven for the criminal class, a place of rest and endless vice, for those who actually want to enjoy life instead of living behind the bars imposed on us by society.” Valorius’ gaze met his riot-gear prisoners, and Vor saw hope in his followers. They really believed Valorius could create some promised land for them.

      There’s no way in the Quadras my cousin actually cares what these folks want.

      As soon as the thought exited Vor’s mind, it became reality.

      Medivh took Vor’s loaded pistol. With another flurry of gleamed movement, she unloaded each bolt into the skull of a prisoner, taking out half their number. Instead of stopping the action, Valorius joined her. He pulled out his ARC and blasted away until the room was devoid of convict life save for himself and Medivh.

      Vor was still half-plastered to the warden’s desk when the massacre finished. Doughas rose from the floor at the same time as him. The dwarf leveled his long-heater at Valorius.

      “Now, now.” Valorius lowered his pistol, though the elf made no move to surrender. “Let’s quit the dilly-dallying and leave this place before more of these idiots show up. I’m sick of being inspirational. It sickens my soul to give folks hope. Even false hope. I’d rather have food poisoning.”

      Vor moved toward Medivh and tried to take his ARC back from the elfess, but she refused. No ARC? Fine. He would use his fists and beat Valorius to death. But Medivh kept herself between Vor and his cousin. “Ess, come on. You need to get us the hell out of here.”

      She moved back, trained the ARC on Vor, and stood beside Valorius.

      Vor couldn’t believe it. They’re working together…
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      Doughas

      Doughas was slow to lower his weapon. He had no desire to help Valorius off Stannheim, no matter what the lunatic elf offered. When the dwarf did lower his gun, it was to readjust his aim. He leveled the barrel at Valorius’ legs, ready to blast them out from under him and throw his bleeding ass out the window.

      Medivh took advantage of the situation and aimed at Doughas. In response, the dwarf readjusted his weapon toward her.

      This time, Vor stepped into the firing zone. “Come on, Doughas, lower your heater. Medivh, you do the same.”

      The elfess didn’t budge. “I want him to put his long-heater on the ground. I don’t fancy a bundle of lead in my belly.”

      Oddly enough, it was Valorius who calmed things down. He walked up beside the elfess and put his arm on hers, slowly lowering her weapon toward the floor. “You are being rude, darling. I’m not worried that the honorable ex-Warden will shoot me in cold blood. I am, however, anxious that more of my faithful flunkies will hear the commotion and come trundling up the stairs to investigate. Then you’ll have to kill them, and more will show up until we’ve murdered half of Stannheim. Don’t get me wrong. I’d love to murder all of Stannheim, but it really isn’t a good use of my time. The point is, we need to get out of here.”

      Doughas sighed and sent a small prayer to the ancestors. Please let this end well. The dwarf lowered his weapon, curious to hear what the elf had to say and why he’d killed his own followers. Clearly, everything was not as it seemed in Stannheim.

      “You’re not leaving this place,” Vor told his cousin, his voice full of anger. “You will wait here until the other Inquisitors arrive.”

      Valorius clucked his tongue as a parent might to a child. “What good would that do, cousin, when there’s a dragon that needs slaying?”

      Doughas could hardly believe his ears. How in the blazes does this two-shit elf know about the dragon? Or maybe I should ask why we are the last ones to know?

      Vor looked as surprised as Doughas at the revelation.

      Medivh scanned their faces to see what the problem was. “We’re assuming you already know about the true dragon and what it means for the Quadras.”

      Valorius chuckled. “Our mutual monarch let us in on the secret. Did she not tell you? Ooof. That’s embarrassing.”

      From somewhere else in the building, they heard the sounds of ARC fire and a loud crash as part of a wall exploded. It seemed there was still fighting somewhere in the castle, though between who, Doughas had no idea.

      He tried to take in what the elves were saying but it didn’t make sense.

      “Last we knew, you and the Pixie Queen were not in good graces with each other. Why would she tell you about the dragon?” Doughas asked, anxious to finish their conversation and determine a plan of action.

      Valorius shrugged. “I assume she’s desperate. Not only did the Fair Lady tell me about the deadly beasty, she even helped me start this lovely prison riot. Without her, none of this beautiful chaos would have been possible.”

      Doughas and Vor shared a worried look. Perhaps they should have let the Queen die when the humans tried to kill her. The thought echoed some of the Witch-Knights’ worries that any dominated souls left behind after the dragon was slain might join the Pixie Queen and turn her into an even greater threat. There was no helping it now, though. The Pixie Queen might have a good explanation for this, though Doughas didn’t know what could excuse a full-scale prison riot and the deaths of hundreds of city employees.

      Doughas recognized some sense in Valorius’ words. The prison riot was bad but not devastating. However, if the dragon reached the city alive, it would spell the end of the Quadras and likely the end of life itself. Problems like that had a way of putting smaller ones into perspective. And it might mean the Inquisitor-General could remain uninvolved.

      It was still a tough meal to swallow, and Vor clearly wanted nothing to do with it.

      “You’re only looking for a way out of Stannheim.” Vor moved away from the desk. “Your organization is weak, and there’s little you could offer us in helping with the dragon. This is a ploy to escape prison. Well, we aren’t taking you anywhere. So get comfortable.”

      The elven crime lord simply laughed off the insult. “I don’t think you two ever appreciated how much power I wield. Even with minimal losses, my organization can field a sizable squad of killers to help deal with our scaly friend. Now, as much as I want to stay here and argue about it, I’m afraid we are out of time.”

      Valorius took the ARC from Medivh’s hand and tossed it back to Vor. “I promised these prisoners they would have order and rule the prison as the new lords of the island. I lied, though. The Pixie Queen helped me trap most of the guards in the gymnasium, and they are still there. Once they break out, the prisoners will have a war unlike any other, and I do not want to be here when they find out I tricked them. This is not a riot. This is a cover-up, so we can leave and attend to the dragon.” Valorius moved from behind the desk and approached Vor. “What’s it going to be, cousin? Kill me now and doom your precious city, your spicy landlady, and her two brats…or let me go, and I help save them?”

      Vor raised Hope and Glory until it pointed at Valorius’ forehead. Doughas saw the same anger in his partner’s expression that he often caught on his own face when he stared into the bathroom mirror after a really hard case. The kind where even after he’d closed it “successfully,” he didn’t feel any better. Only empty and sick.

      Doughas knew that dark place. The only thing that filled the void was something bigger than himself. Honor. Family. Love. Those were what saved Doughas in the past, and he hoped they would save Vor. Yet whether it was something as lofty as love or merely the shouts and sounds of incoming inmates, Vor pulled back from the edge and lowered his weapon.

      “Come on,” Vor urged. “Let’s get out of here.”

      They moved back through the tower as quietly as they could. They stopped to avoid several packs of roving looters that moved from room to room, searching bodies and drawers for any valuables. They made it all the way to the top and back to the captain’s office, before they ran into serious trouble.

      From out on the balcony, Doughas heard the sounds of struggle and grinding metal. Someone was out there with the griff.

      He kicked open the balcony doors and surprised the two inmates so much that one toppled backward over the railing and fell screaming to his death. The other was not so clumsy and raised a kitchen knife to stab Doughas in the eye.

      One blast from the long-heater sent most of that inmate’s body over the railing to join his friend. With the balcony clear, Valorius and Medivh mounted the griff while Doughas waited with Vor, keeping watch while the elf reinstalled a component in the board.

      Then, from within the office, they heard, “They’re out on the balcony! Come on, lads! Get ‘em before they get away!” A sudden charge of inmates surged from within the structure. A few looter bands had probably joined together to seek out the Inquisitors after their first firefight.

      Doughas unloaded another shell into the horde of charging inmates, but it only slowed their attack. He whipped out his mace and went to work, whacking skulls and cracking limbs, helped along by the ARC fire from Valorius.

      Doughas couldn’t keep it up much longer.

      As that thought passed through him, the griff jumped to life and pulled away from the balcony, only being stopped by the tethers holding it in place. Vor leapt from the railing with a gleamed push and landed on board the ship, but that left Doughas alone on the balcony facing another round of criminals who attacked like their survival depended on it. Because it probably did. Their griff was the only way off the island to freedom, and they desperately wanted it.

      Doughas cracked in a goblin’s skull before two elves pressed him against the railing and pinned his arms, stopping him from attacking further. One of the elves drew a shank and jabbed toward his throat. Doughas thought that was the end, but two sharp pops announced the death of those two elves, and a loud humming told him the griff had returned.

      Without looking, he jumped up on the railing and took one last swing at an ogre holding on to his ankle. The blow crunched the ogre’s hand but made Doughas lose his balance at the same time. He flailed his arms but had nothing to steady himself with.

      As he started to fall, a pair of hands suddenly steadied his shoulders from above. Valorius stood above him with a crooked grin.

      “Come on, dwarf. Use some of that famous strength and help me pull your fat ass off the ground,” the elf insisted. Despite the insult, Doughas did exactly what he said, helping the elf pull him up and onto the griff.

      Doughas rolled onto the deck and lay there, breathing hard. He tried not to think how close he had come to dying. Or who had saved him several times over from that fate.
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      Esselliar

      Near the shoreline, Vor and the others were safe from the jumping waves, which had tried multiple times to swat them from the sky. Now the Inquisitors and their illicit cargo faced a bigger problem. Namely, how to reenter the city without being spotted. To do so, Vor steered the Gwuellihyn closer to the ocean surface to mask their presence, so close that the spray kicked up and planted a salty kiss on his cheek.

      Good thing it missed my eye, he thought as the shoreline swelled in size before them.

      About a mile to their right was a long concrete pier dotted with shops and a few pixie-themed carnival rides. Vor remembered going there as a kid and having a terrible time. He’d spent the afternoon with his eyes on the sky, watching the pleasure cruisers take their griffs along the beach, enjoying the sights of nature from above.

      That same memory was the reason Vor had brought his griff there today. He cranked the rudder and brought the Gwuellihyn into a reverse swoop, quickly gaining altitude but in a way that looked peaceful and full of grace from a distance. That way, if local law enforcement caught wind that some inmates escaped via airship, Doughas and Vor being spotted near the pier on the flying board would appear more like laziness. And less like aiding and abetting the two Stannheim-hardened convicts who’d worked together to mastermind the riot that enabled their escape.

      Shit. What are we doing? Why are we helping Valorius escape? Vor thought back to the island and the moment he’d trained his ARC on his cousin’s head. For a split second, he thought he would do it. He thought he could squeeze the trigger and be rid of that bastard for the rest of his life. Then Medivh was there, looking softer than he’d ever seen her. The more he considered it, the more he was glad he hadn’t killed his cousin in cold blood. Yet he still wasn’t okay with helping him escape. Not after how hard he’d worked to put Valorius in prison.

      No doubt the elf wore a smug smile beneath the tarp where he and Medivh lay hidden at the back of the griff.

      Vor traced the pleasure-cruise route for a mile or two longer before breaking away from the shoreline. As they did, Vor couldn’t help but notice a swarm of airships several miles in the distance headed out to the ocean.

      That would be the fleet of Drakers going to Stannheim to storm the fortress and put down the riot for good. Vor dearly hoped they arrived in time to save the guards. Valorius had said they were sequestered in the gymnasium, but his cousin’s words gave him little comfort.

      Vor reached back with his foot and bumped the edge of the tarp the fugitives were hiding under. Doughas came around and stood beside Vor.

      “Get out here, Valorius,” Vor called. “You need to take us to your headquarters so you can start mobilizing your gangbangers and throat-cutters. You’ve got a lot to make up for in this dragon fight, and I, for one, hope you do not live to see the end of it.”

      The tarp flew up, almost tearing off the ship and zipping into the sky if not for Medivh’s quick reflexes. She grabbed the edge and reeled it in before the wind could tear the blue sheet away.

      Valorius jumped to his feet and ran his limbs through a series of rapid and disturbingly flexible stretches, cracking every joint in the process. “Ahh, much better. Now, let’s see about where to put down.” The criminal mastermind stumbled over his words as he processed information out loud. “Do we head to the holt-house? No, no. That’s been burned down for several years…. Ah-ha! What about that seedy joint in the ogre quarter? Wait, I think the Humanitarians took that over, then the nosy Inquisitors raided it. No good. No good.”

      Vor and Doughas shared a worried glance.

      Only Medivh seemed unfazed. She walked toward the front of the ship and stared longingly over the city. This was the first time in two years she’d seen anything outside Stannheim. Vor couldn’t imagine what she had been through, but that didn’t excuse her part in the prison riot.

      If only I had been more convincing or tried harder to dissuade her from her manic plan to infiltrate the Humanitarians. Vor gave a deep and lasting sigh. No changing the past, I suppose. It’s only the future we can work on.

      Valorius continued to piddle through his thoughts, going from one decommissioned safe house to the next.

      Vor finally blurted, “Enough! You should have dozens of places to go if you’re still as powerful as you say. So stop distracting us and tell us somewhere to land. I won’t be caught flying you over the city, Valorius. If there’s any chance of discovery, I will dump your ass off this griff midair.”

      Valorius stopped mid-sentence and gave a small shrug before continuing. “Well, you caught me. I might have exaggerated my current status ever so slightly, but that doesn’t mean I am without options in this city.”

      “What!” Doughas shouted and rubbed bellies with the criminal elf. “We’re risking everything so that you can help us destroy the dragon! Now you’re telling us you can’t do shit?” Doughas’ eyebrows lowered. “You’d better scratch that memory a little deeper. Walking the plank will be the least of your pain. We’ll drop you in the shants and tell everybody and their mother who you are. We’ll see how long you last in that nest of vipers before one of them swallows you up.”

      Valorius crossed his arms and tapped his foot as if impatient. “Yes, yes. You’re both very scary. Now, if you don’t mind, I do actually have a location. Give me that shard of yours, Vor. Thank you. I’m punching it in now…it’s in the goblin quarter.” He handed the shard back to his cousin. “I might not be the king of the underworld anymore, but rest assured, I can still field a capable group of cutthroats to help with our dragon problem.”

      A powerful urge rose in Vor like the storm-tossed ocean they had left behind. It roared through his limbs with one desire. To put an end to his lying, son-of-a-bitch cousin, once and for all. Yet as the rage arrived, Vor caught the stern look on his partner’s face. Doughas seemed to be saying, “Now isn’t the time for rash decisions. We need to stay calm and see this through. We’re already too deep to back out.”

      Vor drew a few deep breaths and regained some measure of peace. He focused on the shard-map and directed the griff toward the goblin quarter and the location of Valorius’ supposed “safe house.”

      With how the day was going, Vor fully expected to arrive and find the building already turned to rubble. He expected Valorius to shrug his slinking shoulders and say, “Welp, guess I won’t be any help after all. But thanks for the spring, cousin. Couldn’t have done this without you!” before disappearing with a gleamed jump.

      Yet when they reached the address and Vor circled the griff out of the sky, the situation turned out to be more favorable, though still less than perfect. The safe house was intact, if barely. It appeared to be a school that had been condemned for some reason and forgotten. Hazard signs marked every door on the surface level, and every window was either shattered, boarded over, or both.

      Vor set the Gwuellihyn down in the vacant lot behind the school, or at least he had thought it was vacant. Upon closer inspection of a few suspiciously large tarps, the group discovered a lineup of motorbikes, decorated with a healthy dose of gang signs.

      Valorius peeked under the sheet and took a good, long look at the symbols, only to resurface and say, “I have no idea who these idiots are. We will have to introduce ourselves. I will ask them very nicely what they are doing in my safe house. Probably sullying my secret stash of weapons and liquid assets.”

      Vor again felt the powerful urge to bring violence down on his cousin’s head. “So much for the ‘safe’ part of your hideout.”

      The criminal elf simply rolled up his sleeves so that they flared at the elbow and walked boldly toward the back door. The elf powered through the entrance before Vor or Doughas could raise a complaint.

      Usually, when a rival gang takes over your safe house, you don’t barge in like you own the place. Vor rolled his eyes and slipped out his ARC, following his cousin at a distance. Medivh rushed up until she was beside her partner-in-crime. Seeing the two of them side by side caused a pit of nausea to form in Vor’s stomach. He pushed the feeling down but knew he would have to deal with it sometime before it overwhelmed him.

      Doughas followed Vor’s lead and drew his ARC pistol, a standard-issue shooter from his time with the Wardens. They didn’t expect too much resistance, given only six bikes lay under the tarp.

      Valorius disappeared into the humdrum structure, and the Inquisitors rushed to follow.

      Inside, the hallway was dark, but it wasn’t quiet. Valorius made sure of that. He marched down the way, picking up a stick as he went and banging it against a line of lockers.

      “Wakey-wakey!” he cried. His voice reverberated strangely in the corridors and sounded like a specter calling. His confidence was terrifying, if not slightly misplaced. The elf continued down the hall, shouting, “Daddy’s home! Come on out, kids!”

      Even in the dim lighting, Valorius seemed to know where he was going. He took a left at the junction, then a right, traveling down a short flight of stairs until he entered a staff-only area behind the cafeteria, presumably the kitchen.

      Vor and Doughas hugged the walls and followed ten feet back, careful to stay in cover whenever they could, unsure when the violence would break out. Vor half expected a volley of bolts to appear from every shadowy nook, but it never came.

      Then, from within the main kitchen, Vor heard the sound of worried voices. He and Doughas hurried to catch up to their pet convicts in time to see them enter the kitchen.

      Valorius opened his arms as if for a hug. “Oh! How wonderful it is to see you again!” he called, although whoever he spoke to was still out of the Inquisitors’ view.

      Vor came up to the door and peeked through the window. Inside he saw a group of seven—not six—goblins standing in various stages of cover around the kitchen. Most of the utilities had been removed from the room and replaced by steel tables and weapon racks. One long table lined the center, and it was this table Valorius was apparently speaking to. He gave the table a single loving pat and turned his attention to the goblins, all of which had ARCs trained on the intruders’ head.

      “Oh, stop with the theatrics,” Valorius spewed with carefree confidence. “There’s no need to be afraid. I’m the benevolent dictator who stashed all these weapons and goodies here for someone to use. Now, I did think the one to use those goods would be me, but I’m more than happy to share with a fine group of gentle-goblins like yourselves.”

      Medivh leaned against the kitchen wall, looking as confident and carefree as her companion. “Put your shit-shooters down. We’ve got a job in mind that pays real good, and we think you boys are the perfect ones for the job.”

      A few goblins lowered their weapons the slightest bit, intrigued by the offer but not enough to let down their guard.

      Valorius tapped his fingers at random across the tabletop. “Now, I know Mrog used to run a fine operation around these parts. Would you happen to know if the old coot is still kicking?”

      A gruff-voiced goblin spoke up from the corner. “If Mrog is kicking, it’s in his grave. I would know. I put him there. So if you got a problem with that, you got a problem with me.”

      Valorius shook his head. “Problem? Do I look like an elf with a problem?”

      Another goblin piped up. “Well, you actually look like one of them Stannheim escapees. That’s the uniform, ain’t it? I visited my cousin there a few years back.”

      Valorius searched the goblin’s face, and an expression of shock suddenly appeared on his face. “Your cousin isn’t Derk the Merc, is he? Oh, why am I even asking? Of course he is. I can see the resemblance clear as day.”

      The goblin in question lowered his ARC. “Aye, that is my cousin! Derkel was the best of the best. Say, how is the machine doing?”

      With a genuine smile still clinging to his cheeks, Valorius slipped an ARC from under the table and opened fire around the room, dropping goblins faster than they could react. Bolts appeared in the eye sockets of three goblins before the rest had raised their weapons. Medivh joined the fun and dropped two more, leaving the final three enemies in complete disarray. They fired blindly across the room, only for Valorius to appear in front of them with two butcher knives in his hands.

      Vor wished he could look away, but his eyes were glued to the scene. He watched as his cousin dismembered two goblins while Medivh disarmed the last one. The one Valorius had been speaking to about Derkel.

      Valorius grabbed this final goblin by the throat and pushed him into the wall.

      “You wanna know what happened to good ol’ cousin Derk?” Valorius’ voice was no longer composed but wild and shaking. Even his hand trembled as he brought his butcher knife close. “Let me show you.”

      And Valorius showed him. He cut across his throat and let the blood splurt all over his prison uniform, only calming down as the violence came to a close. The criminal elf stepped away from the bodies and set his weapons on the table in the center of the room.

      “Imbeciles.” He started unbuttoning his jumpsuit, revealing a set of white clothes underneath, also stained red by the slaughter. “There’s a few more stashes of clothes and weapons I bet these idiots couldn’t crack. I’ll get them opened. We’ll be ready for action in no time, Medivh.”

      Vor stepped through the doorway, hoping to find Medivh as disgusted as he was with Valorius’ brutal display of violence, only to discover the opposite. She stood to the side, watching Valorius with something like awe and excited attention.

      Bile rose in Vor’s throat, and he desperately wanted to paint the walls with it. Anything to remove the disgust from within him.

      If this is Medivh now, I’m not sure I ever knew her.

      Valorius looked at Vor. “We’ll get loaded up with gear. You bring the ride to the door. We’ll lay low at your apartment until the time to act arrives.”

      Vor started to disagree but stopped. He was tired of arguing and only wanted to be free of his cousin. If that meant dumping him at the apartment, so be it. He turned and headed back toward the griff.

      Doughas hurried to catch back up to Vor, struggling to take something from his pocket at the same time. “Hold up. I’m getting a call.”

      Vor and Doughas stopped in the hallway and looked at the number on the shard. It was the Inquisitor-General. Doughas clicked answer on the device, already knowing what would be said.

      A barrage of words erupted from the speaker in their boss’ customary attack, saying, “Get your asses back over the ocean! Your absence has been noted. I need an update on the situation. Reports from Stannheim are starting to come in, and I need you two worms to check it out on the double.”

      The line went dead, leaving Vor and Doughas in the hallway to contemplate their recent choices.
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      Doughas

      It was a quick, quiet trip back to Vor’s apartment to drop off the convicts. Even quieter when the Inquisitors started heading out to the bay in response to the Inquisitor-General’s recent order. They were already late to the scene and had little in the way of excuses for their absence.

      Doughas kept an eye on Vor as they soared on, searching the elf’s face for some sign of what was going on in his head. He couldn’t imagine the pain his partner must be feeling, having helped his murderous cousin escape from prison. Especially when that same elf was responsible for widowing Vor’s beloved. Yet, in a sick way, Valorius was also the reason Vor could be with Areal at all.

      He steered his mind away from that line of thinking.

      The dwarf tried to start a conversation with Vor about the recent events, but his partner shut him down with a terse, “I need to focus on flying,” before he turned away.

      Doughas tried to broach the topic again a few minutes later, to the same end.

      This did not inspire confidence in the dwarf’s retirement plans. He had hoped the difficult situation would allow Vor to spread his wings even more and show he was ready to be on his own. Ready to face the world and maybe even to lead another Inquisitor. The rational part of Doughas’ brain told him that the elf was ready and reminded him of countless examples that proved this, but something about Vor’s current mood seemed different. This was not the usual Vor. This was someone different, a younger elf stuck in a dark cloud of regret and anger. This was the elf Doughas had first met when he joined the Inquisitors.

      For all of Vor’s progress, he was still haunted by his cousin. By his family skeletons. Now he was forced to deal with everything he’d rather not. At least, that was how Doughas interpreted it. Even now, the elf was delaying the inevitable, trying to avoid a conversation about the muddy situation they had found themselves in. He wanted to slap some sense into the lad but knew that would not have the desired effect. If anything, he needed to be patient and keep prodding. Eventually, something would break, and Vor would either shatter or overcome his demons.

      Doughas searched his partner’s tired face, hoping to find some sign of deliverance written across his forehead…but there was nothing.

      The sky flashed overhead as a bolt of distant lightning made itself known to the world.

      They had returned to the shoreline. The remaining flotilla of Drakers, those that had remained behind to act as a command center, came into view. Vor and Doughas made for the center ship, pulling up beside the railing and landing their craft on the edge where it would interfere least with the crew’s activity.

      Around them, pairs of Inquisitors hustled about. Some crossed planks to other Drakers in the fleet, while others disappeared below deck or marched from the depths into the sunlight.

      After they’d settled the griff, Doughas and Vor headed for the rear of the ship and entered the crowded captain’s quarters. A spectrol generator hummed somewhere in the back, spewing a terrible perfume through the space. Wires crisscrossed the floor like twigs in a bird’s nest, providing power to several screens that showed footage of the ongoing assault at Stannheim. The main load of Inquisitors had reached the island and stormed the docks. Now, crack teams of soldiers worked their way through the compound, firing on any prisoners too stupid to give up their ARCs and cuffing those prisoners who did comply.

      The static voice of several Inquisitors erupted from the center of the room, where a speaker sat on a small table. It was a report from the initial assault, and though Doughas couldn’t be sure, the voice sounded like Gerhosk’s.

      The ogre announced, “The depths of the fortress are clear. Teams are moving up the main stairwells and clearing each floor as they go. Resistance is minimal though fierce when we do encounter it. The prisoners have enjoyed their run of freedom and do not wish to return to their former, chattel state.” Gerhosk, or the ogre who sounded like him, paused to exchange a few words with someone off-radio, then continued. “Report from the western team is back. There are signs of prisoner-to-prisoner violence in the central tower. It seems someone has done our work for us. What a generous gift.” The ogre’s voice did not sound happy but confused.

      Doughas wondered if those prisoners were the scavengers he and Vor had helped put down. Gerhosk’s comment sent a shiver down is spine. He did not look forward to sitting under that ogre’s penetrating gaze. If he had to wager, he would say Gerhosk was already suspicious about Doughas and Vor’s absence from the raid team, considering they normally played lead. The ogre might take up his suspicions with the Inquisitor-General. He was the one Doughas worried about. Their boss would ask about their raid and what happened, and Doughas didn’t know how he would answer.

      So, boss, you know the mastermind behind the prison riot? Yeah, we helped the poor lad escape. Not only that, but we gave him a first-class flight to a safe house and watched him murder six more citizens. Doughas shivered as the thoughts crawled up his spine and into his brain.

      On cue, the Inquisitor-General stepped away from the line of monitors and clicked a button on the radio. “This is taking too long. We need this riot over yesterday. You hear? Put your teams on double-time. I want good news, and I want it fast. I don’t fancy losing my office again after just getting it back!” His voice cut the air like a knife, and everyone flinched when he spoke.

      Then the Inquisitor-General saw Doughas and Vor standing in the entryway. “There you are! Get your asses to this table and tell me what in the high, holy hell is going on in Stannheim! I want a download of everything, and I want it delivered quicker than you can speak.”

      A red light flashed on the radio, and the Inquisitor-General threw up a hand. “Wait! I’ve got a call. Hold on.” He clicked a button, and a new voice came over the static waves.

      “Prisoner escape!” the voice cried. “I repeat, we have confirmed information of a prisoner escaping the island!”

      Doughas’ stomach dropped so hard it felt like it’d been punched from his body and through the deck of the Draker, falling several hundred feet to the thrashing sea below. It would make a lovely snack for some fish. He figured his body would be joining his stomach soon if the Inquisitor-General found out the escaped prisoner was Valorius.

      But fate had other plans.

      The voice continued, saying, “One of the island ferries has been spotted heading south away from the island and the mainland. A Draker moved to intercept but received heavy fire from the inmates on board. Suspects are armed with ARCs and long-heaters. Requesting backup to deal with the containment breach!” The radio turned to static, then silence.

      Without wasting a second, the Inquisitor-General swiveled on Doughas and Vor. “What are you waiting for, an invitation? Get out of here! Go secure that ferry before the prisoners escape to the other islands.” The General’s head snapped back toward the radio as another report came through. This time it was about the gymnasium and a scene they had discovered there, but that was all Doughas and Vor heard.

      The two Inquisitors spun on their heels and charged back out onto the deck, more than happy to trade a conversation with their boss for a battle on the high seas. Perhaps that said something about their work relationship with the Inquisitor-General, but he tried not to think too hard about it. The elf was a good boss most of the time. Things got messy when Doughas helped a criminal escape from Stannheim, though.

      They returned to the griff at the same time another group of Inquisitors rushed across the gangways toward one of the Drakers. The larger ship soon untangled itself from the fleet and headed in the direction of the escaping ferry, though it was behind the much smaller and quicker craft Doughas and Vor were using.

      Of course, the speed that wild elf unleashed with the griff was too much for Doughas, combined with the thrashing ocean a hundred yards below their craft. He clung to the railing and kept his eyes closed, only opening them when Vor said the escaping ship was nearby. Then Doughas had to brave the quaking ship and his equally shivering fears. He looked over the edge of the griff and saw the emerald sea below, like a dark, uncut gemstone. There, bobbing in that green wasteland, was the ferry.

      Doughas knew the ship at once. It was one of a handful that traveled back and forth between the island and had a signature bright orange paint job to match. Not only did it make the ships easy to spot in case of an escape, but it also kept a consistent prison aesthetic, which the city planners loved most of all.

      “Down there! Bring us lower!” Doughas cried and hoped his vague gesture was enough to tell Vor where to lower the craft so Doughas could target the engine. One charged shot from his long-heater could put the ship out of commission. Yet if Doughas charged it for too long, the weapon could easily explode in his hands, dooming the two Inquisitors and likely the rest of the Quadras.

      Doughas tried not to have an inflated view of his own importance when it came to the city’s survival. Yet with the current track record of narrowly avoided catastrophes, it was a wonder he could even consider retirement without a deathly fear that he would wake up to find the city decimated by an explosion, an outbreak of gang violence, or some new-fangled sorcery. Though he knew deep down that if he and Vor weren’t around to keep shit straight, someone else would fill their shoes. Maybe Gerhosk and Maia.

      Below them, the ferry full of former inmates had spotted the griff and raised the alarm, which consisted of half the prisoners screaming like children and running aimlessly around the deck. The other half were made of sterner stuff. They aimed their weapons high and opened fire. A hail of bolts and oversized heater slugs peppered the air. One bolt slammed into the underside of the griff, changing one of the newly repaired blue runes to gray and useless.

      “Damn it.” Vor felt the shiver of damage through the floor of the griff. “I just fixed this thing!” He punched the rudder until the ship went into freefall.

      Doughas crouched almost to his knees to avoid falling off. It was so difficult in the wind, with the ocean spray smacking his cheeks, that he eventually lay down and peeked over the edge with his long-heater. His finger pressed against the trigger, letting the charged slug begin to swell within.

      A little closer, he thought as the ship grew in size beneath them. A little closer…BAM! Doughas released the trigger and sent an unholy load of lead toward the ship’s rear. It collided with a flat wall of metal and turned it into confetti but did nothing to slow the ship’s plodding retreat.

      They were almost level with the top of the ferry. Vor took out his ARC and fired a gleamed round of bolts onto the crew, though given their speed and the tumultuous conditions, Doughas wasn’t sure anything landed. This assault would be harder than they’d originally thought.

      A nearly cannon-ball-sized chunk of lead hurtled from the front of the ferry toward the griff. Vor took immediate evasive action. He plunged the rudder to the side, and the board flew closer to the top deck of the ship.

      So close that a couple of felons decided it was a good idea to jump on.

      Doughas rewarded their enthusiasm of the first with a long-heater slug to the arm and the second with a stiff kick to the face, sending both into the drink to spend their last few minutes in a mess of watery chaos. Doughas didn’t envy their fate. Not in the slightest.

      With the last round of enemy fire evaded, Vor brought the griff higher so no one else would have the bright idea to try to hitch a ride. Doughas fired another two long-heater slugs at the armed felons littering the deck. But this was already the end for most of the prisoners. Those who had been running around simply bowed down on the deck and covered their heads with their hands, probably praying to their own ancestors for protection from the death raining from the sky.

      Another gleamed volley from Vor’s ARC dropped the last two armed prisoners, and the ferry fell silent. With the resistance quelled, Doughas was content to let the ship retain its engine, if nothing else, so that it could be retrieved and reused for when the prison started back up. They kept up overwatch on the scene and made sure no other shenanigans took place.

      A few minutes later, the fully loaded Draker arrived on the scene and docked with the stolen ferry. Inquisitors rushed across the deck, handcuffing prisoners where they lay, although some with an ounce or two of fight left decided to jump overboard and risk the kindness of the waves. Doughas had a feeling the ocean would prove far less forgiving than even the sternest Inquisitor, but that didn’t stop another two idiots from taking a dolphin dive over the railing. After their comrades saw them splashing and shouting for help a few seconds later, no one else joined the water crew.

      Inquisitors threw down rescue ropes and managed to snatch back two of the ocean rats, but the others disappeared beneath the waves.

      Seeing the action, Vor started to bring the griff down to land on the ferry. Doughas put up his hands and shouted, “Stop! Let’s stay a little out of the way. There’s no need for those prisoners to see our faces. Remember, some of them might have been with Valorius’ crew. They could have seen us or heard about us coming to the island. No need to give them a reminder.”

      Doughas saw a flash of anger across his partner’s face, and it didn’t seem to be aimed at the prisoners. It seemed aimed at Doughas for having the audacity to stop him. A second later, the anger faded, and sense returned to the elf’s face. He drew the griff away from the ferry and kept an eye on the arrests to make sure no prisoner got a jump on any of the invading Inquisitors. From there, it was clear there would be no more fighting. The prisoners were bedraggled from the riot and their storm-tossed escape. They submitted to the arrests without complaint, and the whole ferry was mopped up and on the Draker in less than an hour.

      When they realized everything was handled, Doughas and Vor turned the griff around and headed for the command center. Doughas’ chest swelled with pride at the quick and effective way they’d handled the combat situation. He hoped it might earn them a little reprieve with the Inquisitor-General.

      When they returned to the lead Draker on the shoreline, however, they found their commander alone in the captain’s quarters, standing beside the radio with two chairs in front of him. The chairs might as well have had Doughas and Vor’s names on them. The lack of other personnel made it clear the Inquisitor-General needed to talk in private. He’d sent the rest out as the duo reported in from the ferry mission.

      Doughas and Vor slid into the chairs, their mouths shut, waiting to see what their boss said.

      When he caught sight of the General’s face, Doughas was shocked. Elves weren’t supposed to show their age, except perhaps in the depth of their stare and the weight of authority in their voice. Yet the elder elf before him looked like a weathered figurehead at the prow of the ship. He was still proud, even defiant, as the waves continued to crash against his feeble frame, but clearly, something was about to break. Something permanent and irreplaceable.

      The air held a foul taste, and not only from the spectrol generator. Something was wrong. Very wrong.

      “One of the tactical teams reached the gymnasium in Stannheim,” the Inquisitor-General began and paused. His voice was monotone, emotionless. “The team found the prison staff and guards. All accounted for. Every one. Dead.”

      Doughas couldn’t keep the horror off his face. “No…”

      Vor remained silent.

      The Inquisitor-General wasn’t done. “They weren’t merely killed. The prisoners had been using the guards and staff as ‘playthings.’ Amusements to pass the time, and no doubt for payback as well. Those who died quickly were lucky. Most were not. Yet all their suffering ended when the Inquisitors stormed the island. The team stated they heard ARC shots as they breached the room and found the prisoners executing the last of the staff. The warden himself… He was barely recognizable after what they did to him.”

      The Inquisitor-General let the full weight of his voice and gaze bear down on Doughas and Vor. “Tell me you didn’t know this was happening and therefore couldn’t report it. I need to hear those words.”

      There was a pause. Doughas tried to say something but choked.

      The commander slammed the table with his palm. “Speak, damn it!”
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      Esselliar

      Vor had not been prepared to hear about the torture and murder of the entire Stannheim staff. Emotions flooded his body. Pain, of course, and anger. He had known several guards there. One had even saved his life when Valorius tried to have him killed. Maybe she’d moved on to another job. That had been two years ago, after all.

      And what about Captain Jeuth, who had worked so hard to keep the career criminals separate from those who had a chance at rehabilitation? When Vor had been in the tower, he’d found the name of a different captain. It was possible one or both of his friends had survived, but that didn’t make the situation easy.

      Vor turned to the fuming Inquisitor-General. “Of course we didn’t know about this!” His voice rasped with the emotions flooding his body.

      The elder elf spread his hands in frustration. “Then what did you learn? Hmm? What did you gain by going there? Because from my perspective, it looks like you gained shit. No, less than shit. You gained nothing.”

      Vor tried to respond, but his tongue barely worked.

      Doughas picked up the slack. “We spoke to Valorius. He told us the guards were being kept in the gymnasium, but he said they were unharmed and resisting the prisoners. He made it sound like they could hold out there on their own. Not that they were being tortured.”

      The Inquisitor-General repeated his question. “Then what did you gain from your little trip and your pleasure cruise along the beach? Did you rescue Medivh? I didn’t see her on your craft. Was the whole mission a failure?”

      Doughas started to speak, but a pair of Inquisitors rushed in through the door and interrupted.

      “Sir!” they started. “We have news over the radio of another engagement between the prisoners and our insertion teams. Western teams are requesting tactical support, but we need a layout of the tunnels to redirect another team to their location.”

      The Inquisitor-General pinched his temple. “Always more to do.” He waved Doughas and Vor toward the door. “We’ll discuss this further after the Stannheim business is finished. There’s too much going on right now. I’ll let you know when I’m ready for a debrief, but it had better be a damn good one.” The elder elf clapped his hands loudly, and a swarm of aides and Inquisitors returned into the room, starting the shard-com back up and bringing out a map of the tunnel system.

      Doughas and Vor were suddenly thrust aside, no longer used or considered for any of the current plans. The Stannheim raid wasn’t over, but their part in it was. That much was clear. Doughas and Vor retreated to the deck and onto the griff when their presence became a nuisance to the ship’s crew.

      Vor brought their flying board back into the sky and aimed it toward the city.

      “We’re going to talk to Valorius,” Vor pronounced. “I want answers. I want to punch the lights out of his face.” Vor waited for Doughas to try to settle him down, but the dwarf’s words never came. He looked as angry as Vor.

      “Fly faster,” the dwarf urged, contrary to every other time they had flown.

      And Vor did. He pushed the griff to its limit and tore so fast across the sky it ought to have left a permanent scar in the air behind them. They crossed the distance twice as fast as before with no regard for who was watching or what speed laws they broke. Vor knew the city well from above and how to navigate the confusing layout. In less than fifteen minutes, they were parked on the rooftop of Areal’s apartment complex. Thirty seconds later, they were outside Vor’s apartment.

      Vor put one hand on the doorknob and the other on his ARC.

      Doughas noticed the movement. “Don’t do anything rash. Your cousin might not have known what was happening.”

      Vor had no words for his partner then. There would never be proof of what Valorius knew or didn’t know, but his cousin was still the one at fault. It was his prison riot. He orchestrated the plan. He should have made sure the guards would be safe. He was a liar and a murderer. He had no remorse for any of his misdeeds. He certainly wouldn’t care about the torture and death of his former captors. If anything, he would laugh about it.

      Vor twisted the knob and shoved open the door, only to pause halfway through the action when he heard voices inside. One was his cousin, but the other was much younger and not Medivh.

      He threw himself the rest of the way through the door.

      “Freyun! What are you doing in here?” Vor couldn’t stop his surprise at seeing Areal’s son seated on the bed beside his murderous cousin while Medivh looked on. The very elf who had murdered Freyun’s father. The terrible irony of the situation made Vor want to faint.

      Valorius rolled his eyes. “Calm down, cousin. The boy is having a lovely time. He’s most interested to meet me, as it seems you never talk about your family. How sad is that!” He gave the boy a sly grin. “Vor here was quite the troublemaker as a kid.”

      “Really?” Freyun exclaimed. “I don’t believe that for a second. He’s an Inquisitor.”

      But Valorius nodded. “Oh, yes. He used to fly that griff of his from one side of the city to the other, breaking every speed law he could. Even grinding his board against some of the skyscrapers and shattering a few windows of the uber-rich homes.”

      “Whoa…” Freyun looked at Vor with a new sense of awe.

      Vor walked to the bed and gently directed Freyun away from his cousin. “I never broke any rich folks’ windows.” True or not, Freyun seemed to believe Valorius’ side of the story since it was the more interesting of the two. “Come on. I’ve got to talk to my cousin about a few things. Very important things.”

      “Uh-oh,” Valorius intoned in mock fear. “It seems I have done something terrible again. Well, little Freyun, you had better be going. If I survive the tongue thrashing that’s about to be given to me, I’ll be sure to say hi sometime in the future.”

      “You will not,” Vor shot back.

      “Will too,” Valorius responded.

      Freyun giggled at the exchange but listened to Vor and slowly headed for the door, shaking Doughas’ hand as he passed. “Oh, and Vor…about that thing we talked about? I have the time and the location of the, uh, meeting.” He raised his eyebrows to signal Vor.

      Vor understood without the signal. “Give it to Doughas, and we’ll take care of it. Okay, kid? There’s nothing to fear.”

      Freyun smiled, whispered something to Doughas that Vor couldn’t hear, and disappeared through the door.

      As soon as he was gone, Valorius leaned back on the bed. “Lovely kid. I can see why you want to take on the role of father figure.”

      There was no warning. Only violence.

      Vor walked to the bed and punched his cousin in the face.

      Doughas rushed over and restrained Vor before he could throw another punch.

      “You lying son of a bitch!” Vor’s hushed voice was still sharp. “Every guard in Stannheim is cut up and killed. They’re dead. Every. Single. One.”

      Valorius rolled to the other side of the bed, away from Vor, and sat up. “That was rude. And yes, I know they’re dead. A shame about the torture, though. I didn’t want that to happen.”

      Vor reached for his ARC. “You said they’d be okay!”

      Valorius raised his hands as if to surrender. “You got me. Listen, I lied because I knew you would try to rescue the poor bastards and get us all killed in the process. I left the guards under my inmate’s watch, but I knew when I was gone, things would go to shit. I figured they would all get a bolt to the head, and that would be that.”

      Doughas blocked Vor from drawing his weapon. “He’s not worth it, Vor!” the dwarf urged, and Vor finally gave up.

      He slipped from Doughas’ grasp and stepped to the side, taking a few deep breaths to calm down. When he achieved a semblance of peace, he met the gaze of Valorius VorKluvaith, cursed be his name. “When this is over, I am going to kill you.”

      “Promises, promises, cousin,” Valorius mocked.

      Vor’s rage swelled again. This time, he dealt with it by leaving the room. Doughas followed him out, but no amount of pleading would calm Vor down. Finally, the elf stormed off and down the stairs, leaving Doughas alone on the landing.

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            CHAPTER TWELVE

          

        

      

    

    
      Doughas

      After Esselliar vanished down the stairs, Doughas soldiered on in the cramped apartment, turning from the window to the door and back again. Back and forth in front of the former inmates, who leaned close and produced a constant flow of whispers between their flapping lips. If Doughas wasn’t so preoccupied with his frustration at Vor, a surge of disgust might have replaced it at the sight of a former Justicar snuggling up to a kingpin and murderer.

      Yet the dwarf paid them little mind, caring nothing for their whispers. His thoughts turned again to his friend, pacing the earth somewhere, alone and troubled. More troubled than Doughas had ever seen. Or at least the most troubled he’d been in recent memory. With Vor in such a state, he was incapable of staying calm in the presence of his cousin.

      Doughas sighed, the gush of air so loud that it drew the attention of Medivh and her Vor lookalike. He turned away from them, tired of lurking in the bedroom but seeing little alternative. With the Witch-Knights heading out into the Valley sometime soon, that night or the day after, they couldn’t delay dealing with Freyun’s drug problem.

      Doughas’ eyes lingered on the window and the cityscape beyond. How has it come to this? It feels like the city is falling apart despite the centuries of labor I’ve put into keeping it together.

      Outside the windows stood the towers, pinnacles that held up the sky over the elven quarter. Pillars of the uber-rich, shrines to the blue-stained hands that built them beam by back-breaking beam.

      If the situation with Freyun weren’t family, he would have handed it over to a task force, but this was personal. Doughas was reminded of Sierla’s kidnapping by the Sons of Stone and how Vor had helped him save her, even though it meant working with the dwarven underworld and putting themselves in the Fellows’ debt. Their current situation was already much better than that, and Doughas praised the ancestors for that fact. Freyun might have involved himself in the drug trade, but he also knew enough to ask for help. That spoke highly of his character.

      As Doughas’ father had once told him, “We all make mistakes, but a mature dwarf knows when to confess and strives to improve.” Freyun seemed to know what he did was wrong and wanted to do better.

      Now they needed information. Since they had to handle things under the radar, that left only one good source. Throm, Son of Kroth. The ogre had been a kingpin himself in his day, though he represented an older world of criminals. Doughas had come to respect the elder ogre since he had changed his ways and wanted what was best for the city.

      He decided to give Throm a call since Vor had yet to return. He didn’t want eavesdroppers, though.

      “Stay here,” Doughas told Medivh and Valorius before stepping onto the landing. A large window and a quilted chair sat at the end of the hallway. Doughas took out his shard as he approached the window and leaned against the nearby wall, swiping through his contacts until he found the right number.

      The shard rang six times and fell silent. Doughas sighed and clicked the button again. Come on…pick up, he thought, not knowing what else to do if the ogre refused. Without intel, they would be walking into the deal blinder than a decapitated cave swimmer. If there was one thing Doughas hated more than fighting the drug trade, it was pissing off an unknown drug lord. Especially considering their stores of sorcery-imbued weapons.

      As the second call reached the fifth ring, Doughas despaired, about to click the cancel button on his end. The sixth ring came and went. Then a seventh ring. A split second later, the jingle cut off, replaced by the gruff and gravelly voice of his favorite ogre chef.

      “Yes, what is—” The ogre’s frazzled voice stopped. When he spoke next, it was away from the shard’s speaker, though even louder since he was yelling. “What did I say about the pickled radishes? Pinch, mince, and shred. I’ll say it again, you son of an oaf, you twice-bastard! Pinch, mince, and shred! One more misstep, and I’ll put you on the counter and show you what those words mean since you can’t seem to parse them through that damned skull.”

      Doughas moved the shard away from his ear, unprepared for the sudden rise in volume. “Throm?” the dwarf expressed. “We need to talk.”

      A loud crash, then a plop, sounded from the shard. The ogre’s voice came from farther away than before, so Doughas couldn’t discern the meaning of the words. If Doughas had to guess, the ogre had dropped the shard on the counter in order to attend to some culinary tragedy taking place on the other side of the room.

      Suddenly, shuffling noises sounded.

      Doughas put the shard to his ear. “Hello, Throm? Is everything okay?”

      A stranger’s voice replied. “Umm, Throm is carrying one of the staff out the back door right now. I think he’s going to throw him in the alley…” After a nervous pause, the staffer added, “C-can I take a message for him?”

      Doughas pinched his temple, sending up a quick prayer to the ancestors. “No, I need to speak to him. Please, tell him it’s urgent. Tell him it’s Doughas.”

      Elsewhere in the kitchen came more crashing and the sound of dishes breaking. Throm’s baritone voice erupted again in a storm of complaints at the staff.

      The brave soul wielding the ogre’s shard seemed to be complying as the ogre’s voice grew louder and sounded less distant. Doughas moved the shard away from his ear again as the yelling became louder.

      “Jezan, why have you left your station?” came the ogre’s voice, though Doughas didn’t hear the staffer’s response. Throm’s voice quieted down. “Doughas, you say? Yes, that’s right. I had just answered a call. Let me have that infernal device.” Shuffling and static sounded as the shard changed hands. “Now, back to your stations! All of you!”

      With that, the noise of the kitchen receded, presumably as the ogre left the hectic room and entered his office. When next he spoke, his voice was much quieter but no less frazzled than before. “Inquisitor Ruiridh, I wish I could say it is a pleasure to hear your voice, but the pleasures of life taste like bitter roots in my mouth. My kitchen is in shambles. Worse than shambles. It is shattered. A specter of its former self. I do not know how I shall recover…”

      Doughas opened his mouth to respond but found the words lacking. He had never heard Throm so distraught, or at least not since Morg had gone and run off with an outlaw ogre rock band, the same place he met Feladrien. The lightbulb turned on in Doughas’ mind.

      “Where’s Morg?” the dwarf asked.

      Throm sighed, and the force of it turned the speaker into a blaze of static. “This is the crux of my woes. Well, at least half of them. My nephew is at the bedside of his beloved. She’s taken a small downturn in health. Nothing serious, or so say the doctors, but he will not be parted from her again until she recovers. I fear by the time she does, the Korner’s own funeral will have come and gone.”

      Doughas felt for his friend and tried to cheer him up. “Hey, your staff are competent enough. You’ve had them for years. I think you need to take a break and trust them.”

      Throm growled at the mention of his staff. “Would that I had my old staff, but I let them all go.”

      “What? Why?” Doughas asked.

      “The Harp-Jet epidemic has left my business in tatters. Suddenly my wages and the benefits I provide were not enough for the staff. They thought it easy money to run a little sugar on the side, but I sniffed them out and fired them. I will have no one running drugs while working at the Korner. It threatens everything I am trying to do by running a neutral establishment.”

      The sounds of the kitchen returned. “That’s why I spend half my day yelling at them to PULL THEIR HEADS OUT OF THEIR ASSES!” The office door closed with a thud, and the kitchen noise faded.

      “Well, Vor and I need intel on one of the drug gangs operating in the elven quarter. I was calling to see what you could offer us.” Doughas gave the ogre the location and time of Freyun’s drop and explained they made direct deliveries to the shants, hoping that would help Throm find who they were dealing with.

      “I must confess I am not as familiar with these new druglings. The old syndicates were consummate businessfolk. All about money, money, money. They followed codes of conduct and understood that endless bloodshed was bad for business. Not so these bloodhounds that have sprung up in every alley and basement.”

      Throm growled in his throat, a sound like churning gravel. Doughas still couldn’t tell who he despised more, the new drug lords or his kitchen staff. “Every day, a new gang crawls from the gutter and thinks itself the children of the divine. That absolute power is their birthright, despite being the bastards of the old syndicates. They number like birds, hundreds of headless chickens running about the city, running into each other and everyone else. Only they have ARCs instead of wings.”

      “So—” Doughas tried to say, but the ogre continued his tirade, his voice rising to similar levels as when he yelled at the staff.

      “Every one of their leaders is some low-level thug from the old regimes. Now they wield wealth and power instead of opening the door for their boss. They have wealth and power greater than anything they would have been trusted with by their betters, and they are drunk on it. The air is rich with money, and they think themselves geniuses to breathe it in, despite the fact that anyone with less than half a lung could do the same.

      “I cannot tolerate fools, and these new criminals are twice fools and thrice damned. They won’t be in this world much longer with how much blood they spill onto the street. Even now, the tide of red is rising, and they will drown in it.” The ogre released a tired breath and ended by saying, “You see how I feel about them, so you know I have built no relationships with them.”

      “You can’t get intel on them, then?” A new wave of despair built in Doughas’ chest.

      Throm chuffed, and his voice livened up. “What nonsense are you spouting? Who do you think you are exchanging syllables with? Of course Throm, son of Kroth, can get you the information. These fools of fools walk in the open with their pants down and are shameless about it. As if no one would dare watch. But there is always someone watching, and that someone is me.” The ogre cleared his throat. “I explain all this to say that getting the information will require a lot from me, and so I want a favor in return. I have many friends from the old regimes who have ties to these new gangs. One or another will give me the intel you require.”

      A mixture of hope and frustration took over Doughas’ despair. “Okay…but I need the intel tonight, like within a few hours. We’re helping Areal’s son with a gang he became involved with and wants out. Whatever favor you need will have to come after today. We’re shorter than short on time.”

      “Of course,” Throm assured him. “I will have the information within the timeline you have requested, and I will even tell you the nature of my favor.”

      Doughas braced for the news, though whatever the ogre wanted couldn’t be worse than dealing with the Fellows.

      Throm continued. “You must convince Morg to leave his lover’s bedside and return to the Korner before it collapses around my ears.”
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      Esselliar

      A line of delicately manicured shrubs passed in Vor’s peripheral vision as he walked quietly down the street, head bowed and eyes glued to the sidewalk. The shrubs belonged to a law firm several blocks from the apartment, one of the landmarks Vor used to keep track of his location in the network of streets. Whenever the elf needed to think or when he couldn’t stand his cramped apartment, or if he wanted space from the kids, Vor often took to the streets or the sky until his mind cleared.

      The shrubs stood out to him for another reason, the same reason he had tried to ignore them instead of staring and using the beauty as a salve for his troubled soul. They were the spitting image of another set of plants, which Vor had often seen when he and Medivh were dating. Her old home stood at the edge of Burb-burg, nestled between a neighborhood of oversized townhomes and an industrial-scale greenhouse.

      Chain link and white picket boards were too grungy for such an impressive plant operation, so instead of a traditional fence, the greenhouse lined the edge of their property with a thick wall of those same delicately manicured shrubs.

      Vor had called them quiglons, because when he stuck his head inside the plant, he found a twiggy, wiggly mess. Branches forked left, right, and back again, like threads woven in and around each other until they formed knots so tightly wound that only a cleaver could hope to unravel them. It was a marvelous plant. Only possible because greenhouses used magi-tech in the growing process, creating a shrub that grew to exact dimensions every time it was grown and which never required trimming.

      With their fence as an advertisement, the neighbors soon were struck by the same shrubs and populated their lawns with them. No matter where Vor and Medivh walked on their long excursions around her home neighborhood, they could never escape the sight of the quiglons.

      Now the quiglons had caught up to him in the elven quarter, mocking him as he passed the lawyer’s office. That day, it stung as thoughts of Medivh swarmed his mind, competing with the pain and troubles already built up and ready to burst. The threat of the true dragon, Valorius’ escape, the Inquisitor-General’s displeasure…it was all so much.

      She knew the prison staff would die, yet Medivh let the plan happen. She had probably helped Valorius come up with it. All those workers, tortured and murdered… How could she have fallen so far?

      Vor had to pay attention to the sidewalk as he neared some construction, nodding to the workers waist-deep in holes and feeding large wires into the earth, probably magi-tech communications cable. The workers paid the elf little mind, focusing on digging their holes or feeding into the tubes.

      Only when Vor passed them did his mind return to the mystery of Medivh.

      What struck him as oddest was how close she stuck to Valorius. Even when they had been together, Medivh always wanted her own space, her independence. She’d blamed their breakup on Vor. He’d believed her when she said he was simply too young and the power imbalance was too great since she used to be his training officer.

      Yet with time and years, Vor came to understand that she’d wanted to live life on her own terms. She wanted to do as she wished and hated feeling tied down to anything or anyone. She had chafed under the thumb of authority in the Justicars and had left her job and Vor. But now, she wouldn’t stray from Valorius’ side.

      It was like Valorius could do no wrong. If Medivh didn’t care about Valorius’ past, nothing the elf did would ever disgust her.

      Vor knew that two years in prison would change someone, but could it really have changed her so much?

      The more he thought about it, the more he realized her change was a long time coming. It started with her leaving the Justicars and striking out on her own, thinking she needed to save the city alone. Then came the body modifications and her Hellion bike. She moved out of her old home. She wanted to prove to everyone that she could make it on her own, that she could change the city by herself. Then she ended up in jail, separated from all the friends and family who loved her and wanted a better future for her.

      All her soul-searching seemed to have ended. She knew who she was and what she wanted. A life at Valorius’ side, killing and scheming. She really had rotted in prison, and now the stench of death poured off her fetid body, staining the world and everyone she touched. She’d murdered the prison staff…or she might as well have, anyway.

      The reek of her climbed into Vor’s nostrils and turned into rage. Blind fury wormed under his flesh and wriggled into his gut, trying to spread her rot. To corrupt him into the same thing as her. It made him feel like he was right. If I kill her and Valorius, the world will be a better place, the worm of rage whispered.

      Vor stopped at the edge of an outdoor market. It was sparsely populated with pedestrians despite its host of stalls selling produce and meat. He was surprised he’d ended up here, but part of him knew this was his destination the whole time. He had simply been trying to ignore it as long as he could.

      He caught a glimpse of her in the crowd. She pulled a cart behind her, already piled high with various bales of vegetables and a few bulk packages of fresh meat. Most apartment complexes wouldn’t have splurged to provide fresh food to their tenants, but not Areal. She came to this market every other day, as long as it was open, and refilled the kitchen larder. She cared deeply for the city and for her tenants.

      A sudden pain stabbed Vor’s gut and threatened to topple him, so violent and sharp was the feeling, but he kept his feet and kept his eyes on his love. A moment passed, and so did the pain. The worm of rage went along with it.

      Understanding blossomed in its place.

      Even if Medivh’s intentions had been noble, when she’d cut herself off from society and the Justicars, she ended up hurting herself the most. Damaging her soul until it changed, morphed into something ready to devour the souls of others.

      Vor didn’t feel peaceful at this revelation. He still felt a sickness in his stomach, especially as he stared at Areal from a distance. His feet had brought him there for a reason. Only two options remained. Step forward, or take the same path as Medivh, cutting Areal and everyone else from his life.

      Pressure increased in Vor’s chest as the decision drew near. Yet the closer it came, the sweeter the hidden, third option sounded. He could go on as if nothing was wrong and never tell Areal the truth. He would smile and say all the right things. She would marry him, but she would be married to a mask. A reflection of the true Vor hiding in the shadows, dreading the dawn and praying the night would last forever. It would be the easiest thing in the world to make that choice, and she would never know. Yet doing that would kill something inside Vor. He would become a hollow, twisted creature. A nightmare.

      The decision weighed so heavily that he began to sweat. His hands shivered as if a layer of frost had settled under his skin.

      He drew a deep breath, knowing the right decision but wishing it were easier to make. He imagined falling to his knees, crushed under the oppressive weight of fear, like a boulder he was trying to lift alone and carry up a hill. Yet he couldn’t make it up that hill, no matter how hard he tried. He couldn’t control his fate. He couldn’t make Areal keep loving him, no matter what choice he made. He wasn’t a god…but he did love her, and he wanted to tell her the truth.

      Vor let the boulder of fear roll from his hands and onto the earth. He stopped trying to control the situation. He couldn’t. All he could do was trust that whatever good was out there in the world would win, no matter what happened to him.

      With still-trembling hands, he walked into the open-air market, and his steps took him to Areal.

      She looked up with a startled expression as he approached. “Vor? What are you doing here? Not that I’m unhappy to see you, but I hardly expected to.” She smiled, but that happy line didn’t last long. It dropped to a frown, followed by her eyebrows as a troubled look possessed her.

      “We need to talk,” Vor told her, wondering what terrible thoughts might tread water in her brain as he spoke those words into existence. She probably thought he wanted to break up with her. He certainly would have bet against Areal predicting what he really wanted to discuss.

      He led her from the market and onto a neighboring path that butted against a canal, then turned to follow the elf-made stream out to the bay. She hugged herself with both arms as they walked, and Vor dragged the full grocery cart behind him.

      It took a few minutes to begin. Once he did, the words tumbled out.

      “I’m not going to break up with you,” he began and saw a wave of relief pass over her features. That changed when he added, “But I think you’ll want to break up with me when I tell you this. It’s about your husband, about what happened to him. I’ve had some information about him for a while.”

      “Vor…” She drifted into silence, her voice trapped in her throat.

      “I looked into his death a few months ago and found out that his mugging wasn’t an accident. You know that he was looking into some of the murders of his tenants, older elves who suddenly died. He thought something bigger was going on, and he died a few weeks later.” Vor braced himself for the worst part, no longer able to look in Areal’s direction. “Only a week or two after your husband died, my cousin Valorius was put in prison.”

      “What does your cousin have to do with that?” Areal asked, the confusion clear in her voice.

      The canal splashed against the walls and sent a light mist over the railing, cooling Vor’s face. He turned back to her. “My cousin is the one who had your husband murdered. Look, I found documents that showed your husband found out about Valorius and brought it to the Justicars. But the ones he brought it to were corrupt. He was killed the same day.”

      Areal’s hand slid over her mouth, though a choked sob still eked out. “V-Vor…”

      “If I had worked faster, worked harder, I could have taken down my cousin earlier. I could have saved your husband. I might not be the reason he’s dead, but I have been keeping this information from you for several months. I-I’m terrified that you’ll leave me, now that you know… But I wanted to tell you anyway. I love you, Areal. I really do. I want you to have the freedom to decide who you want to be with, and so I wanted you to know…” He trailed off, closed his mouth, and tried to look her in the eyes. When he saw tears glistening there, he turned away again, convinced their relationship was over.

      She would never be able to look at him without thinking of her husband’s death.

      Vor stepped closer to the canal and leaned over the railing, letting the brackish spray brush his cheeks. If he wouldn’t cry, couldn’t cry, the water would cry for him. It doused his face in mist until droplets formed and carved trails to his chin.

      A few seconds later, Areal joined him. She asked a few questions to clarify what Vor had told her. When he answered, his voice was monotone. Lifeless. Then Areal stood and watched the water flow down the canal.

      The longer she stood there, the more convinced Vor became that he’d made a mistake. That he’d ruined their relationship.

      A swarm of self-doubt took over his thoughts, but he stayed quiet and let Areal think.

      Eventually, the soft tone of her voice replaced the quiet of the canal. “I-I feel a lot of emotions right now. A lot of anger, of course, b-but not at you, Vor. I feel so fragile, like I’m barely holding it together. And yes, I miss my husband. I miss the stability he brought to my life and the kids’ lives, but you have to believe me when I say I’m so glad to know you and be loved by you.”

      Vor could hardly believe his ears. After hearing that, he turned and looked at her. Tears stained her cheeks, but the flow had stopped.

      She stepped closer until her hip pressed against his. “This isn’t going to change things between us…but I do need some time to think and process.” She ran her thumb across his cheek, brushing the mist away but causing a true flow of tears to begin. She smiled sweetly. “I love an elf who is brave enough to weep and strong enough to tell the truth, even when it’s risky.” She pressed her lips to his, the briefest and softest pressure imaginable. “That’s why I love you, Ess.”

      Vor wrapped his arms around her. They held each other for a long time, not noticing the staring pedestrians who passed them. Simply experiencing their feelings.

      As the embrace continued, it drew the anger and fear from Vor like poison from a wound. Finally, as the cold winds picked up and raised bumps on their exposed arms, the couple turned for home and walked hand-in-hand back to the apartment complex. Areal took the groceries into the kitchen while Vor headed up the stairs to face the two elves he hated most. The two elves he had hated most…

      As he mounted the steps, he searched for the anger that had once coursed through his veins like fire, only to find the feeling gone. A quiet peace had replaced them. He was still troubled, but he felt so much better than before.

      Vor reached for the door to his room, but Doughas called to him from the end of the hall, summoning him over with the promise of information from their good friend Throm.

      “The ogre got back to me about the drug deal,” the dwarf began, stroking his beard as he contemplated how to relay the information to his partner. “It will be an interesting night. You remember Ulosien’s bodyguard?”

      Vor had to scratch his memories until he found the source of that name. “Wasn’t he Ulosien’s driver, too? Is he the thug Freyun was supposed to meet with? Last I remember, we left him unconscious on the floor of a garage.”

      Doughas smiled. “Aye, that we did, and we might have to leave him in a worse state tonight. He isn’t the one Freyun is meeting with, though. That would be Dolliar Kor’Mallioth, and he is a low-level thug. Ulosien’s former bodyguard is the kingpin of this gang.”

      Vor had to stifle a chuckle. “Chauffeur turned kingpin? That’s a new one. It looks like everyone and their mom are dealing drugs these days.”

      “Aye, it does seem that way. Jokes aside, this muscle-obsessed elf is in charge of a sizable drug ring and should not be taken lightly. Throm told me he runs his operation out of a nightclub in the garden district. Some joint named The Jungle. Apparently, it’s a magi-tech rainforest and is all the rage with the young folk.”

      Vor nodded. “Hmm, I might have heard of that. What about the meeting? It’s not at the club.”

      “Yes, the address is for a nearby topiary park, or right next to one, that is.” The dwarf glanced at Vor. “It’s where we crushed the Inquisitor-General’s favorite manicured shrubs. It’s not far from the club, so it could make sense to ambush them and march them back to The Jungle to send a message all the way to the top.”

      Vor liked the sound of that. “We’ll make it clear to the gang that Freyun and anyone associated with the Inquisitors is not to be messed with. And we might get to finish a fight we started several years ago if the bodyguard kingpin decides to put up a fight.”

      They had a plan, and Vor felt good about it. He and Doughas walked back to the apartment to tell the inmates inside the news, but when Vor twisted the knob and threw open the door, he discovered Medivh and Valorius in a compromised position.

      Medivh had found someone to work with. And also someone to work under.

      A wave of revulsion rose in Vor, but he was beyond being disgusted with Medivh. He also refused to give Valorius the satisfaction of a response, especially with the sickening grin plastered on his cousin’s upturned face.

      With as flat a voice as he could manage, Vor insisted, “Get off each other. We’re heading out.”
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      Doughas

      Doughas wanted to turn on the radio to drown the awful silence pervading the Street Behemoth, but he worried that Medivh and Valorius would use the cover to ignite another make-out session in Doughas’ backseat. So he let the silence thrive, unhappy to have the criminals back there but with no better options. They were fugitives, and they needed to be kept hidden if they were to help with the true dragon.

      He focused on the road and took the Street Behemoth into a sharp turn. He didn’t have much experience driving in this section of the elven quarter, and it showed.

      “So,” Valorius started. “What’s the plan? Do we string them up by their ankles and beat them so bloody that even their families wouldn’t recognize their mangled corpses? Not that jackasses like these have anyone in their life who would care if they turned up looking like a pixie’s leftovers. But still, it would improve my mood.”

      Doughas paid attention to the road, hoping Vor would take the initiative and answer. Or maybe their combined silence would force Valorius to respond in kind.

      They weren’t that fortunate. The elf leaned forward until his head hovered directly behind Doughas’. “What’s the matter? No stomach for a little blood and guts? Well, if you want to survive the drug gangs, you’ll need to do worse than torturing a few low-level thugs into leaving the boy alone. Let’s take out their petty little kingpin. That will make Freyun off-limits.”

      Doughas smacked the back of his hand against the metal screen that separated the front seat from the back. “Sit down, Valorius. If I can stomach your presence, there’s not much on this earth my gut couldn’t handle.”

      Valorius settled back into his chair. “You’ll need more than guts. You’ll need to be flexible—morally flexible. You’ve got to be willing to do whatever it takes to win. That’s the only kind of power these gangs understand. It’s fortunate that you have two individuals who know how to put the fear of the ancestors into these fools.”

      For once, Doughas agreed with the elf, though not in the way Valorius imagined. “You’re right to say there are two folks who have what it takes. They’re sitting in front of you right now.” Doughas glanced at Vor. His partner caught the look and smiled back.

      Vor shifted to look into the back seat. “Morally flexible, huh? Yeah, I’d say we qualify, given we just broke you two out of the most secure prison in the world. Not to mention we’ve run countless off-the-books operations and survived to boast about it.”

      Doughas nodded along, giving a hearty chuckle. “Aye, we’ve carved a line of pain and destruction that even you would be jealous of, Valorius.” The former inmates had little to say in response, though it was clear they didn’t believe the Inquisitor’s sudden swing of the moral compass.

      As Doughas thought about it, he realized how morally flexible he and Vor were. “There was that time we worked with the Fellows and took down the Sons of Stone, punishing the bastards for touching my family. We did the same to the Fellows when they had the nerve to ask us for a favor.” Doughas’ voice turned cold, as if some dark and violent spirit had possessed him. “I’m sure you met the Senior Fellow when he arrived at Stannheim. Perhaps you remember what kind of review he gave us. Hmm?”

      Doughas could almost feel Valorius rolling his eyes in the back seat. “Sure…you made the Fellows piss their pants. The sight of a ‘no hats or masks’ sign would have the same effect.” Yet as he peered in the rearview mirror, he saw a hint of real fear on the elf’s face. Whatever Valorius said, the duo had survived the worst of the city and come out on top. They had crippled countless criminal organizations and were looking to add another to their belt that night.

      The dwarf punched the spectrol on the Street Behemoth, already feeling better about the evening.

      When they arrived at the topiary park, Doughas managed to find street parking only a block away. He locked the car, and the whole crew hurried into the nearby alley to avoid being spotted by anyone who knew them. Doughas had his goblin long-heater out and kept it near his shoulder. Vor walked beside him with his ARC. They weren’t expecting trouble, especially since they had arrived early in order to set up, but it paid to be careful.

      They worked their way along the rear of several businesses before reaching their destination, an alley whose mouth faced the park but was half-covered by a chain link fence and an assortment of cardboard boxes. Besides the boxes, the alley was surprisingly clean, with little in the way of rubbish or litter. However, a funny smell hung in the air. Something like a hotdog that had been left all afternoon in a hot car.

      The stench hit Valorius like a slap. “Sheesh, imagine trying to run a business in a shithole like this. The whole city is dealing with Harp-Jet. They could meet at the coffee shop to discuss plans as easily as here. Then we wouldn’t have to suffer through last week’s leftovers. Or whatever small creature died in that dumpster.” The elf kicked one of the cardboard boxes and sent it bouncing onto the sidewalk, startling a few pedestrians, who looked up at Valorius with angry expressions before hurrying on.

      Doughas yanked Valorius away from the mouth of the alley. “That’s it. You and Medivh are waiting somewhere else. You’re gonna expose yourself before we’ve even gotten to use you.”

      This time the eye-roll on Valorius’ face was very visible. “Calm down, papa dwarf. We’ll take a backseat. There’s not much we can do with only our fingernails and a dream, though I do a pretty damn good job with them nonetheless.”

      Medivh gave a soft chuckle. “Come on. We’ll keep watch from another alley. We can pretend to be Harp-Jet users chilling out after a high.”

      Valorius shook his head but followed Medivh as she led him back down the alley and into another, narrower lane.

      Vor set up in the center of the space with his hands behind his back. “I’ll wait for them here. You move in if they refuse to comply.”

      Doughas nodded. “Do you need a code word? Or do you want me to guess when they’re about to kill you?”

      A smile snuck onto Vor’s face. “I don’t think it will require guessing to know when they’re about to kill me.”

      Doughas hefted his long-heater over his shoulder and headed back down the alley, looking for a place to take cover. Unfortunately, the nearest place was about thirty feet away from the meet-up. He would be hard-pressed to hear their conversation or even see what was happening from there, but a look at his watch told him there was no time to figure something else out. The meeting would happen any minute.

      True to his watch, Doughas soon heard the approach of footsteps. He huddled within his hiding spot, a small alcove behind a restaurant that had a smoker set up in front of it for roasting meat. It provided almost full cover for Doughas. Even if they saw him seated on the curb behind the smoker, they would probably assume he was a worker.

      The sound of the footsteps grew louder and faded as the thugs passed him by.

      Doughas slowly rose from the curb and came around the smoker until he could watch the meeting take place. Thankfully, Vor had started to move closer to the thugs when they arrived. They’d stopped about ten feet past the dwarf, the perfect range for him to hear their discussion.

      “You must be Dolliar Kor’Mallioth,” Vor stated to the taller of the thugs, keeping one hand close to the ARC at his waist.

      “Well, you certainly aren’t Freyun,” Dolliar replied. “Don’t tell me the kid chickened out? I’d hate to break the kneecaps on a kid that small, but my friend here has far less kindness in his bones. He’d happily eat an infant if I told him to.”

      Vor raised an eyebrow. “Please, never actually do that. As for Freyun, he will not be returning to work for you. You and your gang are going to leave him alone. You hear me?”

      Dolliar stepped toward Vor. “You’re the daddy Inquisitor, aren’t you? Yeah, you are. I’ve seen a photo or two of ya on the news. But I’ve got news for you, Inquisitor. We don’t follow your rules. We don’t follow anybody’s rules. Well, except the boss’ rules, but they’re more like guidelines, really.”

      The second thug was shaking his head. “No, I do think they’re rules, not guidelines. Because the boss told us whatever he said, we should do it.”

      Dolliar glared at his partner. “You’re supposed to back me, Gildor! Now you’re making me look like an idiot in front of the Inquisitor!”

      Vor sighed, loud enough for even Doughas to hear. “You’re doing a fine job of that yourself, Dolliar. Now are we clear that Freyun will no longer be troubled by your organization?”

      Silence replied. At first, Doughas thought the thugs might nod their heads and walk away. A job well done. It couldn’t be that easy, though.

      Dolliar whipped out his ARC and brought the barrel level with Vor’s chest. “Hah! See? I’ve got you by the balls, Inquisitor! Now you’re the idiot!”

      Doughas figured that was as good a cue as any. He reached deep within his chest and plucked on the invisible strings there, feeling a strange fuzziness in his extremities as they slowly split apart into hundreds of black tendrils and again into smoke. Soon, nothing remained of the dwarf’s body or clothes. He was invisible, though only for a short time. He needed to make it count.

      He walked down the alley until he was only a few feet behind the thugs. Then, with his long-heater already leveled at Dolliar, Doughas let the invisibility end. His body quickly reformed into a cloud of dark mist and solidified.

      “I think you’ll find that you are, in fact, the idiot.” Doughas smiled as the two thugs flinched and nearly jumped out of their skins at the sudden arrival of Doughas’ voice.

      Dolliar swiveled, only to realize he was beaten and throw down his gun. “Fine, you got us, but the boss will never let a tasty morsel like Freyun be. Not while he can use him to manipulate you, Inquisitor.”

      Vor stepped closer to Dolliar. “Well, that’s why we have a proposition for you. You see, we’d like to have a nice chat with your boss. The kind of chat that likely ends with him in a body bag and with you two the new leaders of your gang. How does that sound?”

      Dolliar’s eyes practically sparkled. “Like a dream.”

      Doughas wanted to vomit and laugh at the same time.

      “Good, good,” Vor encouraged. “You’re going to lead us to the VIP room in the club so we can deal with him. The rest will be up to you from there. You can say you orchestrated the whole thing. But whatever happens, Freyun and his family are left alone. Do you understand?”

      The two thugs nodded in unison.

      “Great,” Vor proclaimed. “Then let’s go explore The Jungle.”
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        * * *

      

      They made it to the club in good time, only a ten-minute walk from the topiary park. Vor had gone back to fetch Valorius and Medivh, and the three of them now walked a good ten feet behind Doughas and the two thugs. That was to keep them from recognizing either of the former criminals.

      At the front door, they met a pair of bouncers who eyed Doughas and the elves standing behind him with suspicion.

      Dolliar walked up to the bouncer like an old friend. “Eyy, don’t sweat it, Riercka. These guys are cool. They’re with me. You know…they’re with the group.” He gave an awkward wink that made the bouncer roll his eyes, but he opened the door. The Inquisitors and company hurried through before any more questions could be asked.

      Inside, the place was exactly as advertised. A veritable paradise of green foliage and waterfalls. A delicate mist clung to the air and reflected little droplets of light all around the main room. Even at that hour, the place was busy, the dance floor packed with moving bodies and the tables around the edge full to bursting with elves who looked far too young and vulnerable to be patrons of the establishment.

      Dolliar led them toward the back of the main room, but not before glancing back at Valorius and Medivh, squinting his eyes as he did.

      Doughas gave Dolliar a shove. “Come on. Move it. We’ve got a tight schedule here.”

      The thug flinched at the touch and turned his shuffle into a speed-walk. Suddenly Doughas had to hurry to keep up, but Valorius and the others fell behind.

      Then the worst possible thing happened. Valorius bumped into someone carrying a drink and spilled it on their shirt. The elven victim responded well at first, stumbling over his words and showing that the beverage had not been his first. He was an uber-muscular elf sporting a sleeveless shirt like the kind Vor enjoyed wearing.

      The elf looked Valorius dead in the face and froze.

      Valorius did the same. “Do I know you? I have a feeling you know me.”

      The elf suddenly lurched toward Valorius with both hands, trying to claw out his eyes or strangle him. Doughas wasn’t sure, but he could tell the death of Valorius was definitely his intention.

      Well, shit, Doughas thought. It can’t get much worse than that, right?

      “You piece of shit! You murdered my grandfather so they wouldn’t have to pay him his damned pension!” the elf cried. The rest of the club was already responding. A swarm of muscular elves appeared from every nook and cranny as if summoned.

      “So much for an easy day.” Doughas sighed and charged back toward Valorius as the elves sounded their war cry and attacked.
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      Esselliar

      A riot broke out in the club, led by the swollest elves in the Quadras. The drunk and drugged-up, mostly under-aged civilians flew from the dance floor as if they had sprouted wings and shoved their bodies into whatever crevices they could find, like under faux tree roots and behind plastic palm leaves, until only the pumped-up elves and the Inquisitors’ party remained.

      As much as Vor hoped the elf clawing at his cousin’s face would succeed in ripping it off, his duty to protect the city outweighed his hatred…for now. His instincts took over, and his ARC came up so fast that the image of it was a blur in his vision. He fired two bolts and took the elf strangling Valorius in the side of the head with one and in the ribs with the other. He keeled over, deader than dead, and Vor changed targets to the other assailants.

      One of the elves was already too close to get a shot off. Muscles flared on his arms, and prominent veins bulged under the skin, even in the dim club lighting. The veins stuck out farther than any Vor had ever seen, almost as if they were some kind of implant.

      Vor braced for impact and adjusted his stance to meet the raging elf as Doughas and the others experienced a similar event. It was like they had wandered unwittingly into a professional weightlifter’s bar.

      As the blow landed, Vor let its energy flow through his limbs and carry his body back through the air. He swung his legs around to land on his feet with one hand braced against the sticky floor. He slid only an inch before he stopped and did a mental check for injuries.

      The elf had shoulder-tackled him, but it only left a sore spot on his chest. He would have a nasty bruise tomorrow. If he’d been pinned against a table or wall and taken the same blow, it would have crushed his ribs and maybe collapsed a lung.

      If he could stay mobile, these elves’ terrible strength would be less effective.

      A hell of a lot less effective than my ARC. These meatheads brought the wrong weapons to this fight, Vor thought and brought Hope and Glory up, firing a salvo into the body-builder who’d sent him flying.

      One, two, then three expertly aimed bolts sunk into the elf’s chest. He staggered but did not fall. The elf charged again, pushing aside a table as if it were a stool and sending a shred of worry through Vor’s mind.

      Either my weapon has a “stun” setting that I didn’t know about, or this fight might be tougher to win than I thought…

      Not wanting to risk another hit from the charging elf, Vor sidestepped at the last possible moment, using a burst of gleamed speed to accomplish the feat and watching with satisfaction as the bull of an elf crashed with a horrible noise into the bar, actually breaking through the wooden top and tumbling over, smacking into the wall and smashing the glass shelves that held up the liquor. Shards of the glass shelf and the bottles formerly resting on its plane now cascaded downward, peppering the fallen elf and tearing his shirt and the skin underneath to shreds.

      With so much damage done to the elf, Vor started to turn away, searching for a new target, but his troubled mind told him to wait. Against his battle instincts, Vor listened to his mind and was glad that he did.

      A creeping itch surfaced on Vor’s arms, crawling up his tattoos and making him want to be anywhere but there.

      Shards of glass and splintered beams of wood shifted behind the bar. The roid-raging elf stood and turned toward Vor, his shirt torn to tatters and revealing a strange dial implanted in his chest. One of the bolts was wedged in the face of the dial. A necrotic goo seeped out from the crack, burning the elf’s skin as it dripped down his belly and onto the floor, where it sizzled and popped.

      As Vor watched, the elf’s already massive muscles swelled like balloons, veins bursting and blood spreading under the skin. His whole body smoked, and the flesh turned various shades of red, purple, and blue.

      The sorcery-imbued elf absentmindedly bumped the bar and uprooted the whole length of it. The slab tore across the room, taking out several tables in the establishment and smashing some of his companions in the process. The elf didn’t even notice. His attention remained solely on Vor, and death gleamed in his eyes.

      “Shit.” Vor wished now that he’d shot the freak in the head instead of the chest. With what he knew about sorcery, especially sorcery this powerful, it would wreak havoc on the user’s body until it burned itself up. If he could wait out the enchantment, the elf would destroy himself, but that could take minutes. His attacker only needed one lucky poke to shatter every bone in Vor’s body.

      There was nothing to do but try.

      He fired the rest of his bolts into the elf, placing two in his head. These did nothing to faze the gargantuan elf, who didn’t even flinch. The dark, pungent smoke rolling off his skin stank like roasting organs as if he was burning up from the inside but couldn’t feel a thing.

      “Look out!” Vor yelled to warn the group, but by then, the elf was on him.

      The ogre of an elf swiped at Vor. He missed, stumbled forward, and fell into one of the jungle displays. The plastic palms shattered, and the hiding civilians scattered like cockroaches, desperately seeking a new place to hide. Most of them ran for the door and made it, but a few unlucky souls strayed too close to the behemoth elf and caught a stray heel.

      Their bodies exploded into red mist.

      By that time, Doughas had dealt with several other swollen elves, though none in the same state as the behemoth. He came to Vor’s aid, firing a few bolts into the elf’s chest before he realized how ineffective it was.

      “What do we do?” Doughas asked, looking to Vor as the anti-magic expert.

      “Look for a way to tangle him up.” Those were the only words Vor got out of his mouth before the behemoth was on him, clawing through tables like they were chopsticks, his footsteps shredding the floor into tinder. The elf grabbed a metal bar that had fallen off the bar and whipped it around him like a baton, barely missing Vor, who had to use another gleaming to avoid the vicious blow.

      The club exploded around them as the behemoth’s attack decapitated the remaining palm trees and carved a deep groove in the ceiling. When his swing finished, however, the metal bar had turned to powder in his grasp. He tossed the remains aside and waded through the rubble toward Vor, reaching for whatever he could grab and throwing it Vor’s way, turning stools into missiles.

      “A little help!” Vor shouted, hoping that Doughas or one of the convicts heard and did something. He was trapped in a corner then, surrounded on three sides by rubble and a wall. The behemoth stalked ever closer, his skin boiling beneath the surface and the stench of burning flesh so strong that it made Vor want to vomit. He probably would have if not for the pounding fear in his chest and the adrenaline that fueled his body, focusing his mind on one important thing. Survival.

      As Vor watched his approaching death, he noticed a few more details about the enchantment. The behemoth’s attacks had destroyed everything he touched but left his own fingers limp or bent in awkward directions. His hands were reduced to useless clubs. Which would surely end Vor’s life but were good for little else. This was a common mistake made by those seeking sorcerous enhancements to their bodies. They increased their strength and speed to incredible levels but forgot to fortify their flesh so it could withstand the increased pressure.

      The behemoth would die in a few minutes. If he survived, he would likely be in a near-catatonic state, his mind and body pushed far beyond the limits they were intended to reach.

      Vor pressed himself farther into the corner, scanning for a way out. Maybe he could gleam his feet and rush around the behemoth. As he searched for that hidden muscle, he found it aching and struggled to activate the power. He had already used it twice in the current fight, and his ability to focus was greatly reduced.

      Vor kept plucking, but the power never came.

      The behemoth raised his meat-club hands and prepared to turn the Inquisitor into a slushy, only to stagger sideways as Doughas’ mace cracked into his knee and threw the joint out of its socket.

      Vor took his chance and swiped a purse off the ground, looping the strap around both hands and diving onto the fallen elf. He slipped the cord around the behemoth’s neck and twisted it as tight as it would go. After ducking a wild strike from the crippled elf, he pulled tighter on the strap, reaching for a gleaming to finish the job but still unable to focus enough.

      Doughas came around and swung his mace again, this time aimed at the sorcerous dial implanted in the elf’s chest. The mace head crashed into the dial and splintered it into several pieces.

      “No!” Vor shouted as the blow landed. He leapt off the crippled elf, grabbing Doughas and dragging him toward the other side of the room. He reached for the gleaming again, knowing this was likely his last chance to save their lives.

      In his desperation, he drew a calming breath. He seized the muscle and plucked the hidden string, sending a vibration throughout his body. Power flamed in his chest, and Vor directed the energy down into his feet. With this magic, he grabbed Doughas under the arms and jumped with the dwarf, sending both of them ten feet across the room to crash-land behind the remains of the bar.

      It was just in time.

      A crackle of light flashed from the behemoth's corner, and the raging elf gave a final pitiful scream before a wave of arcane fire consumed him and half of the jungle-themed establishment. Anyone left in that corner of the room disintegrated into ash. Even behind cover, the heat was intense and left Vor’s face feeling half-charred.

      Despite the power of the explosion, it was brief and did little damage to the building itself. It was the deadliest to organic matter. A common theme with sorcery and so often detrimental to its users. Vor and Doughas brushed off the ashes of wood and club-goers from their shoulders and stood.

      Vor glared at his partner. “I said to tie him up, not shatter the sorcery in his chest!”

      Doughas took the complaint in stride. “Aye, that was a mistake on my part. To be honest, I panicked there. Only wanted to end that sucker before he made mincemeat of us.”

      A headache pierced Vor’s temples. “Next time, let’s ask the anti-magic specialist before smashing things, okay?”

      The dwarf shrugged, his gaze scanning the room for survivors. “Live and learn.”

      Both Inquisitors headed for the back of the room, where they had seen Dolliar going at the start of the encounter. There, they heard the sounds of another battle happening somewhere in the VIP room.

      Vor and Doughas kicked open the door and entered with their ARCs raised. They found Medivh and Dolliar engaged in a wrestling match over velvet cushions and bar carts. Around the room, several other swoll elves lay dead on the floor, including an elaborately dressed elf in flowing robes and sunglasses. Vor figured that was the former boss, meaning he wouldn’t get to finish what he started all those years ago, but he didn’t care. He was only glad Freyun had been freed from the gang.

      Even better, Vor saw Dolliar holding his own, thanks to the same sorcerous dial implanted in his chest. The raging elf grabbed Valorius by the throat and hefted him into the air, using his other arm to throw Medivh into the wall.

      Doughas raised an eyebrow at Vor. “What are you waiting for?”

      Vor glared back. “I could say the same to you.”

      In a desperate attempt, Valorius snatched a knife from his belt and slashed at the arm holding him up. Dolliar dropped him but was immediately on him again, knocking the knife from Valorius’ hand and grabbing his neck. He squeezed so hard that Valorius’ eyes looked like they would pop from his head.

      Doughas raised his ARC but didn’t have a clean shot. “We gonna intervene?”

      Vor had a good angle on Dolliar, but he didn’t want to. His cousin would be dead in a few more seconds. He could raise his ARC slowly, pretend not to have a shot, and be rid of the plague forever.

      He released a tired sigh and barked at Dolliar. “Let him go! We’ve got ARCs on you, Dolliar. Let him go, or we shoot.”

      The raging elf released Valorius and stood, regarding the Inquisitors with an unfazed expression. “Oh, hello again. I killed the boss for you. Thought you might like that, but then these two were trying to take the money from the safe, and I wanted that for myself. So we got into a bit of a tiff.”

      “A bit of a tiff?” Valorius growled, the words coming out like radio static from his sore throat.

      Dolliar shrugged. “Plus, I kind of wanted to kill the ‘great’ Valorius VorKluvaith. My street cred would have been legendary. Anyway, I can make sure your stepkid is no longer involved with the gang. No problems there.” Dolliar sat on the couch beside the body of his former boss. The dead elf’s head was completely twisted around on his body, but Dolliar seemed at home on the velvet cushions.

      “Here’s how this is gonna go,” Vor stated. “We don’t bring you in, but me and the rest of my group were never here. You understand?”

      Dolliar nodded affably. “Oh yeah. Easy. No problem there, boss.”

      Vor flinched. “Don’t call me boss.”

      “What do you want me to call you then? Sir? Master? Captain?” Dolliar asked, seemingly genuine.

      Vor hissed out a breath. “Don’t call me anything. I was never here. You don’t know me.”

      Dolliar opened his mouth to offer some other foolish combination of words, but he never got the chance.

      Medivh had scooped an ARC off the floor in the confusion. She aimed it at Dolliar’s head and pressed the trigger twice. Both bolts ripped clean through Dolliar’s skull. The muscular elf slumped on his velvet cushion. Yet even in death, a quaint smile graced his expression. He looked serene.

      Vor and Doughas gaped at the former Justicar. It was one thing to kill in a fight, another to kill in cold blood.

      “What the hell? We didn’t need to kill him!” Vor shouted.

      Valorius clucked his tongue. “Weak, as usual. We don’t need witnesses. We need corpses.”

      Medivh tucked the ARC in her belt and moved to steady her paramour. Valorius thanked her for the aid.

      Whatever strings of affection for Medivh had remained in Vor snapped. He saw then how lost Medivh was, how far she had fallen. The thought passed through Vor’s mind to raise his ARC and perform the same cold, surgical assassination on both of the convicts. He would be a hero with the Inquisitors, even with Areal…

      Doughas redirected the situation. “We need to destroy evidence. We need to collect the bolts we fired, Vor, so they can’t be tracked to us. Honestly, we should just burn this place down.”

      Valorius smiled. “I can do that. You bring the car around back. We need to leave. The no-fun police will be here soon. We don’t want to explain our presence to them or anyone else. Well done, everybody. Well done. I haven’t had this much fun since the prison riot.”

      Vor reminded himself they had a dragon to slay. That fact was the only thing keeping him sane. There was a threat to the whole city, and that had to be his focus. Not Medivh. Not Valorius. He tucked his ARC back into the holster and started collecting the shots he’d fired while Valorius ignited a spectrol fire in the front of the establishment, then hurriedly led them out the back.

      Doughas was waiting with the Street Behemoth.

      Vor climbed into the passenger seat and let his forehead rest against the glass. He only wanted to leave that place. He wanted the nightmare to end…

      Somewhere in the darkness of his mind, behind his closed eyes, a gush of energy pulsed through his body. He heard the whisper of a young elfess’ voice. He immediately knew who it was, but he pushed her away, wishing she would leave him alone. It had been so long since he’d seen or heard any sign of her. Almost two years.

      Vor opened his eyes and stared at the passing buildings, hoping it would distract him. For a time, it did.
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      Doughas

      They were a ragged bunch, bundled into the Street Behemoth together, sitting silently and staring out the side windows and watching the glass spires of the elven quarter pass by. In the distance, at the far range of his hearing—or maybe he’d imagined it—Doughas heard the wail of Justicar sirens. They would be rolling up to The Jungle, hopefully with the establishment at the peak of its spectrol-fueled inferno. Doughas rolled down the window to try to confirm the noise, but as he pressed his thumb onto the plastic dial, Valorius started listing off the address for their next destination. Another safe house.

      Doughas didn’t reach for his shard yet. “Not so fast, Valorius. What do you need another safe house for?”

      Vor stopped him. “We need to meet up with the Witch-Knights. They’ll be heading out into the Valley soon. No offense Valorius, but if you can’t set up your help without going to another safe house, I don’t think you’re much use.”

      “I’m inclined to agree with my partner on that,” Doughas added, glancing away from the road at the elf beside him. Vor’s hand was already on the handle of his heirloom ARC, though out of Valorius’ view. He could draw and fire before the criminal elf could react. Dark clouds filled Vor’s eyes, an anger that Doughas had rarely seen. Barely restrained rage, like a wild animal inches away from taking revenge on its captor.

      If Valorius was no longer useful, Vor could fulfill his promise earlier than expected.

      As much as Doughas hated Valorius, he hated seeing this side of Vor even more. He punched in the address on his shard and saw it wasn’t far from their current location. “We can drop by since it’s so close.” Doughas hoped it would keep the status quo for a bit longer on the off-chance Valorius actually held up his end of the bargain. It wasn’t that Doughas trusted the criminal elf, or Medivh. But at this point, he didn’t care what the elf did. The dragon was the main problem, and they needed to focus efforts on killing the beast. They could worry about Valorius afterward.

      Vor turned to Doughas, surprised at the change of opinion.

      All Doughas could do was shrug. “What? It’s in a park, too. It’ll be scenic.”

      Valorius smiled. “Emphasis on the scenic. This safe house is the jewel of my collection, my true home. Not to mention it has a direct line to the perfect dragon slayers. They’ll get the job done quicker than those Witch-Knight fools. The fact that I’m bringing you my inner sanctum must impart how much I trust the two of you.”

      Vor snorted. “You should talk less, cousin. That’s the only chance you have of preserving your reputation as a criminal mastermind. Neither your brain nor your heart knows what the word ‘trust’ means anymore. You sure as hell haven’t felt any trust since you were a child.” Vor locked eyes with Medivh. “He’ll turn on you, too, if it serves his interests.”

      Medivh cocked her head and grinned. “I’ll do the same to him. We both know it. You’re the one fooling yourself if you think I’m naive. I know my way around a VorKluvaith.” In the rearview mirror, Doughas saw her wink. It sent a shiver through his body.

      Doughas didn’t see his partner’s reaction, as he had to focus on the road, but he heard a growl from Vor’s throat. The conversation ended with neither side coming to a resolution.

      The conflicts between them kept getting worse. At some point, the new confederation of police and criminals would burst apart at the seams. Doughas had to stay alert for when it would happen.

      A few minutes more and they neared the edge of the elven quarter and the park there. To call the area of land a park was perhaps a misnomer. The actual name of it was The Myrkivian Reserve. It was a surprisingly large tract of primeval forest, several hundred acres, with a massive wall surrounding it on all sides.

      Besides acting as a reserve for the flora and fauna that used to occupy the land the elven quarter now occupied, it was a buffer zone where Burb-burg would have otherwise touched the elven quarter. The reserve’s high walls didn’t only keep its many fanciful creatures in. It also kept the poorest citizens of the Quadras out. There was no entrance to the park on the Burb-burg side, so it provided a racial barrier disguised as a nature reserve. That’s not to say it was only a barrier. It truly was a park, and a beautiful one at that.

      As they entered the main gate without having to pay a fee, they spotted a variety of night creatures slinking back to their lairs in the gray dimness before dawn. Doughas rubbed his eyes, trying to focus on their strange shapes but finding it hard with the lack of sleep.

      Still, Valorius proved the best tour guide, pointing to every species and detailing something of its history and behavior.

      The criminal elf tapped the window twice, gesturing toward a lakeside field. There, a group of six beasts galloped along the edge, their fish-like tails reflecting a shimmer of light as if they were made of water. Doughas saw they had four legs and something like a dog’s head.

      “Those are dromarchs,” Valorius revealed, his voice tinged with an air of reverence or something like awe. “They are a remarkable breed. Able to use their tails to swim through the air for a time before they drift down and push off again with all four legs. If we’re lucky, we’ll catch a glimpse of them flying, though they only do it when they’re in danger.”

      Doughas risked a few more glances at the pack but saw nothing like what the criminal elf had described.

      Valorius hissed out a breath. “Don’t make a fool of me now, damn fish-dogs. Here, Doughas, roll down my window. I need to see something.”

      Doughas pressed the button for a second or two, opening it a crack, but not far enough for the elf to jump out.

      But that was not Valorius’ intention. He drew his ARC and fired a bolt into the air through the open window, creating a loud pop outside the vehicle. Inside, it was much worse. Doughas’ ears rang from the explosion so close to his head. He wanted to pull over and drown Valorius in the lake, but when he tried to turn back and yell at the elf, he was pointing and shouting at the dromarchs.

      “Look! Look! There they go! Leaping! Flying! Ah, it’s marvelous. Quick, you must take a look,” Valorius insisted.

      When Doughas turned back to the lake, the dromarchs were already gone. Nothing left but a few ripples on the lake's surface.

      “Oh, you just missed them. What a shame.” Valorius jumped to the other side of the car, leaning over Medivh to look out the window. He pressed his body against hers as he did. Doughas saw no complaint from Medivh at the action.

      Valorius pointed into the woods. “And look! The noise has brought out the brutes of the forest.”

      Doughas did look, careful to keep an eye on the road, but the lanes were broad and free of traffic so early in the morning. He scanned the tree line where Valorius pointed but only saw two large boulders.

      Then the boulders shifted, moving forward a few steps and into the red light of dawn. Massive tusks curled out from their jaws, and a thick coat of black fur covered their gargantuan bodies. Their eyes were pits, and a white foam collected on their lips, giving them a rabid appearance. These were not true predators, though. They had hooves, not claws.

      “Those are troit,” Valorius told them. “They’re related to pigs, if you can believe it, but they are as big as a wyvern, if not bigger. They uproot trees and feed on the soft bottoms and on the horde of insects that make their home under the earth. They carve out tunnels with those wicked tusks. Whenever there is a loud noise, they come to investigate. Because usually, that loud noise is another pair of troit butting heads, crashing through the woods and breaking trees as if they were twigs.”

      The dark shapes lingered at the tree line a moment longer, then turned and disappeared back into the forest.

      Valorius crawled onto his seat. “When one of the troit loses, the victor eats the corpse of the fallen one. But if the victor is too weak, then the other troit who showed up might take advantage of the situation and kill the victor, eating both of their corpses.” Valorius giggled like a schoolgirl. “They’re my role models. The opportunist of opportunists.”

      “What about those?” Doughas asked, pointing to the top of the cliff where he saw a creature with massive flapping ears and muscular forearms. It ran with all four limbs on the ground, but when it stopped, it stood upright. He couldn’t see much detail in the dark, though it reminded him of the raging elves back at the club.

      “What one?” Valorius bent down in his seat, trying to see high enough on the hill to where Doughas pointed.

      This time Esselliar answered. He had mostly stayed silent during the park ride, clearly thinking through his feelings. No doubt, this was a place Vor had been before. Entering it again with his cousin and Medivh must have been hard.

      His partner announced, “That’s a pooka. Not much to say about them, except that when they laugh, it sounds like screaming children. Wouldn’t recommend listening to it. The noise will haunt you longer than actually hearing a child scream. They’re ugly, mean, and they like to play tricks on elves. They lure them into the woods with the sounds of a baby in distress, then abandon them where they can never find their way out again.”

      Doughas swallowed nervously. “Oh. They seem positively delightful.”

      Valorius growled. “About as delightful as your explanation. Stick to smacking thugs, cousin. You have no art with words.”

      Up ahead, the road forked. “Which way are way going, Valorius? As fun as the tour is, we do have more to get done today.”

      “It’ll be right here,” Valorius retorted. “There will be a building up on the left. That’s the reserve station. You’ll pull in there and park. I’ll take it from there.”

      Doughas took the turn as directed. As the elf had said, a quaint cottage appeared on the left side of the road. Doughas slowed the Street Behemoth to a crawl, taking in everything he could of the surroundings. A slow curl of smoke drifted from the chimney, and a light shined inside. Someone lived there. That much was sure. Firewood and various pallets of supplies littered the sides, along with crates and empty metal cages.

      At the sound of their vehicle’s approach, the cottage door popped open, and an elf trundled out, waving a flashlight and trying to look intimidating. Something that proved difficult while wearing pink and purple pajamas.

      Doughas put the car in park twenty feet from the cottage, unlocked the doors, and let everyone out. As soon as he cracked his door, he heard the reserve ranger’s complaints.

      “Who the hell are you? This residence is off-limits to park visitors! Did you hear me? Are your ears full of belly-button lint? Stay in your car and get the hell out of here. Don’t make me call the park enforcers!”

      Despite his words, the Inquisitors and criminals gathered before the reserve ranger.

      He shined the beam directly on Valorius’ face.

      “Oh, shit.” The reserve ranger instantly changed his tune to that of a friendly neighbor. “Now, this is a surprise. A damn big surprise. Come on, right this way, sir. You don’t have to worry about a thing. I’ve kept everything exactly the way you asked. No one has been inside since you, uh, left…involuntarily.”

      The reserve ranger glanced at Valorius’ companions. “They okay? Or do you need me to keep them company? I don’t have much to eat or drink in the cottage. If I did, the pookas would have stolen it a long time ago and left me for dead in a ditch somewhere. But I can run up to the main office and get some of the good stuff, fresh from the shants.”

      Valorius put up a hand to stop the elf. “No need for that. They’ll accompany me into the vault. You’re free to go back to bed, and I am very thankful for your loyalty all these years. You will not be disappointed.”

      To top things off, the ranger saluted Valorius as if he were the highest of military brass, then turned and marched back into his dwelling. The lights flicked off, and the scene drifted back into stillness. Valorius shook his head slowly and muttered “idiot” before leading them away from the house toward a little shack.

      If the cottage was quaint, the shack was pitiful. It couldn’t have measured larger than four by four feet. When Doughas saw it, he thought it had to be an outhouse, but as they drew near, the dwarf noticed several odd things about the structure. For one, it was beautifully built of rich mahogany and inlaid with delicate carvings, showcasing the many creatures of the park. Outside was a plaque that read Donated by the esteemed VorKluvaith family.

      Valorius rubbed the plaque as he passed, pressing several of the letters in a deliberate order.

      The outhouse shimmered. A wall of dust floated off the sides, filling the air and sparking a chorus of coughs until the area cleared. When it did, not much had changed. The outhouse looked the same, if slightly less dusty.

      Valorius stepped up to the door and opened it, revealing a recessed staircase in the floor where a smooth stone slab had once sat. The slab had moved aside to reveal the staircase. Valorius wasted no time and tried to hurry down the steps, but Doughas grabbed his shirt and dragged him back.

      “Not so fast, Valorius,” the dwarf warned. “I’ll go first, and Vor will go last. We don’t want you sneaking out or triggering something before we get down there.”

      Valorius opened his mouth to complain but quickly shut it, willing to accept his new fate. With their order decided, Doughas descended the stairs, using his gauntleted hand to ward off the cobwebs that littered the dusty concrete passage. The steps had been made for long elven legs, and Doughas struggled to keep a good pace going down, especially since he included pauses to search for traps. The dwarf could almost sense the growing frustration of the criminals trapped behind him.

      “Come on,” Medivh complained. “If we wanted to escape, we could have run off during the club fight. If we wanted to kill you…well, we definitely could have done that by now.”

      Doughas paid the complaint no mind. He kept up his usual pace until they soon reached the bottom of the stairwell. Instead of a grim warehouse full of weapons or gangsters, what they discovered was a cozy study room with floor-to-ceiling bookshelves, several quilted recliners, a massive oak desk on one side, and an already burning fireplace on the other side. The fireplace had no fuel in it, only a steady stream of heat and flames pouring from a rune-covered vent. It had to be some kind of magi-tech heating implement, one that Doughas was unfamiliar with.

      Between the fire and the ten or so feet of dirt insulating them from the surface, the room was warm and sturdy. Doughas loved it at once and wished he had a room like it in the lower levels of his house. He immediately began planning the construction of such a room in his mind. Perhaps as a retirement gift for himself.

      They all stared open-mouthed at the beautiful room. Medivh approached the desk and ran her hands along the top, wiping off a thin layer of dust. Less than expected, given the lack of use, but maybe the space had air ventilation that helped with the dust.

      The elfess gave Valorius a warm smile. “It looks like Vor’s father’s study on the VorKluvaith Estate.”

      Doughas caught his partner’s wince at the comparison.

      Valorius nodded. “Yes, I will admit I created this in a crude copy of the elder VorKluvaith’s study. A wonderful room, so rich and exciting. As if you were inside some ancient story or about to read one. I had to have something similar, though I will be the first to admit this is still only an imitation.” He glanced at Vor. “See, I can give a compliment. I’m not all vileness and vomit.”

      Vor said nothing, though he wouldn’t make eye contact with Valorius.

      Doughas wished Valorius would stop poking his partner. Everyone had a breaking point, and Vor was on the edge of his.

      Valorius approached the wall and pressed a few of the stones. Two panels folded in and revealed a bedroom-bathroom combination. “Feel free to freshen up. There’s no service here in the park, especially underground, but that shard over there is a direct line to some friends of mine. I will freshen up, get in touch with my friends, and boom! Dead dragon.”

      Doughas rolled his eyes, wishing it could actually be that simple.

      Valorius headed toward the bathroom to do as he had said.

      Doughas caught his arm before he could enter the room. “You stay here and call your friends. You can freshen up after, okay? I don’t want you pushing a few more buttons in there and filling this room with poisonous gas or dropping out the floor beneath our feet.”

      Valorius was the one to roll his eyes then. “You really think I trapped this place? This is my inner sanctum. If I was planning to ditch you, I would never have shown you this place. You understand?”

      Vor put a hand on Doughas’ arm. “Let him go. If he runs, we’ll take Medivh, burn his shitty excuse for a library, and go deal with the dragon ourselves.” Vor locked eyes with his cousin. “You talk a big game, but you’ve already shown how weak your organization is. You’ve got about as much power as a brownie without claws. So go ahead and disappear into a tunnel. Run away from your problems, like you always have. That, or you hire someone to make the problems go away.”

      He turned to Medivh. “I can’t understand what you see in him. He’s weak, Medivh, but you’re not. I’ve seen you face threats three times your size and come out on top. My cousin is a coward who can barely take a punch. The only time he’s been close to killing me is when he had thugs try to knife me. You really think an elf like that deserves your respect? Or your allegiance?”

      For all her tact, Medivh glared at Vor and said nothing.

      Valorius, on the other hand, was fuming. “I’m sick of your blubbering lips, cousin. If you’re so sure I’m useless, go ahead and leave me now. I’d like nothing more than to be rid of your nattering voice.”

      Doughas shoved Valorius into the bathroom. “Go on and freshen up. We’ll decide what we want to do.”

      Valorius slammed the door. They heard the sound of a faucet running from inside, then a shower turned on. Doughas and Vor settle into the room, examining the books and stones for signs of anything useful but finding nothing. A wired shard sat on a table beside one of the chairs, and Doughas thought several times of picking it up and seeing if it would automatically connect to someone. He wanted to know who Valorius knew to help with the dragon. The fact that he hadn’t mentioned anyone specifically made it seem like he didn’t have anyone in mind and was stalling for time until he could escape.

      Medivh sat beside the shard, reading a book and ignoring Vor and Doughas.

      Eventually, Valorius emerged from the bathroom, hair dark and wet, a towel wrapped around his midsection. “Bathroom is free if someone else wants it.”

      Doughas headed that way. “I could use a go. Been a long day and night since I visited the restroom. Got a full tank, if you know what I mean.” He entered the room, closed the door, and was horrified to find the place elf-sized. He struggled to use the toilet and had to let his feet dangle in the air when he sat on it. Afterward, he climbed onto the counter to wash his hands and caught sight of his reflection.

      For perhaps the first time in his life, he looked too old and tired to get the job at hand done. It was a sobering thought. Normally, dwarves didn’t view age as something to be ashamed of, nor death as something to be feared. Death came when it came. It was part and parcel of life itself.

      Doughas was proud of what he’d accomplished with that life, and he was proud of the children he’d raised. Though he would like to continue raising them, he also suspected the true dragon was every bit as bad as the Witch-Knights said. If anyone knew about apocalyptic threats, it would be humans. Doughas couldn’t think of a better sacrifice to make than to give his life to defeat such a threat and ensure his children would be able to grow up and grow old.

      Now that is a legacy…

      Doughas exited the bathroom, his dark thoughts drawn out by the appearance of Valorius dressed in a safari guide outfit.

      Of course, Valorius and Vor were locked in another argument.

      “I have contacted my agents,” Valorius announced. “They want us to meet them out in the Valley. There, we can head to the true dragon and fight it together. There’s no need for your witch friends to get involved. You know they’re going to use sorcery, and we don’t need more of that in the world. Hell, they could start another apocalypse while trying to stop this one!”

      Vor shook his head violently from side to side. “No. We need our full strength. We only get one shot at this, and we have to succeed. You need to tell us who you called so we can coordinate with the Witch-Knights.”

      Medivh walked up behind Valorius and put a hand on his shoulder. She glared at the Inquisitors and rested her other hand on her ARC. “If you want to wait for your makeup-wearing humans, go ahead. We’re going to the Valley.”

      “Neither of you are leaving my sight.” An unusual amount of rage fueled Vor’s words. “Especially not you. You’re no better than a whore, Medivh. You sold yourself to the enemy, and now you’re defending him.” Doughas had never heard so much viciousness in Vor’s voice, especially when aimed at Medivh. At Valorius, he could understand, but Vor had always had a soft spot for the elfess. Not anymore, it seemed…

      Valorius, of all elves, came to Medivh’s aid. “I might have killed folks in cold blood, but even I wouldn’t have said that, cousin. You should apologize to Medivh. She deserves better than that.”

      For once, Doughas agreed with the criminal elf.

      Vor stepped toward his cousin with fists raised. “Where was that chivalry when you murdered Areal’s husband, you sack of shit!” Vor threw a swing at Valorius, only for Medivh to parry the blow and strike him in the gut. Vor toppled toward the floor before he rose and threw a punch of his own, hitting Medivh’s chest.

      The elfess staggered back.

      Valorius surged forward, his teeth barred like a rabid creature. He swung twice at Vor, but the Inquisitor dodged both before tackling Valorius with his shoulder. Instead of falling into a wrestling match on the ground, they struggled in the air, pitting their strength against each other. Gleaming their arms and tearing at faces with their hands. Blood streamed down their cheeks where fingernails had broken skin.

      Doughas tried to put himself between the elves and stop the fight. When that failed, he tugged on Vor’s jacket. “Stop this! We have to work together!” His words had no effect. Everyone in the room but Doughas wanted to fight. He was outvoted.

      Democracy sucks.

      Vor gained the upper hand and pushed Valorius over one of the chairs. When he rose back up to his feet, however, he had an ARC in his hand and aimed it at Vor. Doughas had seconds to react. He surged forward with his gauntleted fist and pushed Medivh through the air. She landed on Valorius, throwing off his shots and giving the Inquisitors precious time to find cover and draw their own weapons.

      In moments, the cozy study turned into a warzone of flying bolts and rage-fueled screams.

      Valorius must have decided the jig was up because he punched a few more stones and opened another passageway in the wall. Doughas opened fire with his ARC, but it was too late. He and Medivh had gleamed their feet and leapt inside the secret escape.

      Vor charged out of cover and headed toward the passage, but by the time he arrived, the panel had already closed. Not only that, but so did the door to the bedroom, the bathroom, and even the original stairway. Every panel slammed shut with a loud clang!

      Doughas struck the stones with his gauntleted fist, but it was no use.

      They were trapped.
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      Esselliar

      Vor stood before the sealed tunnel which Valorius and Medivh had escaped down with his fist pulled back and a gleaming primed in his chest, ready to slam his fist into the stones and claw those wriggling worms out of their hole. Vor would tear his cousin into so many little pieces that he would never wriggle again. His body would fertilize the earth instead of poisoning it with his fetid breath.

      Would he do the same to Medivh?

      Vor tensed, the rage so palpable and violent that it blurred his vision. He swayed on his feet. Tears of raw emotion clung to the corner of his eyes, summoned by something other than sadness. Pain racked Vor’s body, and it had nothing to do with the fight.

      Vor’s ears twitched as sounds penetrated the haze of his awareness.

      The usual curt voice of his partner urged him to lower his fist and back away from the wall. Another voice joined Doughas. It was small and weak, yet it sliced through the haze as nothing else could. Vor felt her presence like a warm spot on his back as if she had placed a hand there to comfort him.

      She spoke in unison with Doughas, though her lips shaped different words.

      “The wounds of the past are difficult to heal. Especially when the present keeps adding to them, reminding us of what we’ve lost…of joys that turned to ash within our chests and hopes that urged us onward for so long, only to arrive stillborn.”

      If the specter had wanted to encourage Vor, she might have chosen something more uplifting. His hope morphed into a rotten corpse.

      His thoughts followed suit.

      How can I go on when evil keeps winning? When everything that can go wrong does go wrong? Is there a reason to keep fighting?

      Vor began to lower his fist, and his spirit went with it.

      Doughas’ complaints became the loudest noise in the room. “You lost control, and now Valorius and Medivh are gone! Worse than that, we’re trapped in a damn box with no way out! Where’s your self-control, Esselliar? If you had any, this wouldn’t have happened!”

      The weight of his partner’s judgments threatened to topple Vor to the ground.

      Then the specter’s voice returned.

      “The wounds of the past are difficult to heal…but not impossible.” The drop of warmth on Vor’s back began to spread. It crept up his spine and over his shoulders, enveloping his chest with a jacket of heat and life. Of hope. It came from outside him and seeped within, diving under his skin and permeating his flesh to the depths of his bones and deeper, penetrating the core of his spirit. A new flame ignited there. Not an inferno of rage but a thunderbolt of peace.

      Vor’s thoughts lightened.

      This world needs a reason to hope. I can help be that reason, or I can die trying.

      The haze cleared from Vor’s mind. He straightened, his fists down but his spirits raised.

      Doughas stood a few feet away, pinching the bridge of his nose as if trying to ward off a headache. Perhaps a similar change worked itself in Doughas because as Vor watched, a new calm spread over his face.

      Vor released a pent breath. “I’m sorry for losing it back there. I ruined whatever chances we had of still using Valorius.”

      The dwarf shrugged. “It’s all right. I overreacted a tad myself. Let’s be honest. That bastard was planning to abandon us from the start. You can be sure that’s the only reason he brought us to his so-called ‘inner sanctum.’ I have no doubt about that. Valorius cares more for his own life than anyone else’s. We only sped things along. Eh?”

      Vor chuckled, the noise sounding strange in his ears after so much inner turmoil. “I agree. For all his schemes, I bet one will be the death of him some day. At least if we die, it will be for something good.”

      “Aye, I can agree with that. Now let’s get the hell out of here. Surely there has to be a way. We only have to find it.” Doughas walked the edges of the room, pressing whatever stones he could reach as he searched for an override to the lockout. Vor joined him, reaching the places too high for the dwarf. None of the stones would recess, even those Valorius had already pressed.

      Vor knelt and touched one beside the bookshelf, surprisingly low to the ground to be a trigger, but it jiggled ever so slightly when he touched it.

      “This could be it, but I’m not sure how it works. It still won’t press down, but it’s clearly moving.” Vor stepped back for Doughas to examine it, partly because it was too low for him to do so comfortably.

      Doughas laid his gauntleted knuckles on the smooth rock and pushed, veins straining on his neck. The stone recessed slightly but would go no farther. Doughas dug his knees into the ground and pressed all his weight into the stone.

      “Budge, you stubborn bastard,” he growled, but the stone was too stubborn to listen.

      Doughas was too stubborn to give up.

      “Gah!” The dwarf brought his fist away from the wall. In one powerful motion, he slammed his gauntleted knuckles into the brick.

      Vor watched with satisfaction and awe as the stone cracked in two and dropped back into the wall. A panel adjacent to the stone swung inward, revealing another passageway, though this was different than the one Valorius took.

      “Wow,” Vor exclaimed. “I can’t believe that worked. I would have thought Valorius put in blockers to prevent a brute force entry.”

      A cloud of dust filtered from the passage, along with the sound of something coughing. It didn’t sound elven or like any of the other races. Vor wondered if a beast from the reserve above had dug its way into the tunnels and made a home.

      He drew his ARC and approached the tunnel, gleaming his eyes to better pierce the dim light.

      He saw a small shape waving dust away from its face, clearing the air and revealing none other than the Chamberlain, the Pixie Queen’s right-hand brownie.

      “You?” Vor stepped aside as the dapper wee fellow strode proudly into the main room and gestured with a sweeping bow for the Inquisitors to enter the new passage. “You foul imbeciles almost ruined the mechanism before I opened it. Next time, you shit-faced mongrels, try not to break your only means of escape.”

      Doughas brushed the rubble off his gauntlet. “Says the henchman who didn’t tell us shit about the true dragon but told Valorius. Hell, your mistress helped start a riot that murdered a score of prison guards! You want a thank you? How about a boot to the face? Maybe you’d learn to speak a little nicer.”

      Chamberlain gave a sedate smile, his every movement a picture of respectability and politeness, but a far cry from his words. “Stop your blabbering. We have places to be and a dragon to kill. The Queen knew that the killer witches would inform you of the dragon. We prioritized our time, something you imbeciles ought to be doing now.” He gestured at the tunnel. “In you go, shitheads. We have arranged transportation to the Valley. Right this way.”

      With little else to do but trust the foul-mouthed brownie, the Inquisitors entered the passageway. The Chamberlain led them through a network of natural stone caverns with root wads for a ceiling, making Vor keep a hand raised to ward off the damp feelers. They had their shards out for light, but it was hard going for half an hour before the tunnel finally came to an end.

      Vor exited the tunnel after the Chamberlain, seeing that they had come out near the top of a hill overlooking Burb-burg. The wall of the reserve loomed above and behind them, and a snaking road curved around the bottom of the hill. Vor admired the view a moment longer before he spotted a car careening along the road, swerving from one lane to the other, already sporting a number of small dents.

      He was about to chuckle at the crazy driver when he noticed something else about the vehicle.

      Doughas noticed it, too.

      “Who’s driving my car?” he bellowed and raced down the hill toward the roadside.

      Vor followed, arriving at the same time as the Street Behemoth.

      The driver door popped open, and a horde of pixies fluttered out, weaving crazily through the air, probably dizzy from the wild ride. Some even bent over and heaved splatters of stomach juices onto the asphalt.

      Doughas waved a fist at the fleeing pixies and shouted back at the Chamberlain. The sedate brownie had already vanished into the tunnel, leaving the Inquisitors alone with their somewhat dented ride.

      Doughas clambered into the driver seat, and Vor did the same on the passenger side.

      Their shards rang in unison. Vor grabbed his and saw it was Parak calling. He clicked answer.

      The human’s voice rang out, as serious as Vor had ever heard him. “We cannot wait any longer. The time for us to fight is now. Will you join us?”

      Vor and Doughas shared a look and nodded. “We’re with you. No matter what happens.”
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      Doughas

      Doughas tore through the streets of Burb-burg, trying hard to ignore the remnant stench of pixies still funking up his car, and Doughas didn’t want to begin thinking about the legion of dents those sparkle-winged bastards had wrought on his most precious of vehicles. The Street Behemoth had seen Doughas and Vor through all their trials in the Inquisitors, a feat even more exceptional when one considered the dwarf’s penchant for reckless driving.

      That day in Burb-burg was no different. If anything, it was the epitome of Doughas’ experience in the Street Behemoth. He wished he could have experienced it without a suspicious damp spot on his seat.

      “Move or die!” Doughas screamed out the open window to a granny ogre as she did her best to hurry through the intersection crosswalk at a top speed of way-too-slow. Doughas’ foot hovered over the spectrol pedal, ready to crank them back up to max speed as soon as the nuisance passed. Normally, he would have swerved around the granny, but a dense ball of traffic congregated at the intersection and made wild maneuvers impossible without collateral damage. Even then, Doughas almost risked it.

      When Doughas stepped behind the wheel that day, it was like the road rage of a thousand rush-hours possessed him.

      The granny ogre put one foot on the sidewalk.

      Around them, cars inched forward.

      Doughas was faster. His foot slammed down, and he pinned the spectrol pedal to the floor.

      “Later, Granny!” he yelled out the window as he flew by, glancing in the rearview mirror in time to see her flash a rude symbol at him. Doughas cackled like a lunatic and tried to press the spectrol pedal even farther. He swerved in and out of traffic, cursing and clawing his way closer to the rendezvous.

      On the other side of the car, Esselliar took the opportunity to tighten his seatbelt as far as it would go. His face was an ashen color, more frightened than Doughas had seen him outside of an ambush.

      Doughas glanced at the shard on the dashboard every so often to remind himself of the next turn until only one remained. They pulled out of Burb-burg and into a section of recently demolished homes on the edge of the county.

      From the wreckage, Doughas gleaned a few hints of the ruined structures’ former glory. A line of dense rubble told the story of an old apartment complex, reminding Doughas of the one he and Vor had scaled years ago when investigating bomb threats from the Sons of Stone. That was years ago, but even thinking about the day made Doughas’ legs feel tired. He and Vor had spent an hour scaling that damn ogre-sized ladder. Looking back, the dwarf wished some of the tech-heads could put together a contraption to make situations like that easier, like a reverse rappelling gun.

      The tall bank of rubble faded behind them, and Doughas’ mind turned from the past back to his surroundings.

      Beneath the Street Behemoth, the asphalt road disappeared, replaced by scattered patches of black gravel. Ground-up asphalt where the construction crews had topped their ravaging of the area by destroying the road itself, no doubt preparing to sow a host of new buildings across the lots. Probably a business district chock-full of hip eateries and other fads that wouldn’t last a decade.

      After the road ended, the rubble piles became sparser and yet more elaborate. A ring of granite pillars remained in one, like the foundation of a garden courtyard in a wealthy ogre’s villa.

      Doughas had to ease up on the spectrol to keep control of the bouncing Street Behemoth. Despite its name, the vehicle performed well off-road but not as well as a vehicle designed for such a situation. He made wide adjustments to the wheel to keep the car going straight.

      His efforts at speed paid off.

      The clock had only ticked fifteen minutes since they pulled away from the reserve wall. Up ahead, the rubble piles ended at a forest. The edge of the Valley.

      Doughas slowed the car, spotted a group of humans near the tree line, and prepared himself for whatever horrors the Witch-Knights had brought to fight the true dragon.

      When he drew near, however, Doughas saw nothing exceptional about the gathered humans. If anything, they looked quaint and small. None of them sported weapons larger than a knife belted to their waists, and they didn’t seem to have any means of transportation.

      Doughas noticed Vor glance into the back seat, probably wondering how many of the humans they would be able to fit back there. Would they really have to trust Valorius to get the job done if the Witch-Knights didn’t live up to their reputation?

      Then Doughas remembered seeing Parak fight. How he moved like the wind, and how that small knife transformed into whatever weapon he desired.

      I imagine the humans have more than one trick hidden behind those tattooed lips. I only hope they don’t break the world with them…

      Doughas parked the car and popped open his door, spotting Parak and Kivook at the head of the humans. The Inquisitors dismounted and approached the party of warriors, spotting a runed bracelet on each of their wrists, like the kind Parak had used to summon a shield.

      Kivook and Parak stepped from their formation and approached the duo. “Time is short.” Kivook placed a hand on the hilt of his knife and turned his head toward the Valley. “The ancient one has moved faster than we believed possible. Whatever aid he receives from his slaves is potent. They will need to be destroyed.”

      Doughas would not hear it. “Those are innocent civilians you’re talking about. They’re being forced to do the dragon’s bidding. I understand your fears, but—”

      Kivook inhaled sharply through his nose. “You know nothing of the ancients! The time for arguing was yesterday, but we heard nothing from you. Now we have less time than ever to defeat the beast or else forfeit the fate of this world. Isn’t the death of a few innocents preferable to the lives of every innocent?” The human sounded angrier than he looked and was perhaps more frustrated with having to wait for the Inquisitors.

      Vor was quick to back up Doughas. “Listen, we’ll do what needs to happen in order to destroy the dragon, but let us at least try to save the innocents. We will focus on the dragon’s servants. You and your soldiers can fight the dragon. How about that?”

      Kivook considered the suggestion and was about to respond when Parak stopped him and whispered a few words in his ear. Kivook listened intently to his right-hand warrior and nodded twice.

      The leader of the Witch-Knights turned back toward the Inquisitors. “Very well. We promise to spare the slaves if you deal with them. We will focus our attacks on the dragon. But I warn you, if I see victory is possible and the only thing that stands between us and that glorious outcome is the life of a slave, I will choose the lives of the world over one.”

      Doughas nodded his understanding. “We want the same thing. Together, we can do this.”

      Vor’s head snapped toward the dust cloud forming on the horizon. “Someone is already on the move. It could be Valorius…unless that’s the dragon?”

      Kivook stared at the cloud. “No, the dragon is farther out. Who is this Valorius? Have you engaged more allies in this quest?”

      Doughas and Vor shared a worried glance.

      “We tried to,” Vor explained. “It’s possible Valorius will work against us, though, especially if we succeed in destroying the dragon. It would be better if we hurry and overtake them before we meet the beast. We can destroy them or enlist their aid, depending on the situation. But beware of Valorius. He’s interested in his own rise to power. He may help us kill the dragon, but only if it serves him.”

      Kivook nodded his understanding and spoke a few hurried words to his soldiers in another language. Then he turned back to the Inquisitors. “We are ready. Let the hunt begin. And may it be the last and greatest of our slayings.”

      Then every human raised their voice in a loud Haroo! Some kind of war cry, it seemed.

      Doughas and Vor hurried back to the Street Behemoth, still wondering how the humans would travel into the Valley when the dwarf’s skin turned clammy in an instant. Chills seeped into his body through the earth, spreading from his feet up his legs and throughout his squat body.

      Something awful was happening only a short distance away. Doughas did not want to turn and see it, but he could not resist the feeling long.

      Where once had been a field of green and golden grass billowing in a fertile breeze, now the earth was brown and gray. All life had been sapped from the plants and every creature living among the weeds. In place of the quaint humans standing in a huddle was a horde of mounted warriors. Clad in armor made of shifting shadows and mounted on horrific scaly beasts, the likes of which Doughas had never seen or imagined possible.

      At the head of the group were Kivook and Parak, transformed in a similar fashion, each armed with a massive lance and shield. Their mounts were more impressive than the others with their long, sinuous necks and snapping jaws.

      The knights themselves had also changed. Their skin had turned paler than frost, and a black ichor pulsed through their veins like a plague trapped beneath their transparent flesh. They seemed sick, like they might drop dead at any second, yet they kept on living. While a bunch of dead sorcerers might be better for the city, Doughas hoped they survived long enough to kill the dragon.

      “The hunt is nigh!” Kivook cried and brought down a faceplate, signaling the start. The mounted Witch-Knights turned and clawed across the field, headed toward the forest. Instead of spreading out to make passage through the wood easier, they tightened into a bunch.

      Doughas and Vor rushed back to the Street Behemoth and drove after them. A wave of intense light erupted from the head of the column and melted the forest into ash, clearing a path to the Valley beyond.

      The Inquisitors shared one more worried glance, and the dwarf wondered again if this would all be worth it.
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      Esselliar

      Thankfully for the Street Behemoth, after bouncing through the renovated forest behind the galloping, tree-melting Witch-Knights, they reached the main highway that stretched the length of the Valley. A broad expanse of asphalt greeted them like old friends, surprisingly well maintained for the Valley, but which made more sense when Vor considered how much even the gangs enjoyed a smooth, easy-riding highway.

      They took the road through a network of steep hills and ravines for more than an hour before reaching a vast expanse of unending, golden farmland, rich with crops and dotted with farm houses.

      In the distance, a plump rain cloud moved in from the north, promising a deluge later in the day. From what Vor knew of the Valley’s weather, such storms were a normal part of life on the plains and were often incredibly violent, sometimes spawning monster tornados that consumed homes, roads, and livestock without mercy.

      Yet as Vor stared toward the gathering storm clouds, the direction they were heading, an eerie feeling settled around his heart. The cloud was as black as the void, and when the lightning flashed, it bore a crimson tint. As if the coming rain would consist of blood instead of water.

      That storm isn’t natural, Vor thought. He was about to share his concern with Doughas but caught the dwarf’s worried glance that said his partner already understood the danger.

      On smooth roads, the Street Behemoth soon outpaced the Witch-Knights on their monstrous mounts, though only by a small margin. The scaly beasts and their riders formed up behind the Inquisitors, resting lances and battle axes on their shoulders. Even in the mirror, Vor made out the black veins pulsing under their paper-white skin.

      There was no other traffic on the road. No doubt they, too, felt the terror that laced the air like a drug and thought it better to stay home, stay inside, and ride out the coming storm in their cellars instead of heading straight into it like lunatics.

      Exactly like Vor and Doughas planned to do.

      From their scant conversations with the Witch-Knights concerning the true dragon, even a youngling’s power would be considerable. The greatest threat to ever stalk the earth. It was cunning, and it lived and breathed sorcery. Vor had never faced anything like it, though maybe it would be similar in form to the imperial wyvern he and Doughas had battled in the sky above the Valley.

      He and his partner had barely escaped with their lives that day, and that had been with the full force of the Inquisitors behind them.

      Vor wished for a fleet of Drakers to help with the true dragon, but deep down, he knew the city’s bureaucracy would have gotten in the way. At the very least, the Inquisitor-General could lose his job doing what was necessary to defeat the ancient power that threatened the Quadras. Again. Vor and Doughas had already contributed to getting him fired once. If they could prevent that by working with the Witch-Knights, and still get the job done, that was a win.

      The storm cloud was already so close that Vor heard the boom of thunder like a pounding drum in his chest. When they reached the storm, they would also reach the dragon. His sorcery tattoos writhed in his skin, moving with such vigor that he suspected the magi-tech scribbles would dig free of their fleshy prison and take off in the opposite direction of the dragon.

      He silenced his mind and focused on the battle to come.

      Then he noticed a dust cloud streaming toward the sky. Not under the storm but between the Inquisitors and the dragon.

      “That has to be Valorius and his cronies. Whoever they are. We’ll intercept them before entering the storm.” Vor rolled down his window to signal for the Witch-Knights to come forward.

      Doughas slowed the car so that Parak could draw up alongside Vor’s window. “What is it?” The human had to yell so his voice could be heard above the rushing air.

      Vor pointed ahead to the dust cloud. “That’s Valorius! We’ll need to deal with him first!”

      Parak nodded. “How do you want to proceed?”

      Vor noticed Doughas looking his way. The dwarf’s face was calm, but his eyes pierced Vor’s soul. He knew what his partner wanted him to say to Parak, but his heart longed to kill his cousin. He only had to order the Witch-Knights to attack, and Valorius would die, even if it ruined their chances of killing the true dragon.

      The age-old anger surged to life in Vor’s gut, mixed with the venom of vengeance for Areal’s husband. Did they really need Valorius’ help? The Witch-Knights were experts at killing ancient evils. If Vor killed his cousin, he could rid the world of two great evils in the same day.

      Doughas’ expression told a different story as if the dwarf was saying, “The dragon is the real threat. Everything else comes second.”

      Vor considered the family he was trying to make with Areal and the boys. How could he start that with murder? In the end, the decision was hard but freeing at the same time.

      He turned to Parak. “Let me talk to Valorius. I can get him to cooperate to help with the dragon, but keep your eyes on him. I bet he’ll try something during the fight if he sees it going our way. He might try to take us out in the end.”

      The human nodded and pulled back his long-necked steed to inform his brethren.

      Vor slumped into his chair, letting the anger and venom seep from his body. The choice was made. Valorius would live another day.

      Doughas laid a hand on the elf’s shoulder. “You made the hard choice but the right choice, friend. I’m prouder than ever. A choice like that, it’s not just one an excellent Inquisitor would make. It’s one an excellent husband and father would make, too.” A smile of pure warmth radiated from the dwarf. “Esselliar VorKluvaith, you are all those things and more. Areal knows it, too.”

      Vor’s expression dropped. “You know, I told Areal about Valorius’ involvement with the murder. She responded well, but she wanted to think it over a few days. Hell, even if I survive today, I might not have a relationship anymore. Back to the solo life…”

      Doughas was shaking his head. “I think she’ll choose you, lad. She’d be a damn fool not to.” He squeezed Vor’s shoulder.

      Vor smiled at his partner and rested his arm on the dwarf’s shoulders. “No matter what happens today, we face it together. Brothers to the end.”

      Doughas nodded. “Brothers to the end.”

      They turned and faced the storm, and they were now very near the back of Valorius’ troops. But were they really Valorius’ army?

      On either side of the highway were two columns of magi-tech mounts with riders of all races. The pack of mechanical beasts slowed as the Inquisitors and Witch-Knights overtook them. Near the front of the new group was a familiar elf astride a magi-tech vargen.

      They weren’t marauders. They were rangers. And leading the group was none other than JunRazelien.

      Doughas brought the Street Behemoth to a stop beside the elf’s mount, and both Inquisitors dismounted. The gaggle of Witch-Knights paused, too, though they looked eager to continue, the black veins bulging even more under their skin.

      Vor waved Parak up. “You move ahead and engage the dragon. We’ll move up to support in short order. Does that work?”

      The Witch-Knight nodded before returning to his commander to relay the information. Kivook saluted the Inquisitors from his mount before swirling his lance above his head in a signal for the hunting party to continue. The Witch-Knights resumed their wild ride, lances lowered in preparation for the battle to come.

      Vor was happy to see Valorius was nowhere in sight and wondered if the rangers had gotten wind of the dragon on their own. Then, from around the leftmost troop of rangers, an off-roading buggy zipped around and rolled up beside the Inquisitors. The driver honked the horn in rapid bursts, like a goose shouting for attention.

      Valorius was behind the wheel with Medivh beside him in the passenger seat. Neither looked happy to see Vor, and he didn’t blame them. Vor imagined his own face told the same story. Yet he’d sacrificed too much to lose his life and destroy the Quadras in a petty family squabble, no matter how much Valorius deserved to die.

      The criminal elves looked at the Inquisitors from behind sunglasses but made no move to dismount. Then Valorius shouted toward JunRazelien, “What’s the hold-up? No stopping. More killing! Hell, kill these Inquisitors if you want. I’d honestly prefer it. I’d almost be willing to call off the favor you owe me, but my better judgment says I should use it for something more difficult and important.”

      Valorius glanced at Vor. “No offense, cousin, but your shooting back at the safe house was atrocious. I don’t know how you’re still walking with an aim like that.” His blacked-out eyes turned to Medivh, lips curling into a grin as crooked as a thunderbolt. “It surprises me more every day that you ever tangled with such a fool, but I suppose we all make mistakes. Except me, of course.”

      Medivh ran a finger under her paramour’s chin. “The past is the past. It’s the present I’m excited for. So, can we hurry up and bury my past for good?” Without looking, she whipped out her ARC and leveled it at Vor. Her finger was already on the trigger. She moved with the speed that only a gleaming could provide.

      Vor’s life was in her hands.

      And then it wasn’t.

      JunRazelien moved his mount between Medivh and the Inquisitors, blocking the shot. He seemed no more worried about Medivh shooting him than he would about an annoying gnat.

      The ranger nodded politely to the Inquisitors. “Fancy seeing the likes of you out here. At this point, though, I’m not too surprised. Anything big usually has your fingers somewhere in the pie. And your cousin’s, too.”

      Doughas folded his arms across his chest, looking up at the elf. “I respect you, Ranger, but I’m suspicious about owing a favor to Valorius here. Are you dirty, after all?”

      Some of the other nearby rangers heard the accusation and moved up alongside their leader. A domineering ogre replied, “You’d best take that back, dwarf, before we rip an apology from your gut.”

      JunRazelien held up a hand. “Calm down. It’s a fair question, but I’m afraid time is short today. Suffice it to say, I made a mistake once, and Valorius got me out of it. He’s called on the favor and informed us about the dragon, but to be honest, I’d be out here anyway if I had known. I don’t want this shit-beast anywhere near the Quadras.”

      Vor absorbed the ranger’s words, nodding along, but still worried that Valorius might not have given him the full picture. “Are you aware that there are innocent civilians under the control of the dragon? What were you planning to do about them?”

      JunRazelien turned slowly toward Valorius. “That piece of information must have slipped your cousin’s mind.” The ranger’s eyes narrowed, though his hand didn’t move closer to its weapons. “What must be done, must be done.”

      Vor was afraid the ranger would say that. Everyone besides him and Doughas wanted to brush aside a few civilian deaths as unavoidable, a real bummer, but nothing more. Deep down, Vor knew it had more to do with the dire threat of the dragon, which turned every other consideration into a secondary one, but he and Doughas were the only ones fighting for their lives.

      The elf didn’t intend to stop. If they compromised now, they would keep compromising in the future because it was easier. A choice like that would take them down a gently sloping path. Easy walking, but one day they’d wake up and find that gentle decline had led them into a deep ravine which they could no longer escape.

      He wanted to fight as hard as he could for every life, even if it meant losing his own.

      Does that mean I have to kill Valorius so he doesn’t order the death of the civilians? Maybe…but Doughas and I wouldn’t survive a fight against so many rangers. And I still have a lot of respect for JunRazelien. There has to be a way we can solve this problem.

      As Vor considered his options, especially about killing his cousin, his hand inched toward his ARC holster where Hope and Glory sat. More than ready to taste family blood.

      Valorius peered down at Vor from the raised buggy. “What are you planning to do, cousin? Hmm? Is that a desire for revenge I see? Normally, I would love to glimpse such a bloodthirsty emotion in you, but it’s less enjoyable when the violence is aimed at my magnificent face.”

      Vor rested his hand fully on his weapon and looked back at his cousin, letting the full weight of his gaze, his very soul, push against Valorius. His cousin’s gaze didn’t falter, but neither did Vor’s.

      A smile graced Vor’s lips. Not haughty, but sad. His cousin was a sorry excuse for an elf. He had lived all his life hiding from everyone, even those closest to him. Vor felt nothing but pity for him.

      Color seeped into Valorius’ cheeks. If there was one thing the elf hated most, it was probably someone pitying him.

      “Make a move, cousin,” Valorius dared him. “Will it be you or the dragon that dies today? Unless you’d like to make it both.”

      Vor shook his head. “I’m not going to kill you, Valorius. Not today. I’ll even swear off my oath of vengeance entirely…on one condition.”

      Valorius raised his body higher from the seat. “What’s that? You want Medivh back?”

      Medivh elbowed the criminal elf in the gut. “Not funny.”

      Despite her words, Valorius couldn’t stifle his giggling.

      “No, not that.” Vor’s face curdled in disgust at the suggestion, which did nothing to improve Medivh’s mood. She still held her ARC out, aimed at the ground. Vor clarified, “I call off my vengeance, and you follow our plan today.”

      Doughas speared a proud grin of agreement at the elf.

      Laughter rushed from Valorius’ open mouth like a swarm of bats. He was the only one laughing, but that didn’t stop him from wasting thirty seconds on the explosion of comedy. “You are in no position to command my army, cousin. I will not take orders from you. Not now, not ever.”

      He hopped onto the seat and smacked the top of the buggy several times. “All right, rangers! Roll out! We’ve got a dragon to kill, and I’ll give you cash for every dead slave!” He whooped once, letting his happiness get the best of him before noticing that not a single soul had joined him in the shout. Not even Medivh.

      JunRazelien chuckled, sounding like a knife scraped across a stone. The chuckle started slowly, but soon the other rangers joined until the whole highway rumbled. Then the leader of the rangers replied, “This is not your army, Valorius. So shut your yap. I’ll do with my soldiers what I please, and what I please is to hear the Inquisitor’s plan. If I don’t have to kill civilians, I don’t want to. Stop your chortling before I decide to put you in the dirt myself.”

      Valorius did nothing. His face remained expressionless. Eventually, the elf sat and leaned toward Medivh. He whispered something too quiet to hear and said nothing more.

      JunRazelien turned back toward the Inquisitors. “Well? What’s this plan?”

      Vor cleared his throat and explained, “The Witch-Knights have gone ahead. Their focus is the dragon, and they have a lot of experience killing creatures like it, although not as powerful as this one. We will engage the dragon’s slaves. You and your rangers will open fire. Not to kill but to make them take cover. Then Doughas and I will move in and subdue them. After that, all our focus is on the dragon.”

      JunRazelien rubbed his chin. “It’ll be dangerous. Especially for the two of you.”

      “I know,” Vor confirmed. “But it’s a risk we want to take.”

      To Vor’s relief, the veteran elf smiled. “What fun would today be without a challenge? The rangers are at your command, Inquisitors.”
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      Doughas

      Doughas had never seen an expanse of ground so flat and bare as he saw in the Valley that day. On either side of the road was a spider web of cracked earth and barren rock. Nothing grew there, and it looked like nothing ever had.

      Doughas might have thought the depressing vista the result of the dragon’s ill presence, but the salt plains of the Valley were one of the great natural wonders. So of course, he’d heard of them. The high salinity meant that even with the rainfalls common across the Valley, the entire fifty-mile stretch of ground was devoid of plants. Only a few brave insects called the place home, surviving the oppressive sun by taking shelter in the cracked earth, feeding on salt crystals and whatever organic matter they could fit between their mandibles.

      Despite its legendary status, Doughas had never desired to visit the so-called “wonder.” Yet here he was, driving at top speed across the wasteland. Above them, the sky was an expanse of black clouds, like the salt flats below. The shadow had consumed the blue sky and replaced it with a dingy green hue, tinged red by flashes of crimson lightning.

      Each rumble of accompanying thunder shook the Street Behemoth like the pulse of a heart.

      Insulated from the worst of the rushing wind and the booming thunder, an uncanny quiet filled the car. Doughas scanned the horizon for signs of their quarry, his aged eyes already growing tired from the strain.

      They had managed to catch up to the Witch-Knights before reaching the storm, and now their arm rode in three columns. Rangers on the left of the road, the Street Behemoth and Valorius’ buggy on the asphalt, and the black-veined riders on the right. Together, they kicked up a dust cloud the size of a tornado, streaming behind them like a great big sign, saying, We’re coming to kill you!

      There would be no element of surprise.

      Still, the waiting continued. Every second stretched on longer than the last, almost as if time was slowing down, savoring every moment it could before the moments ran out and the end of all endings arrived.

      The Street Behemoth’s engine roared as Doughas pumped the spectrol to the floor. The dwarf was anxious to reach that end, no matter the outcome. Regardless of what happened, a sweet peace waited for Doughas on the other side. One day soon, whether today or ten thousand days from now, he would join his ancestors at their table, and they would break bread together.

      Even if the dragon won, the beast would not have the final victory. Some good would always remain out of its sorcerous reach.

      But would Doughas see Esselliar in the afterlife or only his blood relatives? He wasn’t sure. The dwarven sages hadn’t cared much for that topic in years past. Doughas himself hadn’t cared about it until recently.

      Well…there’s only one way to find out. He steeled himself for the battle to come, deeply breathing the free air. Perhaps for the final time.

      Beside him, Vor raised a shout. “There! I see a dust cloud in the distance, but they’ve left the road. They’re striking out across the salt flats!”

      It wasn’t long before Doughas saw the plume of dust from the dragon’s caravan. The beast and his followers had seen them coming and decided to risk an escape. Yet the same type of cloud that had informed the dragon of their presence would make it hard to disappear into the countryside.

      The Witch-Knights saw the same facts and were already peeling away from the highway toward their prey.

      “Brace yourself!” Doughas slowed the Street Behemoth only a few paces before taking it off-road.

      The worst shock was the first as the car dropped half a foot off the highway, and the front end struck the packed earth. Doughas’ head slammed toward the wheel, and he barely managed to avoid concussing himself.

      Vor had taken the dwarf’s advice and braced his arms against the dashboard, avoiding the worst of the blow. In the rearview, Doughas saw Valorius and the rangers follow suit. Their vehicles managed the change far better than the Street Behemoth.

      “We’re gaining on them,” Vor announced, drawing his ARC from its holster.

      The Witch-Knights peeled farther to the right, intending to circle the caravan and strike from the other side to prevent their escape. As they neared, Doughas saw the makeup of the dragon’s forces. At the center was a tarp-covered big rig, the kind that could transport several shipping containers. Something large shifted under the bus-length covering, pulling against the straps that held the tarp down.

      For a baby dragon, it’s already one big-ass monster. I can’t imagine how big it would be as an adult…

      Doughas struggled to keep the Street Behemoth going straight over the bouncing terrain but did the best he could.

      On either side of the big rig were several work trucks carrying boxes of supplies or hosts of armed slaves. The caravan did not want to engage the approaching army and tried to turn away from the circling Witch-Knights, but they slowed down to do this.

      Doughas whipped the Street Behemoth around after the big rig, racing past one of the trucks and taking a few ARC bolts in the back window.

      “Time to get to work,” Doughas shouted over the wind rushing through the broken glass. The car engine roared louder as he punched the spectrol and came up alongside the rig.

      Vor fired a few shots, but none of them hit the driver. “Hold us steady! I can’t get a good shot!” the elf cried.

      Doughas was already doing his best on the cracked terrain. There was no way to make the car any steadier. However, he could make their target more unstable.

      “Hold on!” Doughas growled and wrenched the wheel around as far as it would go, swerving the Street Behemoth into the side of the big rig’s cabin.

      “Oh, shit!” was all Vor had time to say before the impact.

      Every window in the car exploded, and shards cut vicious grooves across Doughas’ cheek and forehead. He was lucky the blades had missed his eyes. The passenger side of the car crumpled, pinning Vor against Doughas and sending them rolling across the cracked soil, jostling their brains for all they were worth, and yet they ended the roll right-side up somehow.

      Doughas fumbled with the door before stumbling from the ruined vehicle. Vor followed the dwarf out, the passenger side no longer usable. Yet for as much damage as the Street Behemoth had taken, they’d done a similar amount to the big rig.

      The massive truck had skipped to a stop around twenty feet back, its front tires blown out, the axle bent beyond use. The impact had crumpled the hood, and the rig’s spectrol engine oozed white smoke.

      Doughas ripped open the back of the Street Behemoth and praised the ancestors that his long-heater was still intact. He shouldered the weapon and desperately tried to regain his breath from the crash.

      “You okay, Vor?” Doughas called around the car to his partner.

      “Couldn’t be better,” Vor replied weakly.

      Doughas rounded the car, his weapon trained on the hastily braking caravan vehicles. Vor was slumped against the side, ARC out, breathing hard but okay. “Ready?” Doughas asked.

      Vor nodded and stepped off the car, taking a few wobbling steps before he regained his balance. The Inquisitors rushed as fast as their bruised limbs would take them to the crippled big rig, the only serviceable cover.

      Goblins piled from the trucks and took a knee, their long-heaters trained on the racing Inquisitors. Doughas and Vor hadn’t reached cover yet. Doughas searched for the powers in his chest, hoping invisibility would save him from the heated chunks of lead about to plow the air toward his chest but knowing it would be too late.

      Then the rangers swarmed the outskirts of the caravan, firing bolts into the air or the sides of cars. Unable to decide which group was the greater threat to their master’s life, the dragon’s slaves lost focus.

      Doughas reached the cover of the truck and slung his long-heater over his shoulder, opting to bring out his trusty mace for the next part of the fight. He and Vor ripped open the driver’s side door and dragged out the stunned driver, also a goblin. Doughas smacked him hard in the back of the head and watched his eyes roll back.

      Did the dragon have a thing for goblins?

      A trio of goblins raced around the front of the car into the waiting arms of the Inquisitors. Doughas used his mace to take out the first two with a blow to their weapons, followed by one to their skulls. He pulled his strikes at the end so he didn’t turn their brains into pudding.

      Vor dropped the third by rolling under his ARC shots and striking him in the throat with his open palm. The goblin dropped to the floor, choking horribly, and Vor quickly turned him over and bound his hands with a length of rope.

      “This isn’t so bad.” Doughas grinned but was forced to eat his words when the goblin Vor had throat-chopped surged off the ground and ripped free of his restraints. His body swelled to gross dimensions and ripped free of his shirt.

      A foul stench, like burning hair, emanated from the trolled-out goblin. He swung his oversized arm at Vor and caught him in the chest, crashing him into the side of the big rig. Vor collapsed from the powerful blow.

      As Doughas stumbled backward to avoid the second strike, he reconsidered his desire to save this goblin’s life. He could pull his long-heater and blast the goblin’s brains out before he swung again… No, he couldn’t do that. He had to try to save the poor bastard enslaved to the dragon’s will.

      The dwarf knew he wouldn’t be fast enough to run away, and he couldn’t leave Vor to die. He hurtled toward the super-charged goblin and swung his mace where it would count the most. Right between the goblin’s legs.

      Doughas heard a crunch and watched the goblin topple backward, screaming and clutching his nether region. The goblin might not be able to have kids later, but at least he would live. A few seconds later, the goblin shrunk to his normal size, though he made no more attempts to fight.

      Doughas helped Vor off the ground. “Anything broken?”

      The elf shook his head. “I don’t think so. Let’s see if we can subdue a few more.” Vor took a few steps to steady himself. “Come on. Let’s try the other side.”

      The Inquisitors charged around the rig as the back tarp began to rip free, the dragon apparently tired of waiting for its minions to win the battle. A wave of sickness spread through Doughas that brought him to a skidding halt and forced him to his knees. His body seemed to revolt against the mere presence of the dragon.

      Ahead of the dwarf, he spied another goblin. This one carried no weapon, but he did have a familiar face.

      Doughas slowed down, his heart torn within him. “Glav? Is that you?” Vor slowed beside the dwarf and noticed their old friend at the same time.

      However, Glav acted as if they were strangers. Nothing but hatred and a cold intelligence shined in his eyes. He moved toward the Inquisitors, clearly intending murder.

      “No, Glav.” Doughas moaned. “Don’t make us hurt you…”

      Suddenly, Doughas heard the war cries of the Witch-Knights. They charged full speed around one of the trucks toward the squirming tarp, their lances lowered and their steeds’ jaws dripping with rabid foam. The knights paid no mind to the few goblins on the ground as their shadowy armor absorbed the few bolts and heater shot lobbed at them. Their monstrous mounts, however, were not so resistant to damage. One of the beasts took a bolt to the head and dropped out from under its human. The dismounted warrior disappeared beneath the stampede.

      Doughas didn’t have high hopes for survival.

      Then the tarp tore free, and a scaled head reared up from the earth, towering over the peons who had dared disturb its slumber. Its scales were like rubies, and the light of its eyes was the same glow as the crimson lightning.

      The air resonated with its ancient power.

      At first, even the Witch-Knights were turned away by the awful presence of the creature. Their mounts reared up and tried to flee the scene, but the humans mastered their mounts and turned back toward the dragon. They charged again with a new war cry.

      Wings rose from under the tarp and spread like another dark cloud over the battlefield. The dragon brought down its flesh-covered limbs, and the sound and force of it was like a hurricane. The front line of Witch-Knights went flying backward. The blast of air even knocked one of the trucks on its side.

      The gust slammed Doughas and Vor off their feet. When next the dwarf looked, the dragon had taken to the sky. It hovered fifty feet in the air and poured fire onto the salt flats, consuming slaves, rangers, and Witch-Knights without care.

      “Damn it! We have to bring it down!” Doughas shouted but watched as the Witch-Knights’ mounts spread wings made of pure shadow and joined the dragon in the sky. The humans struck at the creature with lances and battle axes. The beast snapped at the sharp-toothed gnats stinging its side.

      Doughas raised a fist into the air. “Hah! Kill the bastard, you glorious humans!”

      Even the rangers helped, raising their ARCs and firing volley after volley into the monster. Doughas was ready to sit back and enjoy the show, but his part in the battle was far from over.

      “Look out!” Vor shouted from where he lay, but the warning came too late.

      An oversized fist impacted the dwarf’s chest and sent him hurtling. Doughas hit the dirt and skidded a few feet. When he finally stopped, the ground shook as whatever attacked him closed the distance, looking to finish the job.

      Doughas lifted his head and recognized Glav Furst, trolled out and charging across the cracked soil to kill him.

      So much for friendship, he thought as he struggled to his feet. The goblin hurtled toward him at top speed, his flesh smoking from some sorcery of the dragon. He was even bigger than normal, and Doughas caught the same stench of burning hair.

      “Die!” Glav shouted as he neared Doughas and brought both fists down toward the dwarf.

      Doughas knew those fists would be the death of him if they made impact. He threw himself away from the blow and barely managed to avoid being crushed, then reached within his chest and felt for the hidden power behind his heart. He plucked on the strings, and vibrations reverberated throughout his body. Within seconds, his limbs unraveled, and he disappeared.

      Wasting no time, Doughas rolled to the side, dodging a stomp from Glav. He kept rolling, trusting the invisibility to protect him. When the movement kicked up dust and choked his lungs, he had to stop and hack up a ball of mud.

      He looked back at Glav. The goblin was trained on his position, no doubt able to hear his coughing.

      However, Glav wasn’t doing so good himself. His skin had blackened in several patches, and the hair was melting off the top of his head. Smoke rose from his skin in increasing swirls. He was holding the trolled out form longer than any goblin should have been able to. The dragon must have been altering his powers to help him, but it was also killing the goblin.

      Doughas cursed under his breath. He needed to end this fight fast if he wanted to save Glav. And from the looks of it, he would have to do it alone. Several more goblins had crawled out from under the trucks, and Esselliar was busy wrestling them into submission.

      For a few more moments, he would have his invisibility. He needed to use the advantage.

      Doughas clawed back to his feet and charged at Glav, wasting no more time.

      Glav heard him coming and swiped at the air with his powerful arm, but he misjudged, and the swing passed through empty air.

      Doughas leapt on top of the goblin’s swollen arm as it passed and used it like a staircase, charging up onto his shoulder and dropping behind his back. He turned as he did and slipped the strap of his long-heater around the goblin’s neck. By letting his whole body hang on the strap, he knocked the goblin off his feet.

      He kept up the pressure, twisting the strap until it was so tight Glav couldn’t hope to get it off. Glav struggled and swung wildly over his head, catching Doughas in the chest and forcing all the air from his lungs.

      Yet the dwarf held on. He planted his booted feet on the goblin’s shoulders and pushed against him, strangling the breath from his swollen neck and finally putting Glav to sleep. Hopefully not permanently.

      Doughas unwound the strap from around Glav’s neck as the goblin shrank back to his usual size and was back on his feet in time to see Vor had finished with the other goblins, each of them as sound asleep as Glav.

      With that taken care of, the Inquisitors could turn their full attention to the dragon, but from their position on the ground, there wasn’t much they could do but watch.

      The dragon’s wicked head snapped around, swallowing Witch-Knights and their steeds whole, but the wounds were starting to add up. Blood dripped from the dragon like raindrops, scattering crimson color over the barren earth and the horde of rangers firing into the air.

      Holes peppered its wings, and it struggled to gain altitude.

      Hope briefly swelled in Doughas, but then the dragon decided it had flown high enough to serve its purpose. The beast tucked its wings and plummeted back toward the earth, right on top of the rangers. It unleashed a wave of flames as it landed. A shockwave of heat and rock radiated out from the impact zone, sending rangers’ broken bodies flying hundreds of feet.

      Doughas and Vor steadied each other with an arm and raced toward the dragon, drawing their weapons, ready to end the beast for good.

      When the dust cleared, Doughas saw only two Witch-Knights left. Kivook and Parak both clung to the dragon like parasites, stabbing the beast with their knives-turned-swords. All around them, the half-eaten bodies of their comrades seeped black ichor into the cracked earth.

      The dragon turned and snapped at the Witch-Knights pestering its side. Kivook leapt, and for a second, Doughas thought he would bring down his gleaming, stretching blade down in a piercing arc, beheading the beast. Yet at the final moment, the dragon twisted with terrible swiftness, and its mouth clamped shut on the elder Witch-Knight.

      A soft pop! heralded the dragon biting Kivook in half.

      Shit.

      On the ground, a few badly injured rangers crawled away from the crater, all that remained of their army.

      As Doughas and Vor made their way closer to the crater, they spied Valorius and Medivh racing in the opposite direction, headed for their buggy and a quick escape.

      Vor shouted toward his cousin. “Hey! Where do you think you’re going? The fight isn’t over.”

      Valorius skidded to a stop and turned to make some witty remark, but Medivh interrupted. She raised her ARC at Vor and started to squeeze the trigger, intending to end their relationship with a bang.

      Doughas beat her to it.

      Another explosion shook the air between the Inquisitors and the criminals, but it was Medivh who dropped dead. The blast from the long-heater had completely taken her head off.

      Doughas turned to see how Valorius would take this, only to find the elf raising his ARC at the dwarf and shouting profanities.

      Then Valorius’ head jerked to the side as a bolt pierced his skull and put his tongue to bed.

      Doughas looked at Vor and saw the stream of smoke coming from his ARC’s barrel. The two friends shared a grim nod and continued. They had a bigger problem to deal with than a family feud. Inwardly, Doughas was relieved to have Valorius out of the equation. Now they could focus all their attention on the dragon.

      They would need it.

      The crippled husk of a magi-tech vargen sprawled at the charred edge of the crater where the dragon had landed. A barely breathing JunRazelien lay trapped underneath his mount. The Inquisitors rushed to his side and did their best to shift the mount off his broken body, but it was no use.

      The veteran elf put a shuddering hand on Vor. “Stop… I’m done.” His hand flopped to the side and landed on the hilt of a sword. His hunter’s blade. With the little strength he had left, JunRazelien inched the weapon closer to Vor. “Finish the fight, whelp,” he groaned, his voice so weak they could barely hear him.

      Vor grasped the hilt of the blade and pulled it free. It glimmered red as it reflected the light of dragon fire.

      Doughas turned back to the ranger, but his chest had ceased to move, and his eyes were frozen open. He reached down and closed JunRazelien’s eyelids. “Rest. You deserve it.”

      Together, the Inquisitors picked themselves up and made their way closer to the snapping jaws of the tyrant dragon. As they did, the beast reared up and spread its wings, ready to blast the crater with another gust of wind.

      Doughas dove behind the wreck of another ranger’s mount but knew it would provide little protection from the blast. The dwarf braced himself for the end as he aimed for the dragon’s chest.

      Then he spied a human on the back of the dragon. It was Parak. He raised his mighty axe and brought it swiftly down on the beast’s wing, cutting halfway through the muscle and down to the bone.

      Doughas winced as the dragon shrieked in pain. That was the first true damage they had done to the monster.

      Flames gushed from the dragon’s mouth and consumed half the crater before it turned over its shoulder and tried to barbeque Parak, but the dragon was too late. The axe came down a second time and severed the wing completely.

      The dragon’s limb flopped to the ground, where it moved on its own for a few seconds before stilling. It clawed at the earth with its remaining limbs and kicked up a torrent of dust and debris so Doughas couldn’t tell what became of Parak. Still, this was their chance to deliver the final blow while the dragon was down.

      Doughas rushed from cover and spotted Vor doing the same. They converged on the dragon as the dust began to clear. He saw bones jutting from the dragon’s back and noticed an orange glow surrounding the creature. It dug its feet into the earth and closed its eyes. As the dwarf watched, the wing bone began to regrow, and the bolt holes all over its body started to heal.

      No. We’ve worked so hard to get this far. We can’t lose now!

      Doughas fired at the beast’s head. Its concentration faltered. The orange glow faded, and its wounds stopped healing.

      The dragon clacked its jaw, its chest swelling as it prepared to unleash another gout of flame. It would pour this one directly on top of Doughas’ head. The dwarf steadied himself and charged his last long-heater shot, maybe the last one he would ever fire.

      Vor rushed ahead with his new blade, leaving Doughas to face the ire of the dragon alone.

      Doughas fired. A massive lead slug punched the dragon in the jaw, carving a huge hole in the side of its face but not killing the beast. The dragon reared up and opened its mouth. Fire already dripped from the sides, ready to consume dwarven flesh.

      Vor reached the dragon and plunged the blade hilt-deep into its neck. He didn’t stop until he’d carved open a five-foot trench. Blood and dragon flame poured from the wound, dumping the blast before it could be unleashed on Doughas.

      The dragon’s head flung sideways as pain racked its body, and it struggled to stay upright. It was badly wounded, but one swipe from its claws would still put the Inquisitors in the dirt.

      Vor twisted away from the dragon and the flame-gushing wound, but he wasn’t fast enough. He collapsed to the ground clutching his arm and scooping dirt onto the blaze there.

      “Esselliar!” Doughas cried and threw his long-heater aside, knowing he wouldn’t have time to reload anyway. He ran to his friend and dragged him away from the pool of blood and flames, patting down his arm to end the damage there, but what remained was a charred hunk of flesh.

      Oh, Vor…

      “It’s bad, isn’t it?” Vor’s words emerged slowly through his gritted teeth. “I won’t keep the arm, will I?”

      Doughas shook his head. “No…you won’t. I’m sorry, Vor.”

      The elf closed his eyes, and tears sprang from the corners. “Damn. What kind of work am I gonna find as a one-armed elf?”

      Doughas chuckled. “That’s what you’re worried about right now? How about this. I’ve been wanting to retire for a while now. I have a family business I’ve been meaning to take over. You can work with me there…as a partner.”

      Vor chuckled, though his body seized in pain. “You really think dwarves will buy their family pot roast from a one-armed elf? I don’t think that’s a good business idea. I know better than most how resistant to change dwarves are.”

      “Aye, but dwarves will do anything for quality pot roasts. And we’ll have the best damn pot roast in the city. Mark my words,” Doughas proclaimed and collapsed beside his partner as the weariness of the battle overtook him. He couldn’t have risen back to his feet even if he had wanted to.

      But the dragon rose.

      The beast’s head appeared above the Inquisitors, malice in its eyes for the ones who had caused it so much pain. It would give them death before it, too, perished.

      Then Parak reappeared from the swirling dust clouds, one leg twisted but still running with his knife in hand. He took a super-charged leap, screaming as he did, and stabbed the bottom of the dragon’s chin. Mid-attack, the knife transformed into a lance that drove into the dragon’s brain and lodged there.

      The human continued flying. He landed with a shout of pain directly beside Doughas and Vor. His leg bent at a terrible angle, and his skin was almost transparent from the use of sorcery. But his efforts were rewarded.

      The dead dragon collapsed back to the earth, the spear still embedded in its brain. It was over.

      Parak slowly rolled over, facing away from Doughas and coughing horribly. The human went still.

      Doughas waited a few seconds but saw no movement from him. The dwarf asked, “Are you dead, Parak?”

      The human shuddered and rolled over to face the dwarf. “Sadly, no…”

      “Good,” Vor called from where he lay. “Because I think we need to write you a ticket for illegal sorcery or something. Right, Doughas?”

      Doughas nodded gravely. “Aye, laddie. At least a ticket.”

      Laughter spilled from the three survivors. The sound carried into the rapidly clearing sky above, joining the wind as it raced over the Valley.
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      Rezy waited at the top of the hill, searching the horizon for signs of the caravan. A few of her many children crowded around her legs, holding tight lest she disappear or run away and leave them. The top of the hill was empty and had been for the past ten minutes. She was beginning to think the time was off on her shard, as the convoy with Glav should have arrived five minutes ago.

      Then she saw them. The line of trucks crested the hill and descended into the goblin community, carrying long-awaited friends and family from their trip.

      “They’re back!” Rezy cried and rushed toward the town center. She looked back to one of the elder children, now almost an adult. “Watch the little ones while I go. I’ll be back with your father shortly.” The youngest children stayed behind to be watched by the oldest while the middle ones accompanied their mother to the town square.

      Other mothers and wives who had been fervently waiting for the return of their loved ones waited there, too. A collective cheer went up as the caravan finally rolled in, and the long-lost goblins returned.

      The workers poured out and rushed to their families, engaging in long embraces and hushed words.

      Rezy strained her neck in search of her beloved, yet she couldn’t find him. She held her breath and moved closer to the trucks, hoping to ask another worker where he was. She couldn’t quiet the terror in her heart that tried to tell her Glav was dead.

      Then he was there. Standing in front of her.

      She threw herself at her husband and kissed him, careful not to take out his dragon-bone cane and knock him over. Glav wasn’t nearly as spry as he was before the incident with the dragon, but she loved him no less.

      “I’m so glad you’re home! Oh, I missed you so much. Never go on a trading mission again! You hear me?” she cried, knowing she had no real reason to be so worried. Still, ever since he almost died those years ago, she worried sick whenever he left the goblin community. Even if he had to for the sake of the growing colony.

      Glav embraced his wife with equal passion. “I know, dear. I know. I’m glad to be back. And I have the best news! We’ve purchased another big rig, and this one has a refrigerated compartment. We’ve already got a shipment coming from the Quadras. And that’s not even the best part. None other than the Ruiridh and Elf Meat Market will provide the next round of supplies.”

      Rezy smiled to hear the news. “That’s lovely, though I wish they would have called it something else. It almost sounds like they’re eating elf. Who would want a stringy thing like that?”

      Glav laughed deep in his chest. “That’s true, but I suppose it’s too late to change it now. I have another bit of news for us, too. Follow me.” Glav led his wife to one of the trucks, only to be tackled by the horde of children who had caught up to their mother. Glav greeted each child in turn and took down presents for them from the truck. The little goblins were so pleased with their trinkets they were soon running around the square playing with their new toys and had quite forgotten their father was back after a long trip.

      Glav and Rezy watched the children, proud of the family they had created. Then Glav turned back to the truck and pulled out a few more things. “Take a look at this.” He offered Rezy a ticket.

      Rezy held up the slip of paper. “It’s a receipt. Did you buy something?”

      Glav shook his head. “No, but someone else did. That is the receipt for the first-ever customer at our bed-and-breakfast.”

      “What?” Rezy exclaimed and hugged her husband again. “That’s wonderful! I didn’t think the ad would pay off so soon, but I guess the city knows how much safer it’s gotten out here.”

      Glav smiled. “At least some of the city does. I met an old ogre. Blind as a bat, but he purchased the stay for his nephew and his bride.” Glav raised both eyebrows and whispered, “His elf bride. Seems he was recommended by a friend of ours.”

      Rezy could hardly believe what she was hearing. “An ogre and an elf. It certainly is a strange world we’re living in. I didn’t think such a family was possible, but I am delighted to meet the lovers. Now, did you say you had something else to show me?”

      Glav nodded. “It’s somewhat related. Here, take a look at this. Those same friends gave me a gift before I left. I know it’s been a while since we’ve had them all out here.” He brought out a photograph of the Ruiridh family.

      Rezy oohed and ahhed over the photo. “Oh, look at them. They’re adorable. Really, they are. So many new faces!”

      She saw the eldest Ruiridh children were married and each expecting their first children. Of course, it was good to see Vor and Areal with their boys together. But what Rezy loved most was to see how proud Vor looked as he cradled a she-elf toddler with his one arm while his adopted sons stood beside him and their mother.

      As a goblin, she found the elf child miserably ugly, but she was still glad to see them all together and happy.

      She looked over at her own children and hugged her husband again, savoring the closeness. It was a good thing to have a community, a place, a family.
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      Dear Readers,

      Well, this has been fun, hasn’t it? We’ve gotten to take quite a ride with our duo, and as a result, we’ve seen so much of the Quadras and gathered so many hints of the world beyond. I’m not sure if this marks the end of all that. Only time and sales will tell, don’t you know? But it’s my hope that sometime very soon, we might be able to circle around and pick up on some of the loose ends I left lying about. Some of them were there on purpose, some were happy accidents, and some were me being too scared of getting tangled in my own knots, but there is potential all the same.

      In the meantime, the Dwarvish Dirty Dozen series will be coming on the heels of this one, and I’m in the midst of trying to get all manner of things up and running for you all, including a possible bit of fun on a podcast that I’ve been laboring behind the scenes on. Be sure to get signed up for my newsletter, check me out on all the social media (Facebook, Instagram, TikTok), and keep a weather eye out for more good things on the horizon. The world’s rough and the seas troubled, but I’m convinced we can find tales to savor and stories to warm us all the same.

      As always, it is my most sincere pleasure and honor that you’ve chosen to spend your time with me, and my deep hope that you’ve found it worthwhile.

      Until next time, love well, seek truth, and stand strong.

      

      
        
        Sincerest regards,

        Aaron D. Schneider
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      First, thank you for not only reading this story, but these author notes in the back as well!

      

      Thought Experiment #589: A Motto a Day

      I recently had a wild thought experiment: What if you had to randomly choose a "motto to live for the day" every day? What would that be like? And what if you had to do this for a week in a row?

      Now, imagine you were secretly filmed during this entire week, with those who watched you grading your performance based on how well you embodied each day's motto. The idea of having your daily life captured on camera, with strangers scrutinizing your every move and decision, is both intriguing and daunting.

      Could this be the next most-watched unscripted show, especially given the ongoing writers' strike in Hollywood? It has all the elements of a captivating series: the suspense of seeing which motto is chosen each day, the drama of observing how people adapt (or struggle) to embrace the motto, and the anticipation of finding out the grades given by the viewers.

      If someone out there decides to use this idea for a show, can I get 1% of the income? After all, it's not every day you come up with a thought experiment that could be turned into a hit reality TV series!

      In any case, exploring these ideas and considering how our lives might be impacted by embracing a new motto each day, even if only for a short time, is fun. Who knows? It might even lead to some unexpected personal growth and self-discovery.

      I hope you enjoyed the story, and I'll catch up with you in the next book!

      

      
        
        Ad Aeternitatem,

      

        

      
        Michael Anderle
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