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      In a certain sector of the dwarven undercity, on a street corner surrounded by vacant lanes and spotted with puddles from the dangling, dripping stalactites, a flophouse’s neon sign blinked off and on. A violent buzz accompanied the vomit-green light, creating a rhythmic, hypnotic cadence.

      The sign blared Dempsey’s Dreamhouse, though folks would have to be dreaming to call it that.

      It was four and a half stories, oddly tall for a dwarf structure in this area, especially since it had no elevator. Its lower half was crushed between two dark gray buildings of unknown use, so the upper portion of Dempsey’s expanded like a squeezed sausage.

      Once upon a time, the space there had been a wide lot purchased cheap and unceremoniously stuffed with white concrete, then carved out by unskilled labor until Dempsey’s jagged, uneven dreamhouse emerged.

      Under the front door’s overhang, a pile of homeless, clanless dwarves huddled, clothed in stitched-together garments and wearing black trash bags to ward off the damp. Every couple of minutes, egged on by the cold, the dwarves at the edges tried to worm their way into the center, only for shoves, elbows, and curses to force them back. They looked more pitiful than a nearby pair of cave pixies snuggled inside a drainage pipe and wrapped in the fleshy blanket of their wings.

      Visitors from the surface, as if this corner of the undercity ever had such visitors, might have heard of dwarves’ fastidious tendencies and wondered how such a disaster could exist. They would be more horrified to learn that, in this neighborhood, establishments like Dempsey’s were the norm. Any respectable dwarf would be equally horrified and likely never to see Dempsey’s. They would never be caught dead or alive in this seedy part of their domain. This was the place city guides took hour-long detours to avoid, never coming within two miles of its border, so no hint of its existence was seen, heard, or smelled. Oh, did it smell.

      Although not the lowest in depth, this part of the dwarven quarter had sunk to the deepest abyss in the minds of dwarfkind. Honorable, family-loving, tradition-following dwarves had tried to expunge this blight from their midst for generations. Yet contracts, both ancient and fresh, had kept it alive. There were many names for this area: the Black Box District, the Wrong Street, Noxer’s Neighborhood, and others unmentionable in civilized company. Most commonly, if a dwarf referred to it, they called it Fellow’s Fief.

      One by one, the dwarves on the edge of the huddle stirred and lifted their heads. The center dwarves cursed and threatened, ready to defend their warm, dry perches. However, the dwarves on the outside passed whispers from one to another. Then the word was repeated louder. Fellows.

      Panic struck, and the outer dwarves scuttled away to vanish into nearby alleys or bury themselves under piles of garbage. Some of the center dwarves failed to hear the warning. A pair hunkered under the overhang as three half-masked dwarves appeared, bathed in a flash of green by the neon sign.

      The homeless dwarves froze when they recognized the Fellows, only for the neon sign to blink off and darkness to swallow their vision. When the light returned, the Fellows had seemingly teleported directly next to the trembling pair. The Fellows exchanged no words. The middle Fellow stared at the homeless, clanless, bedraggled piece of filth at his feet.

      The homeless dwarf stared back, his bloodshot eyes and a bulbous nose visible under his trash-bag poncho. His ruddy lips, mostly hidden by a matted tangle of beard, tried to squeak out an apology or a plea for mercy. Anything to stay the coming judgment.

      The lead Fellow shoved his gloved hand inside the homeless dwarf’s mouth to stop him from blubbering.

      The other homeless one, a dwarfess, tried to scramble away on all fours. A swift kick sent her into the wall. Pieces of concrete shattered and powdered her trash bag with white dust. Another Fellow applied his boot to her neck and left her trapped and sobbing.

      The lead dwarf examined his catch and slowly shook his head. “Verminators are no good. Leaving brownies to get as big and fat as my cousin. No good.”

      “No good,” echoed the Fellow whose foot rested on the second dwarf’s neck.

      She sobbed and tried to speak, but pressure from the Fellow’s foot turned the dwarfess’ words into racking coughs.

      “What say we help the Verminators out?” The third Fellow drew a loaded ARC from the folds of his coat and shoved the muzzle against the first dwarf’s forehead.

      “Whoa, whoa.” The lead Fellow pushed the loaded ARC away with his free hand, his other still lodged in the homeless dwarf’s mouth. “How are we gonna expect them Vermin-killers to learn, eh? You gonna end up doing it all for them. You might as well go join them if you’re so keen on killing little old brownies.”

      The third Fellow grumbled and shoved his ARC back into his pocket. “Fine, but I’m done with your game. We got a job to finish, and I’m hankering to get outta this damp-ass dump.”

      When he said this, a spark of hope crept into the homeless dwarf’s eyes.

      The lead Fellow noticed and smiled. “Don’t worry. The game’s up for these two. We’ll make sure the Verminators have an easy time catching you brownies. Won’t we?” He raised his free hand and revealed a gilded knuckle-duster.

      The homeless dwarf’s eyes swelled to twice their size. He tried to scream, but it came out muffled.

      “Don’t worry,” the lead Fellow explained. “My partner wants me to be quick.”

      He was.

      Three strikes. First to the ribs, then to the collarbone, and lastly, to the sternum. The sharp crunch of shattering bone followed each punch. The homeless dwarf bit and punched the lead Fellow, but the billowing coat and the body armor under it turned his feeble blows into puffs of air. The Fellow’s frown beneath the half-mask turned upward in the reverse of his mask, creating a terrifying S-shape.

      Finished, the lead Fellow lowered his arm. The homeless dwarf slid off his fist and crumpled to the side. Blood welled in his mouth and poured through the fresh gaps in his teeth. He coughed and sputtered, then lay still.

      “Might be too easy for the Verminators after all.” The lead Fellow turned his attention to the dwarfess. “Finish that one. Who are we kidding? There’s no helping those salaried bastards. If they paid by the head, maybe they’d put a dent in the wee-folk legion.”

      On hearing this, the other homeless dwarf shrieked, but the Fellow with a foot on her neck shifted his weight and brought her a quick end. The sharp pop presaged her broken spine. Her limp body had to be dragged away from the front door before it could be opened. With that, the Fellows entered Dempsey’s Dreamhouse.

      As soon as the masked dwarves vanished inside, the other homeless dwarves rushed back to claim a better spot, pushing the dead dwarves aside as they relished their good fortune. They kept an ear close to the door for the Fellows’ return.

      Inside the establishment, a few feet of space separated the door from the front desk, a normal table painted white to match the walls. A goblin stood behind it, his underwear clearly visible beneath the table. The creature didn’t seem to care. He held a shard in one hand while the other tapped the desk in time with the buzz of the neon sign. The hand with the shard was maimed, missing all but one finger. The enchanted viewing glass was taped around this lone digit, playing a never-ending slide show of unrelated ten-second videos.

      The goblin was so close to the door that he must have heard everything that went on outside. Still, he seemed bored, with his gaze glued to the shard.

      “What dreams can Dempsey make true today, boys?” the goblin asked. “I can kick out some rats from the first-floor rooms. Plenty of beard-free dwarves for hire. Unless you like the beards.”

      The lead Fellow didn’t care for the conversation. He held out a hand. “Key. One-legged dwarf’s room. Now.”

      Without looking or turning, the goblin reached behind himself and snatched a key off its hook. “All the way up. First door on the left.”

      After hearing this, one of the Fellows complained, “One leg, and you gave him a room on the fourth floor? Damn. I thought I was cruel. You sure we won’t find him collapsed on the first-floor landing?”

      The goblin grumbled, “Would have won my landlord’s bet if he had.” He dropped the key in the lead Fellow’s palm and returned to the video on his shard, looking no happier. “Have a dreamy stay.”

      The trio of dwarves marched up the stairs, their heavy footsteps causing doors to open and curious heads to pop out. They flew back inside as soon as they saw who it was, and the sounds of bolts sliding and locks clicking followed. The residents of the Dreamhouse might dwell in the Fief, but Fellows they were not. Only souls down on their luck with no place to go after a catastrophic gambling spree. One too many bad decisions had forced them from the safer districts, or drug addictions caused them to sell their belongings in pursuit of that sweet high. Whatever the reason, the residents of the Dreamhouse were one misstep from becoming another oversized brownie on the porch. Foot trash for the Fellows.

      Once at the top, the trio paused on the uneven landing. The lead Fellow drew a sleek, artisan ARC from his coat. The first door on the left looked no different than the others, except for a diagonal scratch across the upper corner. The lead Fellow slipped the key in and forced open the door in one smooth motion. He stepped aside as his compatriots marched in.

      Shouts came instead of ARC blasts. First, one male dwarven voice, then a second female voice, both angry. The shouts turned to screams when they recognized their half-masked foes. The lead Fellow settled off-center against the opposite wall so he couldn’t see the action. Not that he didn’t care to. Such a raid was too boring to give his attention.

      The sound of blows came, the pumpf-pumpf of fists hitting flesh and fabric, grunts and pathetic yelps. A heavy body buckled part of the wall. Then came a flurry of barefoot footsteps and a wooden drawer flung open. One of the Fellows shouted. ARCs fired. The lead Fellow heard the hiss of hot metal through meat and an angry scream that faded to a limp groan.

      The two Fellows came out, breathing heavily and dragging a rangy dwarf between them. The poor sot’s leg dangled behind him. The one-legged dwarf’s beard grew in patches. He struggled like a captured beast, eschewing words as he growled and snapped at the hands binding his shoulders.

      The lead Fellow leaned to look inside the room. “Bloody mess you two made in there.”

      The other Fellows glared. “Whore had a pea-shooter, is all.”

      “A flop girl almost caught with your trousers down? Hell, you two give the mask a bad name.”

      “We dealt with it.”

      “Oh, I heard. So did half the Fief.” The lead Fellow raised his voice, then checked himself and drew a breath. “I’ll finish with you two when we’re back at the hall.”

      With his empty hand, he lifted the one-legged dwarf’s hanging head. The face was so pocked with rune-shaped welts and blisters that the Fellow had to squint and twist multiple times before he felt convinced of his identity. Half of the dwarf’s face was oddly pale.

      “Gotcha.”

      The Fellows made their way down the Dreamhouse, tossing their captive down a few flights as they went.

      “You need to be more careful,” they yelled after him. “We’d hate you to break your other leg. Stairs can be such dangerous places for cripples.” Their laughter boomed throughout the building, echoing to the bottom floor, where they soon emerged. The lead Fellow left the key with the goblin attendant, who was still glued to his shard without blinking, smiling, or laughing. He looked closer to a corpse than a living creature.

      The Fellow dropped a few coins along with the key. “Bit of a mess up there. Might want to send another cripple to the top floor to clean it. Maybe you’ll win the bet this time.” They laughed again.

      The goblin sucked the coins across the desk with his unmaimed hand. “Have a dreamy day.”

      When the dwarves kicked open the front door, they sent homeless dwarves scattering across the puddle-spotted sidewalk. None of them stuck around to be butchered this time. The two corpses had also disappeared, probably picked up by organ hunters on the prowl.

      A bulky vehicle waited for the group. It was around twenty feet long with three pairs of wheels, custom armor plating, and tinted windows. The glorious cherry on top held a swivel-mounted ballista-class ARC, the terror of the Wardens.

      The Fellows shoved their captive into the back seat of the mammoth vehicle before they filed in and settled on the black leather seats. One Fellow popped open a mini-fridge under his seat. He gingerly pulled out a glass stein brimming with amber beer and topped with luscious foam. The others joined their brother and relished their victory.

      The lead Fellow called his superiors at the Fellowship hall to inform them of the success. He slapped the roof twice with his palm. “Take us home,” he called to the driver, and the vehicle launched into motion.

      With business taken care of, the lead Fellow slid to the captive dwarf, where he cowered in the corner. “Always had more balls than brains, you did. That’s what kept you alive for so long. Look at you. Only one leg, and you’re halfway to a beardless, feckless dwarfess. Makes my stomach sick to have called you brother. That’s why your end will be special. The bosses have been planning it for months. They even hired an artist to develop a theme for your homecoming.

      “You want to know what the theme is? Hmm, what was that? No? Don’t worry. You’ll figure it out. But what about this leg of yours? How’d you lose the limb, buddy?” The lead Fellow prodded the captive dwarf. “Come on. I want to hear it. Spit it out.” The captive moaned in response. The lead Fellow shoved him, and his head bounced off the glass.

      All that came out was blood and spittle.

      “Ugh, disgusting.” The lead Fellow sneered. “Sad, sorry sack. You won’t get my pity, though. You had every chance to stop. If you had been half as greedy, half as ambitious, and not so damned determined to ruin what we had, this would still be your playground.”

      The captive dwarf’s eyes focused as he felt the familiar press of the lead Fellow’s ARC from where it hung on his hip. One lucky move and he could unholster that weapon and unload. Kill the leader and use him as a shield. Shoot the one who’s barely touched his beer. Shoot the idiot. Shoot the driver. Escape. Hide. Live.

      While the lead Fellow rambled on with his insults and threats, the one-legged dwarf bided his time. He moaned and slid as low as possible, his dangling hair acting as a curtain to his eyes so he could better examine the ARC. He waited for his moment to strike. He knew what to wait for.

      Without government control, the Fief had no work programs, as evidenced by the horde of homeless dwarves that inhabited the seediest sections. Anything and everything that went on in the district happened because the Fellows ordered it. In the Fief, they were judge, jury, and executioner. They also held less exciting titles such as sanitation manager, permit organizer, treasurer, and civic engineer. The Fellows loved the first set of titles and cared much less for the latter.

      “Damn road needs to be resealed,” the lead Fellow remarked as the vehicle rumbled over a section of potholes. He glanced at his compatriots. “Aren’t you two on the road committee? When are you going to get off your asses and fix this shit?”

      The other two waved their boss’ complaint away. “We’ll get to it.” That’s what the Fellows always said.

      Finally, they encountered the kind of potholes the one-legged dwarf had been waiting for. It felt like the vehicle was going off-roading in the Valley.

      With surprising speed, the captive dwarf pushed off the wall to gain power, launched at the lead Fellow, and clawed at his holster.

      For all the captive dwarf’s cunning, he was no match in his damaged state. A hand like a vice gripped his wrist, and the Fellow twisted it painfully.

      “Stop! Please stop!” he begged.

      The Fellow dropped the one-legged dwarf’s wrist and snickered. “You guessed it. You guessed the theme!” The lead Fellow laughed, though he was careful to keep a hand over his holster.

      “I told you, Auruhm. You’ve got more balls than brains.” A cruel S-shaped smile touched the Fellow’s lips. “Shame you’ll be losing both today.”

      The captive dwarf deflated in his seat. Once we reach the hall, I’ll be dead in the worst way imaginable.

      Ahead of the car, the lead Fellow noticed something. His smile vanished as he leaned in to get a closer look. “Go left, you idiot. No, go aroun—oh, son of—”

      Crash.

      The world flipped. Dwarves spun around in the vehicle, going from one side to the other and back. No Fellow had ever wanted seatbelts installed. Windows shattered in the chaos, and Auruhm felt sharp pains across his arms and cheeks. More scars for the collection. How many can I take? His insides felt as jumbled as his outsides. When the vehicle stopped, his stomach kept moving up and out his throat, spraying across the black leather seats and the other dwarves. If he hadn’t felt like death, he might have smiled.

      The Fellows were slow to recover. Too slow.

      From outside the car, which now lay on its side, there was a terrible screech of rending metal. The crumpled door popped free like a bottle cap. Neon lights shone on the inhabitants of the car. The Fellows screamed as they looked up with blood running down their beards from the crash. Faster than Auruhm could track, the lead Fellow was snatched. His blubbering pleas echoed into the car. Could win an award with that act. Some Fellow he is. Was…

      The sobbing ended in a scream. Auruhm heard bones crunch and fabric shred. The remaining Fellows scrambled toward the broken windows, but the creature was faster. It snatched a Fellow by the ankle and dragged him to the same fate as the first. The last Fellow was halfway out when his head twisted sharply and popped off his body, followed by a deeply savored crunch-crunch-slurp.

      Auruhm had no time to think, even if his mind had been clear enough to do so. He crawled toward the front over the corpse of a massacred Fellow. Before he could escape, a ruddy limb shot through the portal and grabbed him by the leg. He was yanked into the not-so-fresh air, where neon blue and pink lights blinded him and shrouded the creature in shadow.

      “Fancy meeting you here, ol’ buddy,” it said. Jester’s makeup painted its blood-speckled cheeks, and its grin revealed a mass of gleaming black teeth. The same grin that woke him screaming most nights.

      “M-m-m-Mr. Scratch?”

      “Oh, so happy you remember little Scratchy. Happened to be in the neighborhood and thought I’d swing by. How’s about you and me go somewhere for a bite?” Mr. Scratch ran his tongue over his teeth and laughed. “We need to have a little chat.”
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      Esselliar

      Rain muddled the air. Nothing close to a torrent, but enough to poke the top of Vor’s head every few seconds. Sometimes a drop stabbed an eye and forced him to blink rapidly or remain half-blind. The weather had worsened an already slippery situation.

      Vor and Doughas each hugged a cast-iron pole, their bodies desperately wrapped around the rain-slick metal. No safety ropes. No nets. Horizontal bars were attached along the poles below and above them at wide intervals. They struggled upward toward the nearest bar, hand over hand, straining and squeezing their legs. Finally, they reached it and pulled themselves up for a well-deserved rest.

      Only twenty more rungs to go. Better not tell Doughas that. The poor dwarf’s struggling. Their rests grew longer each time. The pattern of vertical and horizontal bars repeated the whole way up the building, resembling an oversized fire escape because it was.

      The area around Vor and Doughas told the same story. Alleyways so spacious they could qualify as highways in other sections of the Quadras and buildings that looked like stretched-out versions of smaller ones. Most were one or two stories and designed as cheap recreations of ancient stone temples marked with glyphs and gigantic figures.

      The ogre quarter.

      No ogre neighborhood would be complete without the delicious scent of spiced foods wafting into their nostrils, though the savory smells only worsened Vor and Doughas’ moods. The food was a tantalizing carrot around the corner, forever out of reach.

      They had to settle for the rain and the climb because the garage they needed to search had no roof access inside. So the proprietor said, though he seemed no friend to the Inquisitors. With their luck, there was probably a nice, cushy stairwell leading directly to the roof somewhere. Regardless, Vor and Doughas were climbing a ladder built for large ogres.

      “So much for integration,” Doughas grumbled.

      Vor felt the dour expression carved on his partner’s face by the dripping rain.

      “Can you see how much further to the top?” Doughas asked.

      “Neck too tired to look yourself?” Vor was tired of being stabbed in the eye by the rain when he did look up.

      Doughas muttered something in response. The dwarf tipped his rain-warded hood back and peeked at the roof line. Whatever he saw, it wasn’t good. “Damn this ladder, damn the ogres, and damn me for thinking I could do this. It’d be faster to climb the bricks with my fingernails. And damn these human bastards for wrecking the rest of the damn world…”

      The shard-com buzzed on Vor’s hip, and an ogre’s voice crackled. “Please repeat. Missed that last message. Over.”

      Whoops. Vor fumbled with the enchanted glass and brought it to his mouth. “Um, no worries. Almost to the roof. Taking longer due to rain. Hold for next message. Over.”

      On the other end was a member of the Ogre Quarter Public Works Department, which folk called the OQPWD when within earshot of an employee. Otherwise, they called it Ogward. It didn’t help their mood that the Ogward employee sat comfortably in a van at the base of the building, snacking on chips and mutton chutney. They could almost see the ogre's satisfied grin whenever he comm’d. He was in charge of carting the detectives around to various locations and providing access codes to terminals and keys when necessary.

      Vor chuckled and slipped the shard back into its holster. “Must have bumped it.”

      Doughas’ frown sunk so deep, Vor wondered if it would become permanent. His partner mumbled, and he caught two words. Childish and elf.

      Sheesh. It was one thing to be angry but another to be a jerk. Vor wondered if there was more to this anger than simple exhaustion. For the moment, he could only offer help. “If you want me to, I might—”

      “Don’t. You. Dare.”

      Vor sighed and shook his head. Can’t say I never tried. We’d already be on the roof if not for the stubbornness of dwarves… Great. Now I’m doing it, too. If us Inquisitors are this bad, no wonder integration’s been a mess. Now the humans are gonna be thrown into the mix. I wonder if they’ll be the fuel that finally causes this city to blow.

      Vor and Doughas continued to climb in silence. Each movement was harder than the last. Whether from age or dwarven physiology and weight, Doughas struggled far more than Vor, who had slowed his ascent to stick beside his partner. One climb might have been doable, but this came at the tail end of searching multiple rooftops, climbing hundreds of flights, exploring under bridges, and wading into sewers.

      It wasn’t even midday.

      Beyond orders, the two had good reason to be out in the rain. They weren’t alone, either. Almost the entire Inquisitor’s Bureau and half of the Ogre Sentinels were scouring the roads from the Valley into the ogre quarter.

      In twenty-four hours, a delegation of human leaders would arrive in the Quadras to discuss the greatest change ever to take place in their fair, divided city.

      As soon as this event was announced, the hyper-radical, pro-dwarf Sons of Stone had chosen to plan a “protest” for the same day. They couldn’t make it easy for us, could they? Informants had reported that the Sons of Stone had an explosive rally in mind, too. Thankfully, the exact route of the human motorcade would not be known until an hour before their arrival, and only a few key individuals would know it.

      Unfortunately, that meant an army of public officials had to sweep the roadways, bridges, and vantage points for radical dwarf activity. Another pair of Inquisitors had already apprehended a sniper set up in a hotel window with a view of the main thoroughfare. The Sons of Stone had to be fools to think the humans would march through the front door. Vor had never met a human, but he supposed they had to be somewhat intelligent. Then again, they’d managed to ruin most of the world.

      Doughas released a breath. The air poured out in a cloud of steamy vapor. “Forgive the attitude. Truthfully, I’m worried about my Sierla.”

      Vor focused on his partner upon hearing his somber tone. “What are you talking about? What’s wrong with her? Is she sick? Getting into something she shouldn’t? You know, if you need me to stage a break-in to scare her straight, you give me the word, and I’ll do it.”

      For the first time in hours, the frown on Doughas’ face lifted slightly. Not quite a smile, but better than before. “I appreciate that, Vor. I really do. It’s not like that, though. Sierla’s been working nonstop as a clerk for the clan. You know, the financial offices. Filing papers and running numbers.”

      Vor struggled to see the problem but let his friend continue, as the sadness was still clear in his voice.

      “She’s gone from sunrise to sunset, and Huala’s pregnant again. Could really use the help around the house. More than that, I’m really afraid she’s missing out on her last years of childhood. She’ll have centuries to push pencils, but I can count what’s left of her childhood on one hand. Soon she’ll be married and having kids of her own.”

      Vor started to picture the problem but found part of it strange. “When you have me over for dinner, you’re always getting on Tuierrhas for not applying himself to this job or that project. You literally yelled at him for not applying for an internship the last time I saw you two in a room together. What’s the deal? Why aren’t you proud of Sierla?”

      Doughas’ smile faded, and he sighed. “You’re an elf. It’s not going to make sense to you.”

      “You could at least try to explain? We’ve got the time.” Vor sighed and nodded to where they hung.

      “Fine. If you make a snappy quip, you’ll never hear another drop of dwarven tradition.” Doughas cleared his throat and entered into a rehearsed speech that made Vor think he was receiving the same talk Doughas gave his own children at one point in their lives.

      “In dwarven society, there are…differences between the sexes beyond having a beard or not having a beard. There are different expectations. Sons need to be pushed and challenged, strengthened by trials and hard work, so they are prepared to faithfully and honorably lead their household. You may hate this, Vor, but in dwarven culture, a dwarfess has a duty to her family and her clan. Like it or not, she needs to marry a good dwarf who's been preparing to love and care for her his whole life.

      “A good and fruitful marriage will protect her from poverty and neglect, as well as strengthen the clan. She’ll have two families keeping her safe. Her children will grow up to provide for her in her old age and add their strength and minds to the clan. We dwarves may live long lives—not as long as elves, of course—but chance happens to us all. As the old proverb says, ‘At night, the stronger our ties, the safer we lie.’”

      Vor stopped climbing as his brain parsed the data through an incompatible elven lens. “But what about... What if... Couldn’t she…” At every turn, Vor stopped himself, not wanting to turn their conversation into an argument. Finally, he concluded, “I can respect dwarven tradition, but I must say I disagree with it. Every part of my elven being disagrees.”

      Doughas chuckled. “I know you do, but thank you for listening. And thank you for not making a joke.” The two partners shared a laugh and returned to the climb.

      Doughas lowered his hood one more time and peered at the roof line, only for a raindrop to dive-bomb his iris. The dwarf cursed and flipped his hood up with an aggressive flick. The way he cursed the rain sounded like he was reciting some ancient drought spell.

      The dwarf heaved a defeated sigh. “Do it, Vor. Just do it.”

      Vor’s whole body felt lighter. “Really? You won’t regret this.” He wasn’t waiting for the dwarf to change his mind. He released the pole and danced across the horizontal bar to where Doughas stood, ducked, and reached for the heels of the dwarf’s boots. Doughas caught his hand before he made contact.

      “Promise me you’ll never tell a soul.”

      Vor grinned. “I promise with all my elven heart.”

      Doughas nodded and released Vor’s hand.

      The elf grabbed Doughas’ heels and reached inside himself to stretch his hidden talent. It felt like holding a breath, but rather than freezing his lungs, his whole body tightened with building tension. He emptied the gush of energy through his hand and into the dwarf’s boots.

      Doughas took immediate advantage of the gleamed shoes. He jumped and landed on the horizontal bar. The magic in his heels absorbed the energy and redirected it into the dwarf’s legs. Another bounce launched him to the next rung. There, he bounced again.

      Doughas released a wild, whooping holler. With a final, massive leap, he soared past the last rungs of the ladder and reached the roof. He landed at the edge with the force of a catapult. Vor heard an unfortunate thump as the dwarf came to rest. A little too eager…

      Vor tightened the same invisible muscle and built tension throughout his body. He gripped his own heels and sent the golden energy rolling into them. The elf rode the burst of power easily to the top. Learning from his partner’s mistake, he made sure to land with a graceful flourish.

      Vor felt alight with excitement. “That was amazing! We gotta do that again on the next building.”

      Doughas groaned and gripped his stomach gingerly. “I disagree. Never again…never again.”

      As they celebrated the completed ascent, the two Inquisitors paid little attention to the crowded rooftop packed with magi-tech cooling units and assorted metal pipes. Sweet-smelling steam rose from several vents and clouded the area. They paid more attention when two cave pixies fluttered into view on their fleshy, translucent bat-wings, struggling to carry the ugliest bomb to ever be cobbled together in some dwarf’s basement. Wires stuck out of the case like tubes from a hospital patient. The explosive itself was oblong and stocky, like a toddler dwarf’s squashed clay pumpkin.

      Beyond the obvious question of what they were doing with a bomb, a second rang in Vor’s mind. What are cave pixies doing aboveground?

      The answer to the first came when several Sons of Stone appeared from behind a metal pipe, chasing the pixies as they tried to retrieve their precious IED. They ought to call it a UAIED. Ugly Ass Improvised Explosive Device.

      Any chance of surprise vanished when one of them yelled out, “Inquisitors!” The dwarves drew their ARCs and fired, forcing Vor and Doughas into cover.

      The most athletic one of the dwarves continued to chase the escaping pixies.

      Vor and Doughas had little time to strategize.

      Doughas unstrapped his goblin long-heater from his back and nodded toward the wee-folk. “Go get the bomb. I’ll deal with these fools.”

      The shard-comm on Vor’s hip crackled. “Everything all right up there, Inquisitors? I thought I heard ARCs going off. Course, these chips sound a bit like an ARC sometimes. Very crunchy. Hey, can we stop again for another meal? I’m getting—”

      Doughas ripped the shard from Vor’s holster. The dwarf slammed the talk button with his thumb and screamed into the mic. “Go eat yourself if you’re so damn hungry!” With that, he chucked the shard across the roof and shattered it against a cooling unit.

      The shard-comm distracted the Sons as they tried to figure out if it had been dangerous.

      Doughas pushed Vor. “Go on! I’ll cover.” The dwarf stood with his loaded heater. His opening salvo rocketed toward the crouching Sons of Stone. One of them cried out when the metal pipe he’d been hiding behind proved too thin to halt the bolts from Doughas’ massive weapon.

      “How’s that for dwarfish supremacy, eh?” Doughas yelled.

      Vor stayed low and pulled Hope and Glory from its holster, giving the weapon a kiss for good luck before he shot across the rooftop. The pixies were headed for the front of the building. They probably hoped to slip across the street and disappear in an alley or down the sewer. Vor moved faster. He caught a glimpse of fluttering brown in the corner of his eye before an ARC bolt ricocheted off a metal plate less than a foot from his head.

      Without aiming, Vor fired a return volley in the direction of the bolt. The Sons of Stone were secondary to disarming the bomb. Vor skidded to a stop as the roof came to a sudden end, and the pixies were nowhere in sight.

      He turned and located the two wee-folk huddled under a tangled mess of pipes. Vent steam obscured them from the front. A tactical roll brought Vor within five feet of the pixies, who, to Vor’s horror, were gnawing on the bomb and its wires.

      Oh, you’ve got to be kidding me!

      The athletic dwarf leapt onto the pipes above the pixies and fired, but Vor was faster. He loosed a bolt that lodged in the dwarf’s upper leg and threw his aim off. The dwarf’s leg buckled. He toppled from the pipe and would have fallen on Vor if the elf hadn’t rolled out of the way. Vor tried to crawl into the crevice and snatch the bomb, but his skin hissed as the boiling steam touched it and forced him back. He would have to come at them from the side.

      The dwarf recovered quicker than Vor anticipated and grabbed the elf by the legs, yanking him back. Vor turned and rammed with the muzzle of his ARC into the dwarf’s chest, where the body armor protected him the most. The dwarf might have won then, except Vor was an elf who’d punched him with a gun.

      Vor bellowed. Built-up tension burst through his hands and into his ARC. One bolt was all he needed. The gleamed blast tore through the radical dwarf, armor and all. The dwarf silently toppled backward off the roof, hitting railings and tarps as he went until he made final and conclusive contact with the sidewalk. He landed beside the Ogward van. Vor hoped the shock caused the ogre inside to choke on his chips.

      The pixies’ excited squeaks reminded Vor of his mission. He dove into the side of the metal labyrinth and worked his hands through until he grabbed the device. Sharp teeth snapped at his fingers. Vor tried to grab a pixie by the neck, but every time he gained purchase, it slipped away. The other pixie worked to gnaw through a wire. Vor couldn’t wait any longer.

      After rolling around to the front, Vor gritted his teeth and shoved his arm through the boiling steam. Biting his cheeks barely kept him from crying out. He grabbed the bomb and yanked. The pixies came with it, and he shook the bomb around to fling off the wee-folk. It worked for one, but the other had been gnawing on the wire. The extra force of Vor’s shaking helped the pixie finish biting through, and the wire snapped with a tiny pop.

      Oh, no. Not like this.

      As a last defense, Vor chucked the bomb toward the Sons of Stone on the opposite side of the roof and waited for the boom. However, it didn’t go off.

      The pixies squealed in delight and rushed off the rooftop before Vor could react.

      From across the roof, a deep-voiced dwarf shouted, “We’ve got the bomb. Fall back. We’ll get another chance at this.”

      Doughas fired his long-heater toward the voice, and another scream filled the air. Yet there were still enemy dwarves alive. The stomp of their boots and the clink of metal drifted in the air. They must have another way down.

      Vor rushed around the edge of the roof, keeping Hope and Glory ready to shoot. He rounded the corner and came face-to-face with a loaded long-heater.

      “Sheesh!” Vor shouted and raised his arms before Doughas shot him. “Not a dwarf!”

      “Sorry. I heard a noise over here and thought it was them. What happened? Did they get the bomb?”

      Vor recalled his struggle with the pixies, then throwing the disarmed bomb to the enemy dwarves. It was too much information to give his partner in the heat of the moment. He settled for explaining that the bomb was disarmed, but the Sons of Stone still had it and planned to use it again.

      A question rose to Doughas’ lips but now wasn’t the time. The two Inquisitors rushed to the edge of the roof. The dwarves had vanished through an open window.

      Vor went first and leapt into the ogre-sized hallway. The heavy clank of dwarven boots emanated from a stairwell to the right. Vor and Doughas fumed at the sight of the stairs. That lying ogre. There was no time for anger at the wasted energy from their climb, though. The Inquisitors pursued the dwarves, too far behind for engagement.

      That changed when they reached the ground level.

      Vor and Doughas rushed into the lobby with their weapons hot. ARC fire blasted out the front windows and launched shards of glass at the Inquisitors. They dove for cover and crawled the last few feet.

      Vor peeked above a window sill. To both his horror and delight, the Sons of Stone had surrounded the Ogward van and were trying to steal it. He couldn’t see the Ogward employee whose name escaped him, but he imagined the lazy brute pissing himself with an ARC leveled at his head.

      “I’ve got ’em.” Doughas leveled his goblin long-heater at a group of dwarves huddled near the back.

      Boom! The air vibrated with energy from the gargantuan rifle. Intense, visible heat poured from the barrels. Vor could almost see the incandescent trail where the shimmering metal slug had traveled into the middle of the group, vaporizing one’s midsection and killing two more with the blast.

      One of the dwarves from behind the van called, “I fixed the bomb! I’ve got the wire reattached!”

      “No, no, no,” another answered. “That’s the wrong—”

      The IED ignited. A dense, fiery explosion engulfed the van and the street, shaking the building to its foundation. Cracks erupted along the tiled floor beneath them. When the dust cleared, only a bubbling, blackened crater remained where the van had been.

      The sight cut Vor to his soul.

      The ogre might have annoyed me, but he didn’t deserve this.

      Vor rushed out to the crater. “No. Not like this,” he pleaded. A few scraps of rubber from the tires remained in the hole. Some pieces of the vehicle had blown across the street and stuck into nearby buildings. There was a lot of blood, too.

      Behind him, Doughas shook his head. “Damn fools.” The older dwarf flipped out his shard and called it in to the Bureau, noting that they might want to alter their plan for the humans’ diplomatic visit.

      Vor heard groans from a nearby restaurant splattered with debris from the explosion. The windows had blown out, and several customers lay on the ground covered in glass cuts. He sprinted toward the fallen citizens and yelled for Doughas to call an ambulance.

      Most of their wounds looked minor from a distance. The worst was the knee of the ogre closest to the blast. It looked as though he’d come out of the restaurant right as the bomb detonated. Vor rushed over and examined the knee, doing his best to comfort the injured giant.

      The wounded ogre lifted his head. “Inquisitor, is that you?”

      Vor almost fainted when he recognized the ogre’s voice from his shard-comm.

      He grabbed a bandage from his jacket and started wrapping the bleeding knee. “It’s gonna be all right. Nothing looks major, buddy. You’ll need some stitches, but—what? What is it?”

      The ogre held out a bag of chips. “I-I thought y-you wanted some. Went to get…chips. Came back…boom.” The ogre lowered his arm, reeling from the shock and the pain. “I-is the van okay?”

      Vor patted the ogre’s head. “Oh, yeah. Van’s doing great. Never been better. How about you tell me about the chips? What flavor are they? Oh, garlic ’n goat. That sounds lovely.”

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            CHAPTER TWO

          

        

      

    

    
      Doughas

      Vor and Doughas sat dripping before the Inquisitor-General, twiddling their thumbs while he read their report. The silver-haired elf read silently with no threats or jibes. He grunted as he neared the end, and his head bobbed with the guttural noise. He lifted his eyes from the paper.

      “You expect me to believe that brownies disarmed a bomb?”

      “Pixies, sir,” Vor and Doughas chorused.

      He growled and waved away the correction. “And what? The Sons of Stone set off their own explosive device? Listen, if you’re embarrassed about today’s events, that’s fine. I’m embarrassed reading this, so I can’t imagine how awful the actual action was. Cut the crap and tell me straight what happened, though. I can’t have misinformation on a day like today.” He slapped the paper on the desk and folded his arms.

      Vor rose immediately to defend his report. He sucked in a huge breath, his eyes narrowed, and his bicep veins bulged. He took so long preparing that Doughas beat him to it.

      “General, my partner told you exactly what happened out there.”

      “Good.” The Inquisitor-General nodded, unfolded his arms, and returned to his usual self. Which meant berating them, shouting threats, and offering obvious advice on what they should and should not have done. In his usual fashion, he ended with a genuine compliment and said he was lucky to have them on the force.

      Doughas shook his head to clear the emotional whiplash, only for the Inquisitor-General to launch a new rant about the difficulty in getting the human envoys safely into the city. The event had been pushed back to an as-yet-unannounced date. Doughas barely listened. You’d think I’d be used to this treatment by now. Two years with the Bureau…longer than I thought. I have to admit it’s not all bad, though.

      Vor hovered an inch out of his chair, pensive and full of comments. He didn’t want to stand up but couldn’t keep still while the General rambled. Doughas knew the elf desperately wanted to offer advice. Vor did his best to insert corrections and questions in the millisecond breaks when the Inquisitor-General paused for breath.

      Doughas smiled. Vor might be young, but he was brave and talented. One of the finest partners Doughas had ever had. Maybe a few more years on the force wouldn’t be the worst. The longer I stay here, the longer I avoid taking orders from behind a counter. As much as Doughas wanted to fulfill his role as the eldest son and start managing his father’s butcher shop, part of him wondered how an ex-Warden and ex-Inquisitor could ever spend his retirement slicing meat.

      The Inquisitor-General finally slowed his words, and Doughas refocused. The General was breathing heavily, and the hint of bags shadowed his eyes as he opened his mouth slowly. “It’s stressful times for everyone. The whole city’s a powder keg, and every moron has taken up torch-juggling as a hobby. If we can make it through this, though…” The Inquisitor-General’s eyes widened like hungry torch flames as he imagined what it would take to complete the integration of the quadrants and the humans.

      The flame-eyed elf continued. “By my half-visible, ectoplasmic ancestors, if we can make it through this, we can make it through anything.” The Inquisitor-General smiled. For the moment it was there, the smile lit the room brighter than a parking garage floodlight. Doughas’ own spirits lifted with it. However, the General realized the jolly effect he was creating and strangled the expression. The good vibes disappeared with its demise.

      “Sit down, Vor,” the Inquisitor-General snapped, and the young elf dropped. “Now get up and finish your reports. Have your uniforms dried, or at least wring them out, so we don’t have to reupholster the office chairs again. Then go home. You’ll need your rest for tomorrow. Ancestors help us, but the council is getting creative. They’re going to try something new and exciting, and you two will be needed. Now go!”

      The Inquisitors shot from their chairs and made to leave the room, only for the General to shout back, “Not you, Doughas. I need to speak to you in private.”

      Vor regarded Doughas with concern written on his face as he tried to read the room.

      “It’s fine,” Doughas told him.

      Vor nodded. “I’ll be in the locker room.”

      The door closed, and an eerie silence permeated the room.

      The Inquisitor-General waved Doughas back to his chair and pulled a file from a lower drawer. He placed the folder on the desk, turned so Doughas could read it right-side up.

      Inside was a patrol report from the Sentinels, the first he had ever seen. The sections of the report were the same as those of the Wardens and the Bureau but formatted strangely, with large spaces between them and big blank boxes for writing. The reporting officer’s handwriting took a long time to decipher, but he got the gist. Sentinels had stopped a trio of young dwarves in the ogre quarter.

      The reason for the stop, besides the oddity of their presence among ogres, was the two males had worn standard attire for lower members of the Sons of Stone. Dark slacks, tan dress shirts, and a forest green tie. The dwarfess with them was a possible affiliate with an emerald sash around her waist. That was a symbol for the Mountain Brides, the female auxiliary of the dwarven gang.

      Doughas wondered why Sentinel business warranted his involvement. He might have been a dwarf, but there were plenty of others in the Bureau. The Inquisitor-General acted as if this event pertained directly to Doughas.

      He flipped the page and found a shard-snap of one of the male dwarves. Doughas paused to read this section in detail.

      Upon seeing this, the General prodded him to keep going. “Next page, Doughas.”

      He flipped it slowly, and a picture of the second male began to appear. The Inquisitor-General’s tone and the dour report made Doughas imagine the worst. Please, don’t let me see Tuierrhas’ face. Doughas already began to blame himself for being too hard on the lad and driving him to this.

      Yet when he flipped the page, an unfamiliar dwarf greeted him. Doughas locked eyes with his boss, a question on his lips.

      The Inquisitor-General pointed at the document. “One more.”

      More confused than ever, Doughas flipped the page. The pressure started to fade inside him. He knew the final dwarf couldn’t be his son. Beneath the second male, a cold-eyed and angry dwarfess glared from the snap.

      No. It can’t be.

      As if reading his thoughts, the General remarked, “It’s Sierla. It’s your daughter.”

      “You think I don’t know my own daughter?” Doughas snapped at the General.

      The General held up his hands in defense but said nothing.

      Doughas grabbed the photo with both hands and yanked it closer to his face, devouring every detail on the entire page as his mind ran wild. Did I just yell at my commanding officer? Look at this. Do I even know my daughter? He continued to read. The dwarf males’ identifying information was displayed, but not Sierla’s. He triple-examined the snap to confirm it really was her. His heart hurt to bursting with each glimpse of his daughter in that green sash.

      Finally, the words began to pour out. “What? How? W-when? How did they even figure out who she was? She had no identification on her. Says here she refused to identify at the scene and that she used several racial slurs against the reporting Sentinels. Sierla, what are you doing, lass?”

      Doughas rocked back in his chair, and a noise between a sob and a wounded sigh escaped his lips. He struggled to believe the truth in his hands. My daughter. My beautiful, kind, smart, talented daughter. My eldest and most mature. Why?

      Doughas’ eyes refocused on the Inquisitor-General staring sadly back. “Apologies, sir.” The dwarf straightened in his chair and did his best to resume an official composure.

      “None needed, Inquisitor. I know family troubles can be painful beyond belief. Worse than shrapnel to the arms or even seizures from a lightning bomb.” Doughas felt his scars itch. “Physical wounds heal faster than those on the inside. Always have. No matter the race.”

      The General’s rare tenderness continued. “I understand if you need time to sort this out. As of now, we are the only two who know about your daughter’s involvement with the Sons of Stone. The Sentinels took her photo, of course, but couldn’t ID her. If not for the joint task force with the ogre quarter, this file would never have come across my desk. I only recognized your daughter’s photo from the background checks we did before hiring you.

      “Obviously, I don’t want to embarrass you or your family. I know how you feel about the Sons of Stone and the family history there, but I need everyone running sharp on this. This city can’t take any more complications with the humans’ arrival. Powder keg, torch-juggling, and all that.”

      Doughas nodded.

      “I’m giving you some time to sort this out. I want you to give me the all-clear soon, or I’ll need you to take a leave of absence. I don’t want your family getting caught in the crossfire that’s about to unload. Got it, Inquisitor?”

      A knot of anger hardened inside Doughas. “Can I have the file?”

      The General nodded.

      “I promise this problem will be solved in short order. I’ll be back on active duty before you can miss a call from your wife.”

      The Inquisitor-General chuckled. “Doubt it.”

      Doughas swiped the file off the desk and hurried from the room, hoping to avoid further conversation about his daughter. He couldn’t talk about it. Not yet. His mind had barely begun to process the terrible information. Silence might have been what he wanted, but he exited the doors only to walk straight into Vor. His partner looked more concerned than ever. Doughas couldn’t stop, though. He needed action. He needed movement.

      He batted Vor’s barrage of questions aside and barreled past him on the way to the elevator. The ride down passed in furtive silence as Vor’s questioning eyes bore holes into Doughas. Thankfully, the questions had stopped. This left the elevator cramped and awkward. When it paused for a pair of goblin Inquisitors, they sensed the unease and casually turned around, preferring the stairs to whatever situation they’d encountered.

      A few dings later, they reached the main floor. The lobby bustled with Inquisitors in pairs or alone, with many pushing perps of various races across the floor to be booked and bagged.

      Doughas welcomed the chaos of the room and let his thoughts drift as they headed for the doors.

      Sierla’s shift at the Clan Banlaech offices would end within the hour. That’s if she’s even working there. Ancestors! How could I have been so blind? So many nights staying late for “paperwork.” There was no doubt in Doughas’ mind that she’d lied.

      He was a fool.

      Vor walked silently behind Doughas until they reached the Street Behemoth, but he would not wait a moment longer. The elf grabbed him by the shoulders, whipped him around, and demanded to know what in the sweet, hot day happened in that conference room.

      Doughas balled his fists, ready to flatten the petulant elf. Yet the look on his partner's face said he would take the news without complaint. Vor wasn’t only his partner. He was family, and this was a family problem. The elf should know about it. Despite the pain, Doughas knew he wasn’t alone.

      He sighed and pressed the file into Vor’s chest, allowing the pain to show on his face before disappearing around the car.

      Vor didn’t hesitate. He tore through the file and came rapidly to Sierla’s icy photo.

      “Oh, Doughas…” Vor looked for him to offer a comforting word, but the dwarf was already out of view.

      The Street Behemoth’s driver-side door slammed, and the engine roared.

      Doughas rolled down the window and growled. “What are you waiting for? Get in.”

      The elf did as he was told. Before his door had closed, Doughas kicked the gear into drive and pulled away from the curb. He honked and cursed and sped until they cleared the Bureau parking lot.

      Instead of talking to Vor, Doughas rolled down his window and stuck his head outside. He’d never done it before, especially while driving. Perhaps it wasn’t the smartest move. Yet he found the bristling wind oddly comforting as it combed his beard and hair. Better, it distracted him from the looming shadows that clawed at his insides. He feared that if he talked about them, they would grow until they devoured him whole. For now, the wind is what I need.

      The Street Behemoth roared as they zigzagged through traffic toward Doughas’ home.

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            CHAPTER THREE

          

        

      

    

    
      Esselliar

      “Damn!” Doughas shouted as a hot pink cargo hauler veered into their lane and cut them off. “Damnable truck! Damn you, and damn your ancestors’ ancestors! When I’m finished, you’ll wish you had stayed a dumb lump of iron asleep under some forsaken mountain. You’ll curse the ugly mother-son who dug you out of the ground!” The dwarf lifted himself off his seat and dropped his whole weight onto the gas pedal.

      Considering how Doughas reacted, Vor would have thought the truck was an agent of the Sons of Stone.

      With a screech like a chorus of pixies and the raunchy smell of melted rubber, the Street Behemoth charged from behind the cargo hauler. The vehicle devoured the road until it shot clear of the hot pink, advertisement-riddled abomination. As Doughas swerved in front of the truck, whether on purpose or not, he’d aimed the Street Behemoth’s rear bumper at the front of the cargo hauler.

      Vor grabbed the wheel and straightened it in the nick of time, holding it only long enough to miss the pink truck.

      Doughas slapped Vor’s hand from the wheel. “Leave off, laddie!”

      Laddie? I thought we were over that. Vor rubbed his temples to relieve the building pressure. He was used to a certain level of road rage from Doughas, but the last ten minutes had pushed it to a new and horrifying extreme. At this rate, we’ll be lucky to reach Sierla alive, let alone have a reasonable conversation.

      Behind them, the driver of the pink cargo hauler slapped their horn several times to show their deep displeasure.

      In response, Doughas brake-checked the poor truck, forcing it to slam its brakes and come to almost a complete stop. If the cars behind it hadn’t been paying attention, they would have slammed into it and really ruined the driver’s day. Regardless, the truck learned its lesson and stayed far away. Its aggressive pink shape shrank rapidly in the rearview mirror as they continued down the freeway.

      Doughas cackled. “Don’t forget that, you glassy-eyed puddleglump.”

      Vor’s grip on the side handle loosened slightly, though Doughas’ own fingers remained locked around the wheel, tighter than coiled steel. Vor doubted he could have removed them with a pry bar.

      “Loosen up,” Vor half-shouted so Doughas could hear him over the engine’s roar. “I know this sucks. It sucks so much. But if you stay this angry, you’re gonna make a mistake. You’re gonna do something you regret.”

      For the first time in their car ride, Doughas actually responded. “Don’t lecture me about my family. I know what I need to do, and I’m going home to do it.”

      “Okay, what? What are you going to do? Tell me right now, or I’ll force you to pull this car over until you calm down. You can’t speak to your daughter like this.”

      Doughas swerved and yanked the vehicle around a right turn, causing Vor to jolt toward the driver’s side. The crazy dwarf released a hand from the wheel, his eyes still on the road, and shook Vor violently by the shirt.

      “Go on. Stop me. I’d love to see you try.”

      Vor knocked the dwarf’s hand away and settled back in his seat. “We’re not fighting about this. Talk to me. We can figure this out together. Who knows, maybe there’s an explanation? Maybe she has a boyfriend in the Sons, somebody she cares about who’s forcing her to participate.”

      “Ridiculous.”

      “Is that really so far-fetched?”

      “It’s not far-fetched. It’s wrong, and I’ll tell you why. If she’d been coerced into the group by a romantic partner, she’d be sponsored. Any Mountain Bride sponsored into their cute little cult has to wear a rune identifying said sponsor. Tell me. In your detailed review of the Sentinel’s report, did you notice any runes? Hmm, what’s that? No? That’s what I thought.”

      Vor grumbled but had no response. He turned his attention back to the file, planning to memorize every detail and hopefully offer aid to his friend. He ate through the pages until he reached Sierla’s photo. Her frigid eyes stabbed back at him like ice picks trying to poke holes in his face. It wasn’t the first time Vor had seen such eyes.

      The image of Sierla reminded him of himself in his youth. He saw his childhood room and watched himself in the mirror. It was dark and somber. Young Vor had locked the door and leaned on the dresser, drifting closer to the mirror until he saw only his eyes. Like opaline orbs, the corpses of distant, dreary stars. Hatred for his own parents swelled in him. The situation with Sierla was different, though.

      Privately, he wondered if Doughas’ pressure to marry and have children had angered Sierla and caused her to rebel. He dismissed the thought as quickly as it came. If Sierla wanted to rebel against dwarven tradition, she wouldn’t have joined the uber-traditional Mountain Brides.

      A thought struck Vor, and he called it out before he could process it. “She’s on drugs! Well, maybe. That is—”

      “Wrong,” Doughas intoned.

      “Oh, come on. Again?”

      Doughas shrugged. “As a Warden, a dwarf, and her father, I can tell you Sierla’s not using. Over two hundred years, I’ve dealt with drug users. I know them. How they act. What they’re like. I’ve been around Sierla enough to know she’s acting normal. If she were strange, irrational, or different, I’d have noticed. But she’s been organized and professional as ever, maybe even more so. That’s the attitude of the sober, not the addicted.”

      Doughas continued. “Every dwarf knows the Sons and the Brides have no tolerance for substance abuse. Too bad they don’t have the same aversion to physical abuse. None of their members can sell or consume anything but traditional dwarven brews. Not even elvish wines or goblin liquors are allowed. If anyone is caught using, they get a ‘rough shave.’ Usually, they lose as much skin as hair. On the second offense, they’re kicked to the curb, sometimes literally. No, the Sons of Stone is no place for a junkie.”

      As Doughas spoke, his death grip on the wheel loosened. Vor smiled and tried to keep his partner talking. “What about as a father? You said you know she’s not using because you’re a Warden and a dwarf and a father.”

      Doughas nodded. “Aye. Not just any father. I’m her father, and she’s my eldest child. If you believe me about anything, believe that I do know my daughter. That’s why I’m so flabbergasted. I can’t imagine why she’s gone and joined the very group I warned her about.”

      The dwarf slumped against the wheel and released another painful groan as his grip continued to loosen. He drove far more calmly with greater control and less speed. Though for him, less speed was at least ten over the limit.

      A small victory, but a victory nonetheless. Vor watched his partner closely for the rest of the ride, noticing his unblinking gaze and his eyes as cold and hard as a mountain stream. He reminded Vor of Sierla.

      The elf sighed. This was anything but over.

      When they arrived at the Ruiridh home, Doughas stormed over the rock garden in his heavy-heeled boots, ignoring its curving decorative path. He squashed the delicate mycelium fruits and even knocked over a narrow boulder that had been stood on end. It looked as if a twister from the Valley with a particular dislike for mushrooms had touched down in his yard.

      Vor scrambled to follow, doing his best to repair or mask the damage. He paused to reset the fallen boulder but could only grimace when he passed the squashed ’shrooms Huala had labored to cultivate.

      By the time Vor reached the entrance, the twister known as Doughas had blown the front door open. He heard the thunder inside, shouting Sierla’s name. The elf entered and took a moment for his eyes to adjust.

      Doughas leaned over the banister to the main stairwell and shouted down to the depths of the home. If this was the home of an elf, he would be yelling into the cold and terrible basements where no one ever stayed. However, dwarven homes were built with the best, busiest layers on the bottom. The top floors were used for workrooms, storage areas, and utility closets, like elven basements but on the first floor. Because of this, dwarf houses almost always opened to a small entryway with the main stairwell visible. Walls and doors blocked off the rest of the aboveground floors.

      A dwarf woman emerged from one of the closets.

      “Doughas? Why are you shouting?” Huala joined them in the entryway with a basket of laundry on her hip. She was so pregnant that she waddled, yet she remained sweetly pretty in a stout way. If Doughas heard me say that, he’d kill me. Partner or not.

      “Looking for Sierla,” Doughas growled and marched downstairs.

      As if that answers her question.

      A protest caught in Huala’s mouth as she stared after him. She turned to Vor, the same question apparent in her concerned expression.

      Vor stiffly handed Huala the file. “Is Sierla home?”

      Huala shook her head and began to read. “She’s not back from work, but she should be soon.” She flipped to the final page and saw Sierla’s photo and her green sash. “Ancestors!” Huala placed a hand on her belly as if she’d been kicked. Her hand trembled, and she dropped the file, but Vor snatched it from the air. The laundry basket was about to follow suit. He took it and placed it on the floor beside her.

      “I’ll tell Doughas.” Vor looked away from the trembling dwarfess. His own insides burned to see the pain this caused her.

      Before Vor made it halfway down the stairs, Doughas thundered his way back up, grumbling that Sierla wasn’t home. Vor avoided being plowed over and followed his friend to the first floor.

      Huala cried out to Doughas. “Th-this must be a mistake. Not our daughter. Not my sweet Sierla…” Tears gathered in her eyes. Vor worried that Doughas would pace the floor and growl, ignoring his wife’s distress, but the dwarf noticed.

      Doughas softened as his own eyes grew damp. He wrapped himself around his wife, cradling her belly with care. Their heads came together, and they each released a single tear that rolled down their cheeks and joined into one larger droplet.

      Huala wiped her cheek. “Is she under investigation? For…for something that happened? Oh, I heard about an explosion in the ogre quarter. She wouldn’t have anything to do with that, would she?”

      Before Doughas could respond, his son Tuierrhas appeared at the bottom of the stairs.

      “Mom? Dad? What’s go—”

      Doughas tore away from his wife and pointed a finger. “Go look after your siblings.”

      Huala grabbed her husband’s arm and squeezed it.

      Doughas sighed. He repeated his instructions to his son softer and quieter.

      Tuierrhas started down anyway. “Can you tell me—”

      Doughas started to explode again, and Huala squeezed his arm tighter.

      Doughas reiterated his instructions through gritted teeth.

      The young dwarf looked between his parents with worry and hurt. He glanced at Vor, who sighed and nodded in agreement with Doughas. Look at me. Telling a kid to listen to his father!

      Tuierrhas listened. He backtracked down the stairs and vanished into the depths of the Ruiridh household.

      Once he was out of earshot, Huala fired questions faster than most ARCs could shoot. Doughas did his best to keep up, telling her everything about the explosion in the ogre quarter and the Sons’ involvement. He told her no one knew about Sierla except the Inquisitor-General. This news frightened Huala at first, but Doughas calmed her. He explained the Inquisitor-General had promised to keep the information private while Doughas straightened things out.

      “I will straighten this out,” Doughas concluded.

      His expression reminded Vor of his own father when he looked at his cousin Valorius, who had drenched their dynasty in lies and murder. It was the look of a father watching everything he’d built, everything he loved, his whole world crumble like sand. Some feelings are universal. Hell, I bet even humans have the same feelings, especially after their loved ones dealt destruction to the world.

      The sound of a car door closing interrupted their thoughts.

      The sorrow vanished from Doughas’ face, and he tore the file from Vor’s hand.

      Vor and Huala shared a concerned glance before they flanked Doughas and begged him not to be angry, explode, or—

      Sierla pushed the door open and backed inside, staring at the destroyed front yard. Her demeanor was calm, and she appeared serious but happy, as always. She turned casually and froze when she saw them.

      “Is something wrong?” She stepped toward her father, prepared to tackle whatever problem was presented.

      Vor held his breath, prepared to shove between Doughas and his daughter. Huala looked ready to do the same.

      Instead of detonating, Doughas lifted a pained smile as his eyes brimmed with fresh tears. He held the file out, open to Sierla’s mugshot. “You’ve got some explaining to do, and I want to hear it. Start to finish and every detail in between.”
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      Doughas

      Down one flight of stairs, they chose the kitchen table for Sierla’s intervention. Huala sat to her right and Vor to her left, though not as close as Huala. Doughas tried to sit, but wild energy tingled through his legs until they vibrated. He paced slowly, moving halfway around the table before turning around to head in the opposite direction. Sierla looked calm and serene, with only a twinge of worry in her eyes. Far better than the adults.

      She drew a deep breath and smiled sadly at her father. “I wanted to tell you…” Her words broke several minutes of silence.

      Huala looked sharply at Doughas.

      Fine. No avoiding this any longer.

      Doughas also inhaled deeply and stopped pacing opposite his daughter to take a seat at the table. “In all honesty, Sierla, I’m not surprised you hid your involvement with a radical terrorist group.”

      Sierla jumped to her feet. Not angry but eager to defend herself. “We’re not terrorists. We’re protectors of dwarven heritage.”

      Doughas sighed. He hadn’t been trying to insult her. The Sons of Stone were a terrorist group with multiple violent plots against the city. Past, present, and most certainly future. That wasn’t the worst, though.

      She’s already labeling herself as one of them.

      Doughas wanted to scream sense into her ears until the lies the Sons planted had oozed onto the floor where he could crush them with his boot. That was how he handled the Sons of Stone. It was the only way he knew how. Now my daughter is one, and I don’t know what to do.

      How could she, of all dwarves, take this path? My eldest. She knows our family history with the Sons. Her entire life, I’ve warned her about these dwarves, and now she joins them. With her involvement, she threatened to destroy herself and heap shame on the Ruiridh family.

      “I need you to tell me why,” Doughas insisted. “After everything your mother and I have told you…”

      Sierla did.

      “It started at the Banlaech offices. You probably think I never even worked there, but I did, and I still do. I’m really happy and having fun with my job, and sweet coworkers make it even better. One of those coworkers has proved to be a wonderful friend.” Sierla paused and smiled. She spoke with an easy confidence that impressed Doughas into paying attention.

      “She’s another dwarfess, whose name I’m definitely not giving you because you’ll probably arrest her or something… Well, she takes her breaks at the same time as me. Oh, how to explain about her?” She tapped her fingers on the table. “If you had one conversation with her, you’d say she’s smart, friendly, and compassionate. Since I was new, she took me under her wing and showed me the office ropes. She always had an open door when I needed help. Everything was great with her, but in a few conversations, she said things that made me uncomfortable.”

      Doughas sat up straighter in his chair with those words.

      Sierla continued. “Things about the Mountain Brides. How they had great workplace preparedness programs, and how she had a brother in the Sons of Stone who she looked up to.” Sierla shook her head, remembering the events. “I didn’t know how to respond, so I would change the topic, but she kept bringing it back up.”

      Sierla looked between her parents. “One day, I asked her straight-out what she thought about those terrorist organizations. I used the same words you did, Dad. The words you taught me to use.” Sierla sighed, but her smile returned quickly. “Even though I insulted her, this dwarfess smiled sweetly and showed me the emerald sash she wears under her work clothes.”

      Doughas groaned. That dwarfess is probably a recruiter for the Brides.

      Sierla clasped her hands together. “She started to say something, but I couldn’t take it anymore. I made a dumb excuse and ran out of the conference room. I almost went straight home and told you about her, Dad. So you could take her in for questioning, arrest her, or, I don’t know. Something…” Sierla stayed silent for a moment.

      “Then I remembered how she responded with a smile. She’d always been kind to me, and everyone in the office will tell you the same. She didn’t get mad when I called the Brides a terrorist group. I didn’t know what to think. Everything I knew about her was the opposite of the evil, dangerous, radical Mountain Brides you taught me about. I had to know more, to figure out why I couldn’t make sense of this. I wanted to know who was right and who was wrong.”

      Doughas wanted to interrupt her but kept silent. If only the world were so easy to understand as right and wrong, black and white. He reminded himself that this was his daughter. Logical and smart. He couldn’t force her to break from the Brides, but he hoped to reason with her until she did. First, he needed to know more. He leaned closer as Sierla continued her tale.

      “Next break at work, I apologized for my rudeness and told her that I’d been raised to hate the Sons of Stone and the Mountain Brides. I told her I couldn’t believe there was anything good about them, but knowing her had made me doubt. She listened calmly and told me right away she understood my fears and my parents’ too. She said those fears weren’t so much wrong as outdated.”

      Doughas strangled a shout and changed it into a cough as if he were clearing his throat. Outdated, eh? Does she mean the Sons had changed from two years ago when they instigated a riot? What would she think about their activity this morning? Doughas opened his mouth to tell Sierla, but she was still speaking, and he didn’t want to interrupt. He had assured her he would listen to everything she had to say.

      “She told me the Sons and the Brides used to be awful organizations. I’ve never heard her use the kind of curses she did when she talked about those dwarves who were part of the movement.” Sierla’s face contorted to show her own anger. “But she said the current members have changed things. The Mountain Brides of today are nothing like they were in the past.

      “Everything began to make sense after that. I could see how you and Mom could hate them and how she could be a part of them, even though she’s charming, smart, and capable. I wanted to know more, though. A lot more. I told her as much.” Sierla drew a long breath. She’d been talking for a while, and Doughas could tell much of her speech was rehearsed. She’d probably been thinking about how to explain this to them ever since she joined.

      The young dwarfess cleared her throat. “The next day, she showed up at my desk with several pamphlet primers so I could see the similarities between their teaching and ideals. She also had three books about the history of the Sons and the Brides. One was written by a much older member of the order, one by a current member, and the third by a dwarf historian with no affiliation to the Sons. She gave me all three and told me to keep them as long as I liked.

      “I returned them within forty-eight hours after reading nonstop. I even took a day off work to read. They gave me so much information and appreciation for the Sons of Stone. I could see how helpful and influential they’ve been over the years and how the organizations are changing for the better. I returned them and told her I wanted to be part of that change.” Sierla regarded her parents like a young child begging for approval.

      She will not find it from me. Not for this.

      Sierla stared at her hands, unable to keep eye contact with Doughas. “I’ve been going to their meetings for several months now. Everything they say sounds like what you taught me growing up.” She lifted her head slightly. “You love dwarven tradition, and I know you have a lot of fears and misconceptions about them. Please…you have to trust me. I understand that this is difficult for you to accept, but give us time. We’ll prove how different we are.”

      The group around the table was silent. Sierla searched each of their faces, trying to divine their thoughts and feelings. Her eyes lingered longest on her father.

      Doughas felt like the room was spinning. I know she’s smart. I know I’m not perfect, and neither is Huala, but how could we be this imperfect? My daughter. Deceived. Deluded. It made him doubt almost everything he knew—except that the Sons of Stone were liars, cheats, and terrorists. He and so many others had the scars to prove it.

      Huala spoke first.

      “Thank you for sharing this with us. We love you very much, Sierla, and we know that you love us. All of us.” She gestured at Vor while keeping her gaze fixed on her daughter. “What would your friends say if they knew you ate dinner with an elf almost every night? Worse, you were the first to call him Uncle Vor. What would they say to that? Would the Brides accept your family if they knew Vor had been added to the clan records?”

      Vor started to speak, but Sierla responded before he could.

      “That’s a great question, and there is definitely a place for Vor in our family. The Sons have a special word for non-dwarves who prove themselves dedicated to our culture. Clasped. In the past, the clasped would publicly announce their love of dwarven ideals by wearing a ceremonial necklace.”

      Doughas snorted, unable to stifle himself this time. “Girl, that word in old dwarvish means claimed, and it was a term for slaves. The necklace they wore was a chain that marked them as such. They’re trying to rewrite history.”

      Sierla bristled. “I told you the Sons did terrible things in the past, but those were different dwarves. They aren’t me, and they aren’t my friends. We don’t want to enslave anyone. You’re too old and stuffy to see past your judgments. Do you really expect me to believe that every dwarf who’s ever been in the Sons of Stone is evil?”

      Huala tried to intervene. She asked them both to stop yelling while clutching her belly. Sierla and Doughas either ignored her or didn’t hear. They both stood and leaned across the table, their faces ripe with anger.

      “Of course not all dwarves are bad. They are dwarves, after all. I’ve always told you to be proud of your clan and your race. But whatever they claim, the Sons of Stone have always been the worst part of our culture.”

      Sierla’s face contorted. “That’s because you have a biased view of history. Even if that were true, which it isn’t, it wouldn’t matter. I’m a proud member of the new Sons of Stone, a new way forward. Every movement makes mistakes, but we’re here to set things right.”

      Doughas wanted to point out how that was the same argument every two-bit revolutionary movement used to recruit the gullible and aggrieved. Instead, he asked her a question. “If you and your compatriots are so enlightened, why are the Sons still engaging in violence? Hmm? Tell me that. You say you have this brand-new start, but they aren’t doing too well with it. How about the riots they instigated two years ago in the goblin quarter?”

      Sierla snarled. “Of course you’d say that. The Sons of Stone were trying to protect themselves. You told me yourself that you punched one of their members and started the whole thing!”

      Vor chose that moment to speak up. “Sierla, your father might have thrown the first punch, but the Sons of Stone responded by attacking goblins. Not the law enforcement who attacked them. What about the other reports we handled in the weeks leading up to that riot? Goblins being attacked by the Sons of Stone without warning. Does that sound like self-defense?”

      Sierla scoffed. “We all know those reports were exaggerated to suit the city agenda. The Sons of Stone were victims being attacked by trolled-out goblins and hot-headed Inquisitors. You see what you want to, not what’s real.”

      Doughas slammed his hands on the table. “You want to know what’s real? How about the shootout Vor and I had with your friends in the Sons this morning?”

      Sierla’s eyes flew open wide.

      Doughas had her attention. “They tried to kill me. They tried to kill Vor. They had a bomb, which they set off and injured several innocent ogre bystanders. How much do you love your precious friends? More than your father? Your uncle? Would you rather we had died? That our guts and blood had painted the streets red instead of theirs?”

      Sierla screamed.

      The noise was so sudden and violent that everyone flinched and raised their arms in defense.

      Tears ran hot and thick down Sierla’s cheeks. “You’re the monster. Both of you! The Sons are trying to protect us, but no. You want the filthy humans to come here and ruin our city like they did the rest of the world. You think I’m a shame to my family? I’ll tell you what. You three are helping to destroy everything you love.” She wiped a string of tears from under her eyes as her breath came in ragged gasps.

      Huala couldn’t bear it. She tried to hug her daughter, but Sierla reared back as if she might strike her pregnant mother.

      Huala froze as tears filled her eyes, too. “Please stop this, Sierla. You’re tearing this family apart.”

      “I’m tearing this family apart? What about this city? Millions of families are in danger. The gravest danger the Quadras has ever faced and does the council do anything to protect us from this threat? No! They invite it inside the city walls to sit down and join them for a fancy dinner. Well, you know what I say? They’re fools if they think we won’t be destroyed.”

      Doughas growled. “Oh, is that your excuse? Is that why it’s okay that three ogres are in the hospital today? A little unfortunate collateral damage, hmm? All because you’re terrified the humans will destroy us.”

      “They destroyed the rest of the world,” Sierla snapped. “Why would they treat the Quadras any different?”

      A wave of frustration filled Doughas. He shoved the table forward hard, forcing his daughter back.

      Doughas railed against her. “You know nothing of real humans. What you think you know, you learned from storybooks and the lies told by your friends in the Sons. The humans coming to the Quadras didn’t destroy the world. They’re victims, and they deserve our pity and help. Not crudely made bombs that are so shitty, they blow up the poor bastards who made them.”

      Sierla’s eyes crystalized with hatred. Her expression suggested she might climb on top of the table and throttle him, but she stopped herself. I wish she would try it. Instead, she glared and set her mouth in a grimace. It was a look Doughas often saw on himself in the mirror when frustrated with a case or unsure what to do.

      She’s so strong. A choking sob formed in Doughas’ throat like a thick string of knots. She was so wrong. Still, Doughas desperately wanted to encourage his daughter, to tell her how confident, beautiful, and passionate she had become. He wanted to speak kindness to her, but she wouldn’t turn away from her foolish new ideas. So passionate she’s ready to die for the cause, even though she only joined it two months ago.

      Sierla inhaled a few deep breaths and stepped away. “If the council won’t protect the Quadras, the Sons of Stone will, even if it means tearing this family apart. You know what? You taught me that. You taught me to protect dwarves who can’t protect themselves. To put them first, even when there’s a price.” She gave her parents one last look. “I hope you’re proud.”

      She left the table and vanished down the stairs. They heard her door slam then silence filled the air. Doughas couldn’t imagine what his other children thought after hearing them yell for the past half-hour. He squeezed his wife tightly and mourned with her. He’d hoped this could be solved quickly, but in true Ruiridh fashion, his daughter was too stubborn to change right away. He’d have to chip away at her until she crumbled into submission.

      Vor waited patiently while the couple wept in each other’s arms.

      Huala ended it when she wiped her eyes and announced she would go check on the other children. “Would you or Vor be able to whip up some dinner? We may not feel hungry now, but we will soon.” Doughas agreed and watched his wife descend the stairs. He stared after her for a long time.

      Vor eventually pulled out his shard and ordered a family meal from Snorri’s Spelunkers. He chose a few varieties of fried cave-fish the Ruiridhs enjoyed and several sides of mushrooms cooked and spiced in different ways. When it came time to pay, the attendant asked Vor to present his ring to the base of the shard. Sweat beaded on Vor’s head as he stumbled over his next few words, probably trying to figure out if this charge would blackring him.

      Before Vor could react, Doughas snatched the shard from his partner’s hand and shoved his ring into the circle. It dinged three times, followed by a pleasant chiming as the transaction went through. Doughas gave the address for delivery, and the attendant either didn’t notice or didn’t care that he was speaking to someone different. Doughas completed the call and handed the shard back to Vor.

      “I could have paid for that,” Vor claimed.

      Doughas nodded. “I know, but feeding my family is my responsibility, and that includes you. I’ll join the Sons of Stone myself before I let you do my job.”

      Vor laughed. “I believe it. Although if I am family, does that mean I should start calling you Dad?”

      “Aye, feel free to call me Dad if you want me to start paddling you like the spoiled little elfling you are.”

      Vor quickly changed the conversation to a brighter topic while they waited for the food to arrive.
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      Esselliar

      The next morning, the two Inquisitors strode through the Clan Banlaech offices with half-finished coffees in hand, searching for the commercial department. They were looking for Sierla’s “handler,” as Doughas had taken to calling the dwarfess who’d started his daughter down this disastrous path.

      Vor had slept poorly the night before and was trying to rub a kink out of his shoulder. What had surprised him more than Doughas arriving to pick him up practically at the crack of dawn with beverages in hand was his partner’s bright, sunny demeanor.

      After the show of anger Doughas and his daughter put on yesterday, Vor had expected the dwarf to be similarly enraged today. Instead, he whistled a cheery tune and walked with his hands in his pockets. The one oddity was Doughas’ gait. While normally outmatched by the long-limbed elf, Doughas had perfected the art of speed-walking seemingly overnight.

      Doughas’ pace, combined with the frenetic foot traffic inside the office, created a chaotic environment. Interns pushed carts stacked to the ceiling with oblong shards and spiral-bound notebooks, chair-jockeys kicked to the break room and back. The “gods” of the office paraded from one uber-important meeting to the next with trailing flocks of attendants. Wherever they went, they commanded everyone’s attention except the Inquisitors, who didn’t care in the slightest.

      Surprisingly, some of the office employees knew both of them. As they passed, the workers would say, “Inquisitor VorKluvaith,” or start listing Doughas’ absurdly long title, then dip their heads.

      Vor could believe they’d recognize Doughas, but an elf? Warmth spread through his veins from head to toe. He felt loved by these strangers not for what he’d accomplished but for merely existing. His name was inscribed on parchment in the Clan Banlaech records as an honorary member.

      Vor was honored. I already feel closer to these dwarves than to my own blood.

      Despite being a member of the powerful and influential VorKluvaith family, a much smaller group than Clan Banlaech, Vor could only name a handful of cousins and a smattering of great-aunts and uncles. The latter had descended on him with proverbial knives when he exposed his cousin Valorius and aired the family’s dirty laundry.

      With directions from the front desk, they finally left the hectic corridors for a quieter section of the office, filled with the click-click of dwarves and dwarfesses tapping wide-screen shards covered in sheets of numbers. One dwarf they passed seemed to be playing an online gambling game. Vor raised an eyebrow but said nothing.

      The duo planned to meet the commercial manager in his office to discuss Sierla’s handler and her possible identity. They weren’t positive she was working today, but they still examined every dwarfess with a careful eye.

      The manager met them outside his office and held the door open. He wore an austere suit, and his beard was braided into intricate designs. His kind grin welcomed them inside as he asked if the Inquisitors would like a refill on their coffees or perhaps something a touch stronger.

      As Vor moved to enter, his shard began to vibrate in his pocket.

      “Apologies. Let me turn that off.” Vor grabbed the shard. It was the Inquisitor-General calling.

      The manager must have seen Vor’s expression change because he offered him the next-door conference room to take the call. Doughas waved him on and said he’d start with the manager but to let him know what the General wanted. Vor slipped inside the empty conference room and took the call.

      “Hello, Inquisitor-Gen—” Vor started, only to be interrupted by Jagai, one of the General’s secretaries.

      “Update. Inquisitor VorKluvaith. You have been assigned to a special task force this evening. You’ll be protecting an envoy of…how shall I say it? Honored guests.”

      Vor thought he knew what the secretary meant, but he still had some questions. “Why is this coming from you, Jagai? No offense, but I’ve never received an assignment from you. What’s the deal? Can I speak to the General?”

      After a few moments of radio silence, Jagai responded, “The Inquisitor-General is currently unavailable.”

      Then the other secretary must have stolen the shard because Vor heard a short scuffle, and a different gobliness informed him, “The General has a most urgent personal matter to attend to.”

      Yes. I bet it’s very urgent. Anything to do with his wife always is. “That doesn’t answer my first question.”

      Jagai took the shard back. “Will your partner be joining you this evening?”

      Vor finally understood. The Inquisitor-General was handling this personally as much as he could. If the assignment had come through the usual channels with only Vor’s name, the other Inquisitors might wonder if Doughas was sick or injured. The General hoped to shield Doughas, so he didn’t have to explain or lie about why he couldn’t join the task force. Though if Sierla’s involvement continues past today, it won’t be long before the entire Bureau knows.

      Vor considered the question but felt conflicted. If Doughas needed him, he would be there no matter what. The same went for his partner. If he told Doughas about the assignment, the stubborn dwarf would insist on going. On the other hand, if he kept this assignment a secret, Doughas would bloody his nose. Or worse. He knew what he had to say.

      “Yes, my partner will be with me tonight.”

      Jagai waited a second before responding with a degree of hesitation. “Are you absolutely sure, VorKluvaith? This task force cannot handle ‘maybes.’”

      “He’ll be there,” Vor insisted.

      “Okay,” Jagai deferred. “Know that Krish and I have been thinking about Doughas. We hope everything turns out okay.”

      “Yeah…me too.” Vor hung up the shard.

      He left the conference room to head directly to the manager’s office, anxious to know what Doughas had found out. As he exited, he stumbled into a young employee carrying a bundle of papers. The documents exploded in a flurry of white. Vor apologized profusely, but the dwarfess only gathered the papers and silently hurried back to her desk.

      I understand. I’m in a hurry, too. Vor took the last few steps to the manager’s office. As he opened the door, Doughas strolled back out. The two Inquisitors shared eye contact. Both opened their mouths to ask the other what had taken place, but a loud voice over the intercom interrupted them.

      “All commercial staff report to the conference room for a mandatory presentation on workplace safety. I repeat. All staff report for a mandatory meeting. Thank you!” The intercom clicked off.

      Vor gave Doughas a sly grin. “Really? A safety presentation?”

      His partner shrugged. “Best idea I could think of. The manager seemed to like it, too. We’ll pick her out of the crowd easily enough.”

      A swarm of movement overtook the once-quiet room as countless dwarves stood and ambled inside, except one young employee who seemed to be heading in the opposite direction. She was the same dwarfess Vor had run into a few moments ago.

      Vor pointed her out to Doughas, who had trouble seeing from his level. Together they slipped to the side of the crowd, and Vor kept his gaze on the slinking dwarfess. She acted like she was heading toward the break room, but at the last moment, the dwarfess jumped around a corner and disappeared. A glowing sign that read Exit This Way marked the hallway she’d ducked down.

      “Got her.” Doughas charged after the dwarfess with newfound fury.

      Vor rushed to catch up, realizing too late that his partner’s anger hadn’t eased. It had merely eaten away on the inside until a target appeared. Who better than the dwarfess who’d lured his daughter into the Mountain Brides?

      So begins the hunt.

      Doughas huffed, pumping his limbs like the rapid beat of pixie wings. He sped down a corridor that ended in a line of desks and half-wall dividers. The dwarfess took the same route, deftly turning around the line of desks in a practiced motion. Looks like she’s drilled this escape route. If we can’t outrun her, she’ll disappear around a corner, and we’ll never see her again. Vor pushed himself faster, attempting to overtake his slower partner.

      Doughas had other plans.

      While Vor would have overtaken him in a normal race, Doughas decided to change the rules. Instead of going around the wall of furniture, Doughas barreled directly through.

      The explosion of documents Vor had witnessed with the dwarfess was nothing compared to the eruption of white and beige papers that choked the air so thickly that Doughas vanished. Trusting his partner, Vor leapt over the same spot. He hoped to vault over any collapsed tables or dwarves and keep running. The paper storm sliced at Vor’s face, threatening paper cuts and math-induced migraines. He swatted them aside and landed clear. At first, he stumbled, but his reflexes kicked in. He caught himself, straightened, and resumed the chase.

      They weaved through several hallways, and though Vor could see his partner, the wily dwarfess was nowhere to be found. Vor had to trust that Doughas still had her in his sights. Finally, they entered a long, narrow mail room where a bright red exit sign gleamed like a finish line.

      The straight shot to the end was clogged with dwarven interns rushing from shard printers to tables stacked with envelopes and back. Several took coffee breaks and talked to their friends in the walkway. The noise in the place sounded like a percussion performance with the clink-clink-swish! of a hundred printers punching ink and shooting completed forms into a basket. Almost in unison, the interns gathered the papers and tapped the stacks flat against the tables.

      Someone’s wordless shout broke the room’s rhythm.

      The dwarfess had tipped a filing cabinet across the path, spilling its cloudy guts across the carpet. The shout came from an intern who’d recently organized that particular tower. Without pause, the dwarfess continued down the corridor, punting interns aside with her elbows and dropping every cabinet in sight.

      Doughas began to struggle. Unable to plow through metal as he had plywood and cardboard, he was forced to leap over the fallen towers.

      Vor assessed the scene in an instant. One of the interns had jumped onto a table and chucked a stapler at the fleeing dwarfess. He’d missed, but he had shown Vor what to do. Instead of following his partner, the elf bounded onto an envelope-covered table. His long legs allowed him to spring from one table to the next. Time seemed to slow, and Vor happened to glance down. Dwarf interns stared up at him with awe-filled faces, their mouths forming giant O’s while their eyes tried to do the same.

      His forearms flexed instinctively in response to their ogling. At that, their eyes bulged further, especially those of the young dwarfesses. Vor wondered if they might burst like confetti cannons. If he hadn’t been in the midst of a high-speed chase, he would’ve laughed until he exploded too. Part of him was thrilled with the eager attention he would never have received in a room full of elves. No, if it had been elves, they would be the ones laughing.

      Vor overtook his partner and narrowed the gap between him and the dwarfess. Whether she’d heard his feet knocking on the tables or seen him in her peripheral vision, she turned her head and glared. The elf did his best to glare back while keeping his balance.

      At the next table she passed, the dwarfess snatched a stapler and threw it at Vor. It looked as though it would hit him, too. Vor almost ducked, but that would leave the missile free to bruise the skull of an innocent intern. The Sons of Stone might be okay with collateral damage, but the Inquisitor Bureau is not. Vor raised his forearm and absorbed the blow, wincing when the stapler struck. At least he heard no crack or crunch indicating a broken arm. Probably gonna bruise, though.

      With a few more bounds, Vor reached the last of the tables in the room. He was only a few steps behind the dwarfess, and she knew it.

      The exit loomed before them. There was a metal push bar across the center and a sign that read Emergency Exit. Alarm Will Sound. Neither of them worried about the alarm.

      As the dwarfess pushed through the door, the edges of her form began to wither and separate into tiny strands with empty spaces visible between them. This transition lasted a fraction of a second before the magic took effect, and the dwarfess turned invisible.

      Not a chance! Vor dove through the half-open door. His hands collided with the invisible dwarfess, then his head. They tumbled through and down a short flight of toothy stairs that bit at Vor’s skin. He held on as best he could. They came to rest in an alleyway, its rotten stench assaulting Vor’s nose and making it hard to focus. The dwarfess slipped a hand under Vor’s and pried him off, and an invisible force pummeled his jaw. Vor lost his grip and clawed the air. One hand encountered something that felt slender and leathery. Gotcha!

      “Get off me, ya damn shiny!” the dwarfess howled, using a common derogatory term for elves.

      Vor yanked whatever he was holding but felt the pressure build and release. It left him on his belly with a single lilac pump in his hands. Thankfully, the struggle had done some good. Distracted and unable to concentrate on staying invisible, the dwarfess began to reappear close to Vor. However, she remained out of reach. At any moment, she would regain her balance and run. The elf tried to rise and stop her. This time, he knew he would be too slow.

      Doughas burst into view with a guttural shout. He tackled the now-visible dwarfess, grabbed her by the throat, and lifted her off the ground. The dwarf shoved her against a wheeled dumpster, and the metal contraption shook from the force of his blow. Without warning, Doughas’ head snapped forward and cracked against her skull, whipping her head back against the dumpster’s rim and ringing it like a gong.

      Blood poured freely from her nose and mouth. The back of her head left a red splotch behind and the dwarfess crumpled in Doughas’ hands. She would have collapsed entirely if he hadn’t been holding her up.

      The near-catatonic dwarfess whispered a collection of pleading, begging, and sobbing.

      “Shut up!” Doughas’ open hand crashed against her cheek.

      Vor rose, prepared to push his partner away. “That’s enough! Killing her will only send your daughter deeper into the Brides, and you’ll never see her again!”

      Doughas snarled. “Don’t patronize me. I’m finished with this shoeless shit.” He flipped her around roughly and pinched her arms together until she began to plead again. Before Vor had to intervene, Doughas pulled her off the dumpster, grabbed her hair with his other hand, and marched the dwarfess to the mouth of the alley.

      Vor hurried behind, still afraid for the dwarfess’ safety.

      Only after they’d secured their quarry in the Street Behemoth did Vor begin to calm. Doughas remained tense for a long time. His breath refused to slow, and his heart beat so loud that Vor could hear it.

      Doughas cleared his throat. “So, Vor…” he began but paused as if he had opened his mouth to say one thing and changed his mind. “W-what did, uh, the Inquisitor-General have to say?”

      “What?” Vor blurted, confused at first, with his mind jumbled from the recent encounter. “Oh, right! It was Jagai who called if you want to be specific, which is pretty much the same as the General calling. Jagai called on behalf of the General, and Krish hopped on to speak at one point—”

      “Spit it out,” Doughas squeezed through his grinding teeth.

      “We’ve been invited to join a special task force tonight to protect the city’s honored guests.”

      Doughas snorted. “It’d be more accurate to say we’re joining a shootout between us and the rest of the city.”

      “I hope we’re that lucky,” Vor rejoined. “Jagai also wanted to know if you’d be finished with your current task. I told her you would be, but I’m sure a release could be given if you need it. The General is handling the situation with Sierla personally. He’ll understand.”

      Doughas thought for a moment and nodded. “You made the right call, partner.” He glanced at the brutalized dwarf in their back seat. “There’s no need to worry. We’ll have this buttoned up in no time.” He flicked the Street Behemoth into gear and slammed the pedal with a passionate stomp. The fire in his eyes swelled and sent a tingling tremor through Vor’s bones.

      The elf swallowed nervously. That’s what I’m afraid of…
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      Doughas

      The dwarfess stared out the back window with fearful eyes, her head resting limply against the door. It wasn’t the same fear Doughas had pummeled into her. That had faded soon after their altercation when she became used to her bloodied lip and broken nose. She’d probably thought the worst was over. No matter how badly they beat you up, Inquisitors and government lackeys like Doughas could only bring you in and charge you.

      She must have thought she would be released before the sun had set. A sly confidence had crept over her face. The expression looked strange, combined with dried blood and tears. Doughas had even thought he heard a low chuckle from her several minutes ago, but that was the height of it.

      The longer they drove without arriving at the Bureau, the more her confidence faded.

      She struggled against her bonds. “Where are you taking me, assholes?”

      Doughas smiled. He adjusted the mirror so she could see his blithe grin. “Haven’t figured it out yet? I always knew you cult pricks were stupid.”

      New fear filled the captive dwarfess. Her gaze latched onto passing street signs and buildings. “You’re crazy. Crazy! What, you got a death wish or something? I can help you with that. Hell, even your daughter might want to help there. Crazy, stupid, ugly—”

      The dwarfess continued to cuss at Doughas. He relished it inwardly until he caught Vor’s concerned face. His partner mouthed a question to him, probably trying to ask where they were going without letting the dwarfess know.

      Doughas no longer enjoyed the dwarfess’ curses. He swerved sharply into the right lane, throwing her across the back seat until she collided with the door. Next, he ripped the wheel around and pulled the car into a sliding U-turn. The tires wailed under the pressure. The dwarfess was flung in the other direction, and her head and torso slammed into the door. Doughas screeched to a stop, parked perfectly on the side of an empty street.

      Several blocks over, junior members of the Sons of Stone scuttled down the marble steps of the True Shaper’s Lodge. The impressive building of classical dwarven design was a central Sons of Stone hangout. It sat at the nexus of several clan territories, and its top floor served as a community center for the surrounding neighborhoods. The Sons used it to recruit young, impressionable dwarves after they’d attended a free gym class or tutoring session. Usually on dwarven history. The bastards love teaching that. For low-income households, free daycare was beyond valuable.

      Doughas hated their whole system of manipulation. Now, their agent sat in his back seat.

      The dwarfess had recovered enough to sit up and notice the lodge. “You. Are. Crazy. You have no plan. You’re going to kill us all.” She kicked Vor’s seat with her shoeless foot. “Your friend’s nuts. Stop him. Come on, I’m sure you’ve got a family too. If the Sons catch us here, they’ll do worse than kill us.”

      Doughas waited to see how his partner would respond.

      Without turning around, Vor slipped his ARC out and flicked the safety off. “I’d like to see them try. Now, you’re a damn fool if you think we came here without a plan.” Vor smiled bravely at Doughas.

      It touched Doughas to see his partner trust him, especially when he’d been acting as he had the past two days. Doughas had barely slept, could barely think without a torrent of anger tearing through his limbs. Focused breathing helped, but only when he closed his eyes. Every time he opened them, he saw Sierla decked in her green sash and bearing that frigid stare. Now, in the rearview mirror, he saw the horrid witch who’d tempted his darling into shame and stupidity.

      He felt the torrent rise.

      Doughas locked eyes with her in the mirror. “Sierla Ruiridh is no longer a member of the Mountain Brides. You will cement that fact into reality. If any feckless gnome from the Sons, the Brides, or anyone remotely connected comes lurking around my daughter, there will be no end to the mountains of apocalyptic wrath I will bring down on their heads. Starting with you, Mairel Proinn of Clan Banlaech.” He inhaled deeply and watched how the dwarfess would react. It was the first time he’d used her name after confiscating her ID card.

      Unfortunately, his threat only brought sly confidence.

      “You want to play the vendetta game with us because your daughter chose to join our esteemed organization of her own free will? Go ahead. I can’t wait to see the headlines when dead dwarves show up at the hands of the Bureau. You’ll do more to help the Sons of Stone than I have in my entire life.” Mariel collapsed laughing on the leather seats.

      Worry filled Vor’s face as he looked at Doughas, no doubt wondering if his partner’s plan had crumbled.

      Hardly.

      Doughas kicked his door open and maneuvered around the Behemoth. Vor joined him, more worried than before. “Trust me,” Doughas whispered to his reluctant partner before he reached Mairel’s door and ripped it open, dodging the second lilac pump the dwarfess threw at him from the opposite side of the car. She pushed her restraints to the edge and hugged the wall, keeping her feet up to ward off the Inquisitors. It was a flimsy defense, but the only one she could mount.

      Doughas grabbed her foot by the ankle and yanked her across the car in two powerful pulls. The second dragged her to the edge of the seat. He placed both hands on her shoulders to stop her from toppling face-first out of the car. Vor stood pensively behind him and watched their surroundings.

      Mairel continued to struggle and curse.

      “Why so upset?” Doughas’ voice grew louder with each word. “We got along so well this morning, didn’t we? When you reported that bomb threat.”

      She hissed at him. “Do you want to get me killed?”

      Without warning, Doughas dropped the dwarfess. She fell until her restraints caught her by the wrist and held her half in and half out of the car. Her face was turned toward the sky. Doughas leaned over her, blocking the clouds until she saw only the anger on his face. His utter hatred of her and everything she stood for.

      He leaned closer and whispered, “For my daughter, I’d trample a thousand dwarves like you. Let all the viewers in the city watch me. I’ll upload the videos myself. Then every rat-faced gnome bastard will leave my family alone. How about we start right now, hmm?” Doughas pulled out his shard and tossed it to Vor. “Can you please record this momentous occasion?”

      Vor looked like he wanted to spike the shard into the ground. He made no move to start a recording.

      Before Doughas could grumble at his partner, the dwarfess cracked.

      “Fine! Please… I’ll make sure your daughter leaves the Brides. I’ll get her blacklisted. No one will ever contact her again. I promise. Now please, let me go!”

      Doughas grabbed the dwarfess by the hair and pulled her up until she hovered nose-to-nose with him. “Swear it, wretch.”

      “I-I swear—”

      “By your family and by your clan.”

      “By my family…” she repeated numbly.

      He shook her. “Remember what this means. Remember what it will cost you if you go back on your word.”

      “Oh, come on. You wou—”

      “Wouldn’t I? Look me in the eyes. Tell me I wouldn’t.”

      Mairel tried to turn away, but he grabbed her jaw and forced her to look at him. Tears streamed down her cheeks.

      “Swear it!” Doughas screamed. Flecks of spit struck her with the words.

      Finally, she began to blubber and speak. “B-by my family’s name and b-by the clan’s honor, I swear that I, M-Mairel Prionn, will do everything in my power to keep your daughter Sierla out of the Mountain Brides…and away from the Sons of Stone.”

      When she finished, Doughas pushed her back into the car and stood quietly, breathing deeply as he cemented the moment in his mind. He needed to remember this in exact detail in case he had to challenge her.

      After standing there muttering for a while, Doughas opened his eyes and seemed much more like himself. He closed the back door, and the Inquisitors reentered the Street Behemoth.

      True to his word, Doughas drove the dwarfess to a secluded portion of the Clan Banlaech territory, removed her restraints, and let her go. The pitiful sight of her hobbling down the street almost made Doughas regret what he’d done. He remembered his daughter’s frigid stare and nodded to himself. This was necessary. This was just.

      Doughas turned the vehicle around and headed home to check on Huala and the kids before the task force convened that night. They drove in silence until Vor broke it.

      “What exactly would you have done if Mairel refused to swear? I trust you, Doughas, but that did not look like you had a plan.”

      Doughas waved the complaint away but couldn’t avoid imagining what would have happened if she’d refused. Images flashed through his mind. He would’ve dragged her into the Sons of Stone’s clubhouse and declared a search of the lodge based on vital information she’d provided. A violent and brutal altercation would have followed. Mairel and several Sons of Stone, or Vor and Doughas, would end up on the floor. Dead or dying.

      The dwarf heaved a sigh. “I’d rather not think about it.”

      Vor nodded. “What did it mean for Mairel to swear on her family and clan? Can she be arrested if she doesn’t uphold it?”

      Doughas gave a quick explanation. “If a grown dwarf swears by family and clan and fails to live up to their promise, their whole family is answerable. If they can’t find a solution, the clan has to.”

      “Okay, so what would your clan do if she lied?”

      Doughas related an answer like he was reading from a textbook. “Clan Banlaech’s only response would be to strip Mairel and her family of their clan status to punish them for their failure to keep the promise and bringing shame on everyone related to them.” Doughas harrumphed as happiness spread through him at the mere idea. “Though I suppose her family could avoid this if Mairel somehow made restitution, such as testifying openly against the Sons of Stone. That would paint a nice, fat target on Mairel’s back.” He chuckled, delighted with that outcome too.

      Vor considered his words carefully. “So, Mairel has to keep her word, or she and her family will become clanless. If she avoids that fate, she’ll have to turn traitor. That would be as bad as you dragging her into the lodge and shouting that she’d turned on them. Kind of ruthless, if you ask me.” He rubbed his temples with both hands. “How could you even enforce a system like that? Seems hard to prove who promised what. Especially with so much on the line.”

      “Aye, that’s true. It is hard to prove, but we dwarves have developed a system that has worked well for a millennium.” Doughas beamed with pride. “There’s a clan devoted to the investigation of dwarven promises. They have special members called the Memorii who are experts at detecting lies.”

      “Like, Ranger level experts?”

      Doughas shook his head. “No, nothing like that. A Memorius isn’t a sorcerer like those damn Rangers pretend to be. Their clan funnels their resources into the study of lies and lie-detecting, as well as developing magi-tech devices to supplement those talents. Those who grow up to be Memorii are chosen from a young age and trained their whole lives to interview and evaluate broken promises. Their word is taken as truth in the dwarven courts. They are the reason a spoken agreement between dwarves can be treated like a contract.”

      Doughas signaled a turn and started to whistle a tune, thinking the conversation was over.

      Vor had other ideas.

      “Has a Memorius ever lied?” the elf asked. “That seems like a lot of trust to put into a small group of folks.”

      Doughas rolled his eyes. “Oh, it’s happened over the years. The clans take it very seriously, starting with the loss of the Memorius’ license in addition to being stripped of their clan status. In one case, the family even put a Memorius to death when their misbehavior resulted in a miscarriage of justice. The punishment for falsifying Memorii documents is equally harsh.”

      “Hmm, that seems like an invaluable skill to have. Do the Wardens ever use them? Maybe the Bureau could hire a Memorius—”

      “I’ll stop you there. The Memorii work for dwarves only to uphold the sanctity of our spoken word. If the Bureau wants a lie detector, they can develop their own, not corrupt a cornerstone of dwarven culture. And no, the Wardens don’t use them either.” The things I have to explain to an elf… “The Memorii are neutral. All they care about is that every dwarf upholds their word and honors their family and clan. Anything more is some other fool’s problem.”

      Doughas must have given Vor a lot to chew on because his partner remained silent until they pulled up to Doughas’ house. Vor gasped in surprise at the whirlwind disaster zone that used to be Doughas’ front yard.

      “Oof. Forgot about that,” the elf remarked.

      Doughas grunted and headed for the front door, careful to use the serpentine pathway this time. He was eager to check on his family, to see his daughter and tell her what Mairel had promised. Sierla would know she couldn’t remain in the Mountain Brides. Part of him knew that would crush her spirit, but it had to be done.

      Upon entering, Doughas saw Huala sitting in the entryway. She’d clearly been crying and looked exhausted, emotionally and physically. Still, she smiled and rose to embrace Doughas. When she noticed Vor, she immediately offered to fix them dinner.

      Instead, Doughas led her back to her stool. “I have some things to tell you, then you should rest. We ate on the way over, so we’re fine.” He’d lied about the food, but seeing his wife so weak made him feel terrible he wasn’t home to help her.

      Huala settled on the stool and cupped both hands under her plump belly. What followed was a sanitized version of the day’s events, culminating in Mairel’s promise to keep Sierla away from the Mountain Brides and the Sons of Stone. Doughas told no lies about how he’d accomplished this feat but left out the graphic details. He assured his wife that Sierla would no longer be involved with the Sons because Mairel would keep them away.

      Huala absorbed the information dutifully but wasn’t convinced. “Every time I speak to her, it’s like there’s this poisonous anger gnawing at her insides. Worse than yesterday. I think it has something to do with the humans. I don’t know. Maybe we spent too much time teaching her how bad sorcery is, and now she thinks all humans are sorcerers, and she’s afraid… I don’t understand. Whenever I try to talk to her about it, she either bursts into tears or gets sulky and stops talking. Either way, between her and the house, I feel like a stretched-out rag.”

      Doughas hugged his wife tightly, wishing he could squeeze out the pain but knowing he was more likely to squeeze out his new child too early. I can’t leave her alone like this. I know Vor told the General I’d go tonight, but…

      Huala must have read his mind. “Don’t you think about quitting work to fold laundry with me. I’ll be okay, and Tuierrhas has really stepped up.”

      “Really?” Doughas felt more surprised at the news than he should have.

      Huala nodded. “You need to go encourage him. He’s putting on a brave face like I see you doing, but he’s terribly worried. About me, about his sister. Please tell me you’ll say something to him.”

      “Yes, of course. I’m pleased he’s stepped up.”

      Huala smiled. “He reminds me of my handsome man.” She pulled her husband down for a kiss, and Doughas savored the embrace until Huala ripped away with flushed cheeks, remembering that Vor stood directly beside them.

      “Apologies,” she blurted and disappeared into the kitchen so fast, Vor could have believed she’d turned invisible.

      The elf smiled at his friend. “Was that my glimpse of the young, passionate Doughas who wooed beautiful Huala?” Vor chuckled at his own joke.

      Doughas smirked. “Keep talking like that, and I’ll show you a great deal more about a certain young, passionate dwarf, especially his fists. Now, go help her in the kitchen. If she’ll let you.”

      Vor did as he was told and followed Huala into the kitchen.

      Down on the third floor, Doughas found his eldest son in the hearth room, guiding his younger siblings through Bait the Brownie. The board game let players control Verminators and set traps in a run-down mansion, competing to exterminate the most wee-folk and earning extra points for doing it in the wackiest way possible. Despite the game’s rather sadistic goal and the awkward dread that pervaded the home, the children were laughing. Tuierrhas laughed the loudest as he rolled on the ground at a particularly wacky extermination.

      The younger children took the opportunity to dive on their older brother, deciding they were actually brownies who wanted to eat the silly Verminator. Without complaint, Tuierrhas took on the role and led them on a chase around the room as he desperately tried to escape the horde of ravenous wee-folk gnawing on his ankles.

      Doughas marveled. He’s strong, resilient, responsible, and determined. He’s everything I’ve tried so hard to raise him to be. Considering all that had taken place recently, Doughas felt overwhelmed by emotion. A lump formed in his throat, and he blinked away tears.

      He cleared his throat, trying to dislodge the lump and stop the springs that had opened in the corners of his eyes. The noise alerted Tuierrhas to his presence.

      “Dad?” His son was so shocked by his appearance that he bumped into a chair. The younger children capitalized on this and brownie-piled him, playfully nibbling his clothes and hair. Their noises were more like ravenous predators than squeaking wee-folk. However, the game had ended for Tuierrhas. He picked himself easily from their midst and directed their attention back to the board game. The younger children didn’t want him to leave, but he promised he would return shortly. He needed to speak to his dad.

      When Tuierrhas finally approached him, the sight startled Doughas. He noticed for the first time that his son stood an inch or two taller than him. Still too skinny by half, but he’s got sturdy, broad shoulders. So close to adulthood.

      Doughas hugged his son roughly at first before he eased the pressure. He held him close and spoke softly. “I know you have questions about what’s been going on. I will sit down and explain it all soon, but for now, I need you to keep up the good work.”

      Tuierrhas pulled back from his father, his arms stiff and awkward, unsure how to respond to this sudden, overpowering affection. A question began to form on his lips, but he swallowed it and simply nodded.

      “Thank you,” Doughas told him. “One more thing. I know this is difficult, and you don’t know why, but I need you to stay alert. If your mother needs it, help her with Sierla. That might mean you have to stop Sierla from leaving the house.”

      Tuierrhas stiffened in discomfort.

      Doughas tried his best to reassure him. “Explanations will come. If anything gets out of hand, you or your mother need to pick up the shard and call me or Uncle Vor if you can’t reach me. We’ll be here as soon as we can. Do you understand?”

      Tuierrhas nodded. “I won’t disappoint you. I promise on my fam—”

      Doughas gripped his shoulders. “I believe you, son…and I love you.” His throat tightened, and he paused to clear it. “I’m so, so proud of you. You have no id—”

      Tuierrhas yanked Doughas into a rough embrace and squeezed his father’s back so tightly that Doughas heard an audible pop. After the surprise passed, he returned the gesture and popped a number of his son’s vertebrae. Both of them laughed deep in their bellies. The sound reverberated up the stairs and through the house like a banishment spell, clearing the awful feelings that had taken residence for the last few days. When their embrace ended, the room felt warmer. The younger children looked at them expectantly.

      Tuierrhas returned to the board game in time for his turn. New energy and confidence that Doughas had helped to grow filled his voice. With a lighter spirit, Doughas almost floated back up the stairs until he passed the second floor and noticed Sierla’s closed bedroom door.

      The flowery feeling dimmed.

      Doughas left the landing. He turned the doorknob and found the room unlocked, though pitch black inside. He stuck his head in and made out Sierla’s figure on her bed. There was a shuffling sound as she turned away from him.

      It hurt to see her act that way. Not because of the anger she had for him but because it reminded Doughas of when she was small and pouting after he or Huala disciplined her. How could his eldest daughter, his strong and confident girl, revert to this?

      Tears slipped silently down his cheeks. All he could manage was a hoarse whisper. “I love you, Sierla. We’re going to get through this…you’ll see…”

      Not knowing what else to say, he left and closed the door quietly behind him. A heavy sigh escaped him. Today had already been a long day, and it was only getting started.
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      Esselliar

      It was a pleasant evening on the rooftop of the Inquisitor’s Bureau. Above the western horizon, the sun marched toward its nighttime home and cast a coppered gleam over the sterling towers and glassy pinnacles of the Quadras metropolis. Such a beautiful sight, with no evidence of street gang crossfire or illicit undercity dealings, reminded Vor why he kept showing up to his job. The vista invigorated his limbs with primal energy toward the end of an already lengthy, tiresome day.

      The Bureau’s tower stood more majestic than usual. A fleet of magi-tech-powered, flying longships hovered around its summit. Their prows were carved with snarling wind drakes, the most common type of wyvern, after which the ships were named.

      However, Drakers didn’t share many qualities with their namesake creatures. Wyverns were fast, agile flyers with sleek serpentine bodies built for quick turns and rapid strikes from their claw-tipped wings. The Drakers were slow and ponderous, their acceleration accompanied by great wooden groans. The longships could reach top speeds equivalent to wyverns, but only after a long buildup. They also couldn’t safely turn until they’d halved their travel speed.

      The Bureau currently loaded four Drakers at a time, with one longship for each side of the building.

      Each vessel had an automatic gangplank that unfolded like an arm and touched the roof. Vor propelled himself deftly along one of the narrow, bumpy ramps to board the ship at the end. He devoured the view of the glowing city and the Valley beyond across the Draker’s gunwale. The misty outline of the mountains lined the horizon. Then a naked breeze whipped across the open deck and stabbed his eyes, forcing him to squint and interrupting his romanticized viewing.

      Doughas cursed and muttered as he trundled up the plank after Vor. The bumps along the gangplank had been designed for longer legs, so the dwarf had to ascend with awkward, goat-like leaps.

      “Find me the elf who designed this,” Doughas grumbled. “Let me take off his legs at the knee and see if he still likes his fancy ship and its stupid ramp.” A final hop brought him to the ship’s edge at the same time as another windy gust shot from the sky and struck him like a finger trying to poke him off the ship. Maybe the elven ancestor he’d just cursed.

      Doughas teetered in place. He moved to take a step back, only to discover nothing beneath his searching foot. His arms flailed, and he wobbled on one leg.

      The elves and goblins boarding behind Doughas watched his balancing act with wide eyes. If he fell, their bodies would have to cushion his landing.

      Thankfully, Vor was close enough to grab his partner’s shoulder and yank him to safety. Instead of thanking him, the unsettled dwarf twisted from Vor’s grip and continued his tirade against the ship’s designer. As he ranted, Doughas marched to the central pillar of the ship, grabbed two of the tethers mounted there, and attached them to his belt.

      After the safety lines were secure, Doughas finally took a breath. “You won’t see this dwarf rolling over the gunwale. Not today.”

      Vor took his time exploring the surface of the Draker.

      Runes covered the deck and the sides of the ship. They appeared dull and gray at first. When Vor stepped on them, the runes beneath his feet trembled and glowed bright blue. He wondered what would happen if he jumped on them. Maybe they’d explode and rocket him into the sky.

      Logically, he knew the magi-tech inscribed boards had safety measures installed to prevent this, but safety measures could fail. The runes seemed to hate being stepped on, judging by their reaction, so Vor walked with care. After he’d thoroughly investigated the upper deck of the Draker, he joined his partner and attached a single tether to his belt.

      Doughas gestured at the central pillar and its arsenal of tethers. “You don’t want another? Plenty to go around. I’ve got one on my belt and another wrapped around my chest. Better safe than sorry.”

      Vor tapped the metal clip at the end of the tether. “This will enchant whatever you hook it to. So, if I put it here, my belt becomes tougher and harder to break.” Vor demonstrated accordingly. “You should only need one, whether you’re an elf, goblin, ogre, or dwarf.”

      Doughas kept his two tethers anyway.

      Vor chuckled. He can do whatever comforts him. Heights aren’t for everyone.

      The elf squinted against the buffeting wind and lifted his gaze to the sky where the rest of the Drakers waited. A flotilla of dragon boats, their keels blue and radiant with activated runes. Theirs was the final Draker to mount the skies before the task force commenced.

      The ship’s crew began bustling around the pillar, grabbing tethers and dragging boxes around the deck. Vor tried to lead Doughas away, so the crew had room to work, but the dwarf refused to budge. He’d planted his feet on the floor and locked himself in place. No amount of pulling would move him, so Vor gave up.

      Doughas crossed his arms. “Only diseased pixies belong on the deck of this abomination. Mark my word, no sane dwarf would ever choose to zip around on a flying shit-box like this.”

      As if to taunt Doughas, a crane arm lifted a box of ammunition from the roof of the Bureau and brought someone with it. A bald dwarf with a beard that reached his waist stood beside the box. One strand of his unwieldy beard was tucked into his belt while the rest were braided and dyed to resemble dripping fire.

      The crane apparently moved too slowly for its passenger. Before it stopped, the flame-bearded dwarf leapt off and crashed onto the deck. Blue sparks shot out from the runes beneath his olive combat boots. The static charge rippled through his body and bristled his beard in random directions like a living flame.

      Doughas snorted. “What did I tell you? Crazy.”

      The strange dwarf cupped his hands around his mouth. “Gung-ho, bilge rats! Captain Argo’s on board. This ship better be ready to float by the time he counts to ten. I’m looking at you, Curry-Foot.” The dwarf stabbed a finger at an elven worker before returning his wide-eyed attention to the whole crew. Vor hoped Curry-Foot was a nickname.

      “Sing your praises. Say your blessings. The sky’s hungry tonight! Let’s give her some chow.” With that, Captain Argo began to count down. The workers frenzied all over the deck like a swarming hive of Valley hornets. Vor marveled that no one tripped.

      I think Doughas may actually be right about this dwarf. Vor was tempted to grab another tether but forced the anxious thoughts from his mind.

      After the captain’s countdown reached zero, Vor didn’t need to distract himself any longer. The ship provided plenty of distractions.

      The Draker hummed with arcane energy. The deadly buzz grew until it filled Vor’s ears with growling white noise. Runes across the whole ship shimmered blue and rose slightly off the deck. The letters glowed brightest wherever pressure was applied with a foot or a box.

      Argo stood at the rear of the ship on the raised captain’s platform behind a console of intricate knobs and levers. “Onward and upward!” he shouted and flung an array of switches to their ‘on’ positions.

      The Draker surged up from the roof of the Bureau so powerfully that all the Inquisitors on board collapsed to the decking. Only the crew, who knew their captain, had braced enough to avoid the fall.

      Doughas jumped up faster than Vor. “Bastard,” he muttered and would have grabbed a third tether if Vor hadn’t stopped him.

      Their ship joined the waiting flotilla of Drakers. Sixteen enchanted vessels armed along the gunwales with ballista-class ARCs that fired explosive-tipped bolts. Weapons-laden Inquisitors packed each ship from stern to bow. Every goblin, elf, ogre, and dwarf carried their favorite toys. The sight prompted Vor to touch the comfortable outline of Hope and Glory. His ARC was almost older than him and considered a pixie-shooter compared to modern weaponry. However, Vor would take Hope and Glory over any new-fangled prop gun. Not that its technology was superior, but his familiarity with the weapon let him outclass even the most advanced equipment. Being an elf who could gleam his ARC to shoot through walls certainly helped.

      A collective shudder passed through the Inquisitors as they clutched their hips or chests, struggling to remove simultaneously buzzing shards from their pockets. Vor ignored his and opted to share Doughas’ screen since they stood next to each other.

      The screen flickered with blue and green waves as the enchanted device struggled to find a signal. At a shout and a wave from Captain Argo, the crew hoisted a large antenna at the stern of the ship. The mad dwarf chucked something heavy at Curry-Foot and yelled, “I gave ya a single damn order!”

      With the antennae in place, the chaotic wavelengths on Doughas’ shard coalesced. The Inquisitor-General appeared within the glass, his face firm and unyielding, unlike his hair which twirled in the wind. He stood on the rooftop of the Bureau with part of the flotilla visible in an open space next to his head.

      Crunchy, unintelligible noise crackled from the shard and softened as the antennae boosted the signal.

      “Inquisitors,” the General shouted over the blustering breeze. “If I had the time, I’d thank each of you by name, but I’ll be damned if I spend another second in this wind for you. I’ve got icicles growing on my elbows. So listen up. I won’t repeat myself.”

      Vor and Doughas shared a look. At least we can count on the Inquisitor-General to be in his usual upbeat mood. Cheers me right up.

      The gray-haired elf cleared his throat and continued, becoming more enraged with each gust of wind. “You will cross over Burb-burg and enter the Valley. You will head for a specific ranger compound. The location has been given to your captains via a sealed metal box.” Vor remembered the object their captain had thrown at the unfortunately named elf and wondered if this had been the box. Hopefully, Argo already opened it.

      “Upon arrival, the envoy Draker will pick up our honored guests. Return to the Bureau. Do everything in your power to protect the envoy vessel. Expect significant resistance.” The Inquisitor-General pulled his shard directly up to his mouth. “I repeat. Expect significant resistance.”

      A tremor passed through Vor’s chest.

      The General lowered the shard to its normal position. “Quick strategy reminder for those who weren’t paying attention in the briefing earlier today. Do not engage in a pitched battle. When trouble shows up—and it will—the engaged vessel must lock the attackers in place or steer them away from the main fleet. Protect the envoy ship at all costs. The only exception is the point Draker.”

      Vor and Doughas paid extra attention. That’s our ship.

      “You’ll range ahead, clear out nuisances, and provide intel to the rest of the fleet. Communication is key, so my wife keeps saying, but especially for the point Draker. Now go out there and show the damn city what their taxes pay for.”

      Vor would have laughed if the Inquisitor-General had ended the call there. Instead, their boss bowed his head, raised a palm, and recited a traditional elvish blessing. By the time Vor realized what was happening, the brief prayer had ended along with the call. It left a fading wake of somber emotion behind. Vor had never known the General to be religious, but these were trying times.

      Probably looking for help wherever he can find it. The tightness in Vor’s chest increased. “You think we pissed him off?” he asked.

      Doughas gave him a questioning eye. “What do you mean?”

      Vor gestured around them. “He put us on the point of his spear. We’re the ship most likely to get sliced, diced, and shipped back in a lunch box.”

      The dwarf harrumphed. “If we die up here, it’ll be messier than that. Dropped out of the sky like a pebble into a pond. Fall so long and hit so hard our bodies squish to jelly and ooze over the streets.”

      “You’re very reassuring,” Vor intoned.

      Doughas sighed. “The Inquisitor-General is no fool. He may be sending us to our deaths, but not on purpose and not without a reason.”

      Behind them, Captain Argo roused the deck with a shanty tune, a lurid rendition of a children’s lullaby. At first, he sang solo, his raspy voice so sharp it would have torn through sails if they had any. Eventually, he prodded the rest of his crew into joining. Even some of the Inquisitors sang along. The song jumped from one ship to the next until the whole flotilla rang with the ridiculous chorus.

      Hardly the stuff of legends up here. If this event is written about, I dearly hope they exclude the song choice.

      Doughas growled. “If there’s anyone with a suicide mission in mind, it’s our glorious captain. I’ve got a mind to tether him below deck and let a more sensible driver take his place.” He grumbled and paced the deck, never straying too close to the edge to avoid seeing the plummet that awaited if his tethers failed.

      Their point Draker led the flotilla in an upward climb that pierced the clouds. While this ascent lasted, the captain restrained himself to a reasonable pace. Doughas calmed down and ventured further from the central pillar, and Vor’s own worries quieted as their surroundings distracted him.

      The clouds shimmered like castles. Vor imagined flying among them, entering through the gate and zipping along the passageways until he shot straight up from a tower like an arrow. He had done it before. When he turned forty, his father gave him a Griff, a lightweight craft built for one or two passengers that used technology similar to Drakers. Vor and his father spent a whole weekend together. They raced the wind around the city spires, flew in and out of gargantuan cloud fortresses, and traveled as far as the mountain peaks that framed the Valley.

      With an icy shock, he recalled dangling from the Griff and skimming a handful of frigid snow from the summit of the highest mountain, despite his father’s disagreement. He’d stuffed the snow in his mouth and given himself brain freeze, but his pride had warmed his soul enough to compensate for any frostbite he might have acquired.

      Better than that was the time he got to spend with his father. It was the happiest he could remember being. The happiest I’d ever seen my dad, too. I never wanted it to end. When they finally had to bring the Griff around and tie her up at the family tower, he’d kept his father from seeing his face because he’d been crying. Somehow in his heart, he knew the moment was over, and he’d never experience anything like it again. Sure enough, he wasn’t wrong.

      Time passed, and his father was always busy. Vor took the Griff out a few times on his own or with some of his friends, but soon it was left ignored at the summit of the family tower. Then his father had died. Since that time, Vor had lost his desire to fly. Now he found it reawakened like a spent coal stirred to life by the sudden introduction of flame.

      The peaceful flight only endured until they breached the lowest layer of clouds and aimed the flotilla toward their target. At that point, the mad dwarf had his way with the Draker.

      After the shanty ended, Captain Argo cursed the air and the sky for no reason Vor could see and cackled excitedly as if he actually had a plan to punish the elements. The throttles went full extension, and Inquisitors and crew alike stumbled as the ship rocketed forward. Some fell to the deck, Doughas among them. The Draker reached maximum speed in a matter of seconds. The crew raised a wind shield at the prow to redirect the tearing gusts, allowing their ship to attain even greater speed.

      Doughas remained face-down on the deck with his hands cupped behind his head, screaming against the roar of the wind. After the ship ceased to accelerate, he got used to the noise and the wild thrum of the decking but didn’t rise until he spotted another dwarf Inquisitor examining the rail-mounted ARCs.

      Vor stood at the gunwale and watched the city slide away. The metropolis faded to packed neighborhoods, then massive crop fields with homes few and far between. However, without the magi-tech lanterns of the city, it was difficult to pick out details in the Valley. Vor returned his attention to the ship.

      Most of the Inquisitors huddled along the gunwale and kept watch. Those with the keenest eyes stood at the prow of the ship. Doughas alone stayed near the middle, arms crossed and grumbling constantly. He looked ready to use the goblin long-heater slung over his shoulder, if not on the enemy outside the ship, on their glorious captain.

      The point Draker had traveled far ahead of the flotilla though within sight distance. The captain lowered the ship’s speed to avoid breaking away completely. He looked heartbroken as he did it, like a lover spurned. The wind died, and conversation ceased. In the distance, a bank of clouds began to swell and darken, preparing to unleash a torrent on the Valley.

      A rumble echoed in the skies, and the air vibrated. Goosebumps rose, and arm hairs stood on end.

      Vor squinted toward the storm clouds growing darker by the second. Maybe I blinked, but I didn’t see the lightning that caused the thunder. The black, vaporous mass unfurled toward them like a lid being slid over a coffin.

      Soon it would overtake the evening sun.

      A shout from the prow shook Vor from his thoughts. Several Inquisitors had spotted something. Vor followed their pointing fingers to a pack of winged creatures swooping and twisting erratically, still far enough away that he couldn’t make out any details.

      Captain Argo accelerated the Draker toward the disturbance.

      For the first time, Doughas ran to the gunwale and peeked over the lip. “Who’s the lucky bastard on our dance card tonight?” He swung his long-heater free and fingered the safety, ready to flick it off at the slightest urge.

      Vor examined the shapes in the air as they rose and fell. They might have been harpies or wyverns. The former were disgusting creatures, while the latter were less nasty but more likely to kill them. However, their movements were too erratic to be either. That left one likely option for creatures flying above the Valley.

      Doughas was the first to say it. “Shrikes. Their metal mounts are reflecting the light, but there’s a haze around them. Looks like they’re wrestling mist.”

      Vor squinted until his sharp eyes could pick out finer details. He caught the sparkle of translucent wings. “Not mist. Pixies!”

      “Pixies?” Doughas snorted. “Have they become suicidal or what? Deciding to attack Valley outlaws. Hell, if the wee-folk want to fight crime, the city would happily hire them. Kill two annoying gnats with one paycheck.”

      Their Draker reported the sighting to the flotilla via the communication antenna and surged ahead to investigate further.

      Doughas leveled his long-heater over the railing, though he must have known the spread-shot weapon didn’t have the range to be effective against the Shrikes. Vor kept Hope and Glory on his belt as he mounted one of the ballista-class ARCs.

      Confused looks spread between the Inquisitors as they neared the struggling outlaws. The point Draker slowed its charge and waited.

      Doughas broke the silence with a blast from his long-heater shot straight into the sky. Its boom fired a bullet of noise into Vor’s ear. The ringing lasted for several minutes.

      The pixies wailed. They wrapped their wings protectively around their bodies and fell like dew away from three Shrikes. A goblin and two elves separately rode multi-legged magi-tech creatures. Unlike the Marauders of the Valley, whose ranks consisted mostly of ogres, the smaller races tended to dominate the ranks of the Shrikes. Not much surprise there. Given their airborne nature, the Shrikes had a fondness for magi-tech creations resembling corrupted birds of prey. They often came with many pairs of asymmetrical legs tipped with fierce claws for snatching and ripping apart their prey.

      With the pixies removed, the Shrikes focused on the Draker, though they made no move to attack.

      From the back of a monstrous, vulture-esque mount, a long-limbed goblin sneered at Doughas and the well-armed Draker. “Our thanksss,” the goblin hissed, clearly meaning the opposite.

      Doughas leveled his long-heater at the Shrike. It was too far away to be lethal, but he could make him hurt. “No thanks necessary, though it is appreciated. We have official Inquisitor business in this area. You will relocate to another part of the Valley.”

      The goblin shouted back, “The sky over the Valley belongs to the Shrikes. Even the Rangers leave us be. Go back to the city, Inquisitors. You have no rights to our domain.”

      “Your domain, huh?” Doughas countered. “I’d say we have a right to it, considering we saved you louts from death by pixie. I’m certain that losing to a bunch of pink, floating insects would mean the death penalty in your fun club.” Doughas cleared his throat. “That said, if you fools who couldn’t handle pixies want to test your claws on a Draker with armed Inquisitors… Well, you go ahead and be our guest.”

      Vor primed his mounted ARC, and the system activated. A protective shield unfolded, and a spectral targeting sight appeared above the shaft. He trained the weapon on the lead Shrike’s chest. I can’t wait to see what a gleamed bolt from this thing does.

      Sadly, the goblin and his cronies had a smidgeon of sense in their mostly empty heads. Enough to know the Draker outmatched them.

      After a final curse, the lead Shrike wheeled his mount and fled. The others followed suit.

      Vor watched their retreat, careful to mark their movements and make sure they didn’t turn. The trio glided to the ground, settled under a copse of trees, and disappeared. Vor watched for as long as he could, but the point Draker continued until he could no longer see the spot.

      The rest of the journey passed in peace. The point Draker reached the ranger station and circled the area to clear the skies of trouble. Shortly after, the envoy vessel arrived and descended to its pickup.

      The Inquisitors on board watched as two individuals walked from the station into the landed Draker.

      “So that’s what humans look like,” Vor remarked.

      Doughas shrugged. “They don’t look too strange from here. I don’t see what all the fuss is about.”

      “Me neither.”

      As the flotilla turned for home, they discovered the storm front had closed in and threatened to cut them off. Communications went from ship to ship: Double-time. Captain Argo was delighted to hear this. He fired their ship to its cruising altitude and charged along the bank of clouds. This time, the other ships followed suit. The air roared with thrumming runes and rushing wind.

      Another boom rattled the sky with the character of something other than thunder, though it raised hackles and frizzed hair with a buildup of static electricity.

      Even at top speed, the longships failed to reach the city before the storm overtook them. It forced them to slow down and descend, so the flotilla sat a few stories below the writhing storm clouds.

      All eyes focused above as the rain began to pour. In seconds, their clothes were soaked, and their eyes stung with precipitation. They heard a few more booms but figured it had to be thunder.

      A rogue gust pushed the clouds aside, and a moonbeam sliced through.

      Vor stared into the gap above. The clouds skittered with motion like insects being pushed away from the light. Doughas noticed and shared a worried look with Vor. The rail-mounted ARCs faced outward, not upward, so the duo gripped their own weapons and steeled themselves.

      Doughas groaned. “What’s the likelihood that was a trick of the moonlight?”

      Before Vor could answer, the three Shrikes they’d previously encountered flew from the clouds and hovered fifty feet ahead of the point Draker. Vor jumped on the mounted ARC and primed it. The sight zoomed to the distant target, and the goblin’s snarling visage came into focus.

      Other Inquisitors responded to the Shrikes and joined Vor on the ARCs.

      “Hold fire,” Vor shouted, wanting to see whether they would flee again.

      The clouds above the Shrikes shifted to reveal the hovering shadows of more Shrikes. Another boom thundered forth, and this time, lightning came with it. The illuminated clouds were thick with dotted shadows representing the enemy, along with a single, massive shadow at the center. That was the source of the boom. With the next one, Vor heard a growl inside the sound.

      More Inquisitors noticed the shadows. One disregarded Vor’s command, fired into the cloud, and scored a lucky hit. One of the riders screeched and plummeted from the sky on his mount.

      Captain Argo cackled like a maniac and began firing his own pistol wildly into the darkness.

      After realizing they’d been discovered, the Shrikes dove from the clouds and engaged the whole flotilla at once with focused attacks near the center. Their ARC bolts descended like deadly rain. Several Inquisitors went down clutching their wounds in the first salvo.

      Above the point Draker, the great shadow surged toward the envoy vessel and roared. Its booming voice filled the air with noise and static charge.
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      Doughas

      Chaos reigned in the storm-filled sky above the Valley. A bloody slit of remaining sun cast its ruddy glow on the underside of the ships, the clouds, and the descending swarm of Shrikes. Rain fell with them. The electronic screams from their magi-tech mounts mixed with the Shrikes’ war cries. Goblin, elf, and machine voices combined into a buzzing metallic drone that was somehow organic. Not white noise, but the black noise of death plummeting with claws extended and ARCs raised.

      Doughas tried to stay close to Vor, but the dwarf was half-blind from the rain and half-deaf from the piercing cries from above. The ironically understated thud-thud-thud of ARC bolts hitting the deck near his feet further distracted him. A foot closer, and they would have pierced his head, execution-style. Doughas shouldered his long-heater, sighted a wheeling Shrike, and fired. The blast of his weapon added a BOOM to the cacophony of noise, and the force of its recoil threw off his gaze. The Shrike was gone. Doughas couldn’t tell if he had killed it or if it had flown away unharmed. Damn this rain, and damn this near darkness, he cursed internally and jammed new slugs into the back of his long-heater.

      “Vor!” He searched the deck for his partner but found only a mess of Inquisitors flopping about like beached cave-fish. They fired at whatever moved in the sky with nothing resembling a cohesive defense. Doughas tried growling orders to a few, but the storm stole his voice. New threats constantly came into view. Doughas could only respond to each as they came, often with less than a second to do so.

      Everyone for themselves, then.

      A shuddering roar like thunder broke above the point Draker as the great shadow passed overhead. Doughas didn’t know what was up there, though he had ideas. None of them were good. Worse than that, the umbrous being had overlooked their ship, apparently uninterested, and headed for the center of the flotilla. Which was where a certain important vessel hovered, defending itself against the brunt of the Shrikes’ attack.

      Without thinking, Doughas rushed to the back of the boat, ducking once to avoid the swooping claws of a Shrike. He felt the air part above his head. Any closer, and I’d have lost my noggin. He swiveled and pumped bolts into the Shrike, punching several holes in its back and wings as it sped away. The magi-tech beast sputtered, and the light in its eyes died. Its gobliness rider wailed as she plummeted.

      Doughas reloaded and returned to his task.

      On the captain’s deck, their mad dwarf pilot hysterically laughed as he controlled the ship with one hand and blind-fired an ARC above. At the stern of the ship beyond him, Vor operated a mounted ARC and fired explosive bolts at the great shadow.

      Yes, lad! That’s the stuff! Doughas almost joined him on another mounted weapon, but his eyes traced the explosive bolts and saw their trajectory wasn’t correct.

      He rushed to Vor and grabbed his shoulder.

      The elf was startled at first but calmed when he saw who it was.

      Doughas pointed up with his thumb and yelled, “Aim higher! You’ve got to aim higher!” He wiped a stream of water off his face to see clearer.

      Vor yanked the mounted ARC as hard as he could, shoving the back down, so the front rose to its full height. Doughas saw the problem then. The ARC couldn’t aim any higher. Vor pointed at the captain and yelled something Doughas didn’t catch.

      “What?” Doughas screamed back.

      Instead of answering, Vor reached over and hit the back of Doughas’ long-heater with his palm, ejecting the two slugs into the air. He snatched one before it fell as Doughas angrily stuffed new ones into his weapon. He held the long-heater away from Vor. I hate it when he touches my gun.

      The elf threw the stolen, spent slug at Captain Argo.

      The bolt must have been gleamed. It flew hard and fast through the rain and impacted the small of the mad dwarf’s back. Doughas winced and prepared to take command of the ship if he fell. Not that I know how to fly, but somebody has to if Vor broke this poor bastard’s spine. The captain whipped around with his handheld ARC leveled at Vor’s skull. He started to squeeze the trigger, only to slowly release the pressure when he realized it was Vor.

      Captain Argo made a rude gesture. Instead of returning it, Vor pointed at the shadow then at the mounted ARC. He yanked the weapon again so the captain could see the height of its aim. Ah! Now I see what the lad is doing. If Argo angles the rear of the ship higher, we can fire on that shadow. Doughas joined his partner, and the two hopped while pointing at the ominous shadow.

      The captain’s eyes kindled with a mad fire as he seemed to understand them. He returned to his control station and began pressing an armada of buttons while he yanked the wheel around.

      Why is he turning the ship? We only wanted to raise the back por—

      The runes beneath their feet shut off. Their blue light turned dull, gray, and lifeless. With the magic deactivated, the ship began to fall. The two Inquisitors floated for a millisecond as the deck disappeared beneath them. Gravity kicked in, and they fell, no longer able to do anything but scream and pray that their tethers held.

      What Doughas didn’t know was that Argo hadn’t disabled all the runes on the ship. He’d shut down the rear flotation devices. As a result, the stern sank and caused the ship to spin in place until the prow pointed at a steep angle directly toward the great shadow. Once he’d aligned the prow, the captain reengaged the rear flotation runes and kicked the throttle to full speed. The point Draker was aimed into the storm like a massive ram.

      Doughas’ experience with this maneuver was anything but enjoyable. He would have dropped his long-heater, but when he hugged his two tethers tightly as possible, he pinned the weapon between the wires and against his chest. His body swung like a ball attached to a child’s paddle toy. He was only thankful no one could hear his thoughts during that thrill ride. Oh, please, ancestors, let me live. I want to live and not die. I love my kids, my wife, myself. Please, I miss my mother—

      The ride ended swiftly when Doughas collided with the deck. The breath squeezed painfully from his lungs like an accordion being played by a hydraulic press.

      In shock and bruised from forehead to kneecap, Doughas would have remained there. Yet a certain elf dropped nimbly beside him, helped him to his feet, and whispered in his ear.

      “Come on, friend. The others need us.”

      The words helped Doughas refocus on the battle, the rain, and the storm cloud rushing toward them.

      Vor pulled him to the mounted ARCs at the front of the ship. They each took one and fired a vicious salvo of bolts into the looming shadow. Explosions lit the darkness and revealed portions of the massive creature. A scaled chest thicker and larger than the Street Behemoth, a squat armored neck, coal-black tusks, and wings of shadowy, interlocking fibers somewhere between hair and skin that acted like webbing. Behind its wings, metal glinted along its back in long strands.

      The beast swung to face the source of its new pain, straining against the metal links that pulled on its back. The air pressure dropped as it turned. Its eyes glowed like lightning, and a low sound emitted from its cavernous jaws. The rumbling grew until Doughas felt it in his chest and crescendoed into a roar unlike any he had heard. The gale force of its bellow knocked them prone and pushed the point Draker off course, threatening to send it spinning out of control.

      Captain Argo’s legs floated toward the sky. He managed to hold the controls with his hands as he frantically pressed buttons and switched levers. With luck or skill, probably both, Argo ended the Draker’s tailspin and brought her about to face the sky behemoth once more.

      “Full speed!” the captain screamed and punched the throttle to max.

      Doughas reeled, inside and out.

      He recognized the creature as a wyvern, but no ordinary one. An imperial wyvern. He had seen a drawing of one in a bestiary and recalled they came from caves under the mountains where they dwelled, dug, and hunted. They used chisel-like claws to create fractures in the bedrock, then roared powerfully until they shattered the stone along the lines. Many earthquakes in the northern ranges were attributed to imperial wyvern tunneling. While they could fly, as the current specimen proved, they were clumsy brutes at it compared to their more common relatives.

      Doughas heaved himself off the deck and stared into the storm. As a child, he’d always wanted to see an imperial wyvern. Now he dearly wished the opposite.

      The creature welcomed the point Draker by biting the side and ripping a chunk from the gunwale, including two of the mounted ARCs. However, the prow stabbed its faux dragon head into the true serpent’s belly. The wyvern spewed pulverized wood and metal all over the deck, mingled with caustic orange saliva that sizzled when it touched Doughas’ skin.

      The damage from the mouth juice was minimal compared to the wood and metal shrapnel raining onto the ship, the crew, and the Inquisitors. The crew dragged one Inquisitor below deck when a wicked shard of metal impaled her calf and another two who collapsed when chunks of vomited wood struck them in the head.

      Up close, Doughas noticed something else. The imperial wyvern was chained to two pairs of Shrikes. The outlaws pulled and prodded the beast with long, spark-tipped spears and tried to draw it away from the point Draker.

      Probably luring the creature to the envoy’s vessel.

      Yet the Shrikes had flown too close to the beast. In response to one electrified stab, the wyvern whipped its head around and chomped the offending Shrike in half, mount and all. The pile of glittery junk fell from the sky and vanished into the ether. The other Shrikes dropped their chains in a hurry and fluttered away, giving up on the wyvern for now.

      The wyvern, however, had not given up on the point Draker. The pain in its belly was fresh, and its eyes raged with crackling power. With a crunching, grinding noise, the beast pulled itself from the prow and crashed onto the deck. Its fibrous winged arms folded, its shovel-like claws extended, and it carved a diagonal gash into the deck, forcing several Inquisitors to dive out of the way or be sliced in half.

      The blue runes along the rent in the hull flickered to dull gray, and a shudder passed through the ship.

      The beast thinks the Draker attacked it, and he means to enact his revenge. Doughas leveled the long-heater at the beast’s head and gave a rallying cry. “Together! Together we fight, and together we live!” Doughas cried with guttural passion and fired the weapon. A spray of dense, molten lead shot toward the imperial wyvern’s head and tore shallow gashes in its cheek, though the smaller packets ricocheted off the hardened scales.

      Vor appeared to his right, Hope and Glory in hand, firing a burst at the creature. His gleamed bolts jabbed at the wyvern’s face, breaking off sections of scale and drilling a hole in its lower jaw.

      After responding to his call, a wall of Inquisitors surfaced to his left and added their arsenal to the volley. Elves, ogres, dwarves, and goblins stood together and faced the serpent. Their ARCs bristled, and a volley of bolts darkened the air between them and the beast like a swarm of locusts hungry for wyvern flesh.

      The great shadow reared back as hundreds of bolts cut across its body, breaking holes in its scales or piercing its thick hide. A roar ripped from its jaws. Unlike the previous booming roars, this cry was high-pitched. The wyvern snapped at the bolts and earned a stabbing wound in its cheek. Suddenly, the creature raised its wings and covered itself.

      Doughas reloaded and fired again. The bolt sparked as it struck the dense, fibrous webbing and bounced aside, leaving a small gouge but no serious damage.

      Still hidden beneath its wings, the wyvern shifted in place.

      Doughas had no idea what the creature was up to and could only reload and fire again. He shouldered the long-heater and aimed at a wing’s arm bones, hoping to find a softer target than the strange black webbing. His finger rested on the trigger, but before he could squeeze it, the wyvern lurched, and its wings lifted. The beast’s tail had curled in on itself like a spring, storing energy until it launched. It whipped across the deck, destroying gunwales, mounted ARCs, and the central pillar before it crashed into the Inquisitors.

      Doughas and Vor were on the far side and caught the end of the beast’s blow. It knocked them over, but other Inquisitors fared worse. The tail struck the front ranks like a tsunami and catapulted several Inquisitors across the deck. They smashed with bone-crunching force into the wall of the captain’s platform. At least ten of them writhed on the deck, moaning and cradling their twisted, shattered limbs.

      A deep-throated hupf-hupf noise came from the wyvern. Doughas could have sworn it was congratulating itself on a job well done. Then the creature threw back its wing covering, creating a sucking wind that pulled on Doughas’ hair. The serpent stretched its jaws, locked its vertical eye slits onto a group of collapsed Inquisitors, and moved to engulf them in its maw.

      Without thinking, Doughas placed himself between his fallen friends and the beast.

      Its eyes fixed on him. He heard hupf-hupf from its throat.

      Someone yelled behind him, and a burst of ARC rounds exploded.

      The bolts buzzed at the serpent’s face, but it blinked them away. It rumbled in its chest. Without delay, its gaping mouth crashed down.

      Doughas primed his long-heater and prepared his final shot. You might eat me, you oversized lizard. But before you do, I’ll bury this bolt in your heart where your shiny scales can’t do shit. I’ll be the last and worst snack you ever have.

      The beast’s maw consumed the sky as it descended until all Doughas saw was teeth and flesh. A death-flavored stench poured from its gullet and onto his head. His eyes stung, and he had to squint to keep them open.

      Goodbye, Huala. Ancestors, guide Tuierrhas as he leads the family in my place.

      Yet the rotten darkness did not consume Doughas. Instead, it froze in place above him then closed slightly and turned to the side as if distracted.

      Then Doughas heard it, too. A faint but distinct warbling, like the call of a shrill and enormous bird.

      For some reason, the wyvern wanted to investigate the noise. It moved to the side of the Draker and spared Doughas, whose knees and arms wobbled from shock. It wasn’t until Vor put a hand on his shoulder that Doughas snapped out of his panic.

      The warbling continued, and Vor pointed at a Shrike hovering off the starboard side.

      “It’s a harpy matron call,” Vor explained. At Doughas’ confusion, he added, “The imperial wyvern’s favorite food.”

      The beast lifted its wings and prepared to fly, its eyes locked onto the Shrike who played the warbling noise on a pair of industrial warehouse speakers built into the magi-tech vulture. A familiar sneering goblin sat atop the metal creature, which flew away toward the center of the flotilla where the battle raged the fiercest.

      “The envoys!” Doughas shouted and rushed toward the wyvern. Vor joined him in his sprint. They could only kill the beast up close, and it was preparing to leap from the ship and fly away. Doughas shouted to his friend, “Stay here! I’ve got this!”

      Vor shook his head. “Not a chance,” he yelled back.

      “You’re going to hate this.”

      Vor laughed. “I guarantee you’ll hate it more.”

      Doughas grumbled. He’s right, though. The things I do for the Quadras.

      The two Inquisitors released their tethers and neared the wyvern as it slipped off the longboat and dipped below. The only part that remained on deck was its muscular tail, which was rapidly disappearing over the edge.

      “Together!” Doughas bellowed, and the duo threw themselves onto the snaking tube, digging their hands under scales and wrapping their legs around the tail like a tree trunk. Seeking security before it happened.

      The tail slid off the ship.

      The Inquisitors screamed, one much louder than the other.

      Doughas experienced a galvanizing ride. His heart thudded against his ribcage as if trying to escape. All his body hair jumped to attention, even his eyebrows, and his arms tingled where the scales touching his skin released a minor electrical current. He hugged himself against the creature’s body and felt the flex of its powerful muscles. Hold on. Hold on. It’ll get better.

      It didn’t get better.

      The serpent flapped its wings and clawed itself to a higher elevation. Its tail lowered and raised like the crack of a whip, each sharp movement threatening to buck the Inquisitors from their unwilling steed. At first, they could only hold on for dear life, but the importance of their goal finally got them moving.

      The long-heater lay tight against Doughas’ back with its strap slung over his shoulder. The dwarf released one hand and began to creep forward, using the roots of the scales as holds and shimmying with his legs still wrapped around the tail. Vor copied his movements. This strategy worked until they reached the base, where it widened and became too girthy to grasp. Doughas paused to consider his options.

      A hand pressed against his posterior and tried to force him forward. Doughas butted back, wishing he could shout at Vor to give him more time. Yet the dwarf knew he needed to move. They had no time to spare. If the wyvern reached the envoy’s vessel, it would be obliterated.

      Doughas released his legs. His hips and belly lifted from the tail and threatened to peel off the rest of him. Then the same hand grabbed his heel and brought it back down. Doughas scrambled the last few feet to the back of the wyvern and wedged himself between pleated back scales and a row of spinal protrusions.

      Vor joined him. “What now?”

      The wind roared in Doughas’ ears and stymied his thoughts. He had no plan. “Get close. Get bloody.”

      Vor nodded.

      The two journeyed up either side of the creature’s back, rushing twice as fast when they heard the warbling again.

      The beast jerked to the right. Vor slipped but caught himself on a vertebra. A violent thrum began building inside the wyvern’s powerful chest like the start of a quake. The static current from the scales intensified, and Doughas twitched and blinked whenever his skin touched the metallic plates.

      Doughas crested the wyvern’s back, hoping to climb on its head. The envoy vessel was below them. Shocked Inquisitors littered the deck and stared at the descending shadow, their eyes swollen and their mouths distended.

      Without delay, Doughas shouldered his long-heater and shoved the double barrel into the base of the wyvern’s neck. He depressed the trigger and held it, using his weapon’s unique design that allowed him to ‘cook’ his slugs longer. More steam than normal built inside the firing chamber. The hardened barrel began to glow red, orange, and white where the pressure and heat ran the hottest. Two seconds passed, then three. The metal expanded, and the long-heater vibrated. That, or his hands were shaking. Probably both.

      Behind him, Vor shouted, “Fire already! You’ll kill yourself!”

      The elf was right, but this was the only shot he’d get at killing this bastard wyvern. He had to be sure.

      Five seconds.

      A spider-web crack appeared at the rear of the gun. Much longer, and it would explode and send a full load into his skull.

      Six seconds.

      The imperial wyvern dove toward the Draker.

      Doughas released the trigger.

      The goblin long-heater exploded its lethal shot with a catastrophic effect on the wyvern. Molten lead deconstructed its scales and bones with punishing ease. Pressurized steam vaporized the flesh and carried it away in a sweet-smelling cloud. The imperial wyvern died almost instantly, decapitated save for a sliver of gristle and skin that kept it attached to the rest of its body. Without a roar or so much as a whine, the majestic creature began its final descent. It knocked its soul-vacant skull against the Draker as it passed and completed its decapitation.

      As for the wyvern’s executioner, the massive blast launched him backward toward his own deadly descent. Vor jumped up and grabbed his heels in an attempt to arrest his flight but only managed to slow him down and join him for the ride. The serpent fell beneath them, and they raced after it, zipping past the side of the envoy vessel and into the great black abyss.

      The wind swallowed their screams. They clung to each other with no more tools in their arsenal and no grand plans. Only an elf and a dwarf falling through the sky.

      Then something that felt like a boulder crashed into Doughas from above. There was a sharp click-click. Pressure tightened around his waist, and he began to slow. Suddenly he jolted to a painful stop, and the breath crashed from his lungs. He sputtered and coughed as freakish laughter sounded next to his ear. The laugh belonged not to Vor but to Captain Argo, who had put his Draker into a nose dive and leapt from the ship with newly attached tethers to save the falling Inquisitors.

      The three of them dangled from two lines. Captain Argo had no tether for himself.

      Doughas grabbed the dwarf’s face, looking as if he might slap his savior. “Y-you’re mad! Mad as the moon! You bastard!” He kissed the dwarf on the cheek. “I love you, you beautiful dwarf! You’re lovely!”

      Vor watched the exchange with confusion and settled for thanking the captain with his words instead of his lips.

      Within ten minutes, they were back on the point Draker and headed for the Inquisitor’s Bureau.

      After the imperial wyvern fell, the Shrikes lost the last of their morale and fled. Only the warbling goblin tried to continue the assault. He was the last Shrike to die. Doughas wished he could have been the one to stave in his skull. I suppose killing the wyvern will have to satisfy me. He chuckled to himself. Now there’s a story for the grandchildren.

      At the Bureau, the Drakers swarmed the rooftop, unfolding gangways and loading the wounded onto the cargo lifts. Doughas and Vor were lifting an injured comrade onto a waiting gurney when the Inquisitor-General tapped them on the shoulders and pointed off to the side. They followed him and watched as the human envoys descended from their vessel with a pair of Inquisitors shepherding them across.

      Doughas squinted at the two humans. Both were of slight build with pale skin and rounded ears. They checked off all the boxes for “human” as far as he understood the race, but they appeared poorly put together and tacky. Nothing like the detailed photographs he’d seen in textbooks.

      The Inquisitor-General stuck two fingers in his mouth and whistled.

      At his signal, the humans stopped and waved at the General, then scooped the wigs and ear covers off their heads. Beneath were an elf and a goblin with painted skin instead of the human envoys they’d expected.

      Vor rubbed his temples. “What? What is that? Come on, did we do all that for nothing?”

      The Inquisitor-General laughed. “You think I’d waste city funds on a suicide mission? Hell, no. Your foray into the Valley provided the best distraction that taxes could buy while the real human diplomats were smuggled via car into the city. I’ve already confirmed mission success and have them stashed at a secure location. But you…” The Inquisitor-General shook his head. “From what I heard about the fun up there, I think an award for idiotic bravery might be in order. You two, plus that dwarven pilot who saved me from having to cover funeral expenses for the both of you.”

      Doughas grumbled. “Why the deception, Inquisitor-General? We’d have fought the same if we knew this was a ruse.”

      “We don’t like being kept in the dark,” Vor added.

      The General drew them closer. “Listen, I trust both of you, but the Bureau is far from waterproof when it comes to information. I tell you, maybe I tell someone else, and maybe it slips out to the wrong coworker or the wrong family member. Look at what happened to your top-secret mission tonight, hmm? You think those Shrikes happened to be out playing ball with their pet wyvern? Or maybe the battle was a cute misunderstanding? Yeah, I thought not. Listen, though. I said I trust you, and I do.” The Inquisitor-General leaned closer. “I’ve got a team set up to protect the humans, but after this fiasco, I’m worried their safety may be compromised. I’ll need you two to help ensure the diplomats’ safety. You understand?”

      “Yes, sir,” they said together.

      The gray-haired General nodded. “Good. Now get out of my sight, you walking wastes of space.”

      Vor and Doughas stood to the side while the medical teams finished collecting the wounded. The two friends watched their comrades and found it hard not to be suspicious of everyone.
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      Esselliar

      Vor’s sleep that night was light and troubled despite being bone-weary from the sky battle. He rolled every five minutes to chase the cool spot on the mattress. His blanket sat in a heap on the floor, unused in the room’s warm, soupy air. He always kept the cooling unit off unless the temperature was hot enough to sicken him. He considered it a point of pride to be able to fall asleep in such conditions, but the true reason for his suffering resulted from his ever-thin bank account.

      He shuddered, then trembled. Images and sensations were presented to him. Doughas standing before him, yelling something he couldn’t hear. The behemoth shadow looming behind his friend as two lightning-filled eyes pierced the clouds. Their gaze tore through Doughas’ chest, then his own, like the bolt of an ARC. The shadow grew until it swallowed his vision, and the battle faded.

      A hollow silence filled Vor, the kind that existed in a cavernous chamber. Dread permeated his lungs and forced him to cough up what felt like tar. The awful substance poured from his mouth. It pooled beneath him on a tile floor.

      He heard a girl’s voice. Why didn’t you save them? The question whispered into his mind, escaped through his ears, and reverberated in the chamber. As it echoed, the question seemed to morph. Why didn’t you save my family? The icy words gripped his heart and squeezed it until it stopped. Who else will you let die? Her final word bounced off the walls, multiplying and growing louder until a legion of cruel voices screamed DIE! DIE! DIE! until the walls shook and the tiles collapsed.

      Vor fell through the darkness and landed in his own bed. His eyes opened. The nightmare was over.

      He propped himself against the headboard and took calming breaths. Sweat beaded like dew across his limbs and chest, and his sheets were drenched. Be at peace, my soul. He exhaled to the count of ten. The dream is over. The darkness is no more. His thoughts filled with words of elven blessings and reminded him of the Inquisitor-General’s actions the previous day. He repeated the words inwardly as he continued to take long, practiced breaths.

      Slowly, he reduced his heart’s erratic beat to a steady clip that remained faster than normal but not panicked. He pulled himself up and clapped his hands against his cheeks to shake the rest of the sleep from him.

      He glanced at the clock. It was already the evening of the following day. Over twelve hours of sleep, and I still feel like shit. Figures. Vor shuffled into his cluttered bathroom and reached for his toothbrush, only to knock over a can. He swiped but failed to catch it, and the aluminum object clattered to the floor. Half the label was torn off the can. Vor couldn’t remember if it was important or how he’d torn the label, but he’d kept it around this long. He’d probably need it eventually. He sent the can into the corner with a soft kick, where it joined a pile of objects he didn’t use but thought he might one day.

      Vor grabbed his toothbrush, shoved it in his mouth, and flicked the button on. He touched up his teeth and gums for a few seconds before ripping it out and tossing it back on the counter. It was styled to look like a tree branch with a flower as the brush. Vor liked it, even though it was for much younger elves. Elfesses, really. Feels like I’m living in the wild, and all I have to clean with is a piece-of-crap plant. Of course, if he ever did go camping, he would leave the stick-brush behind. He only shoved it in his mouth every day to say he did if someone asked.

      After this, he peeled a strip of gray tape from his mirror until he could see a portion of his tired, baggy-eyed face. He quickly reapplied the tape as a shiver passed through him. Morning Vor always creeps me out. Looks like an old man. He slapped his cheeks once on each side and rubbed the skin under his eyes until it felt better. Then he peeled the tape away and appraised himself again. Shitty but better. He ruffled his hair and did his best to tamp down the rebellious tufts. Satisfied, he returned the tape and retreated to his bedroom.

      “Time for breakf—oh, right. I guess it’d be dinner.”

      Vor left his apartment and descended to the meal hall with a casual demeanor, almost smiling as he breathed the free air outside his room. His pleasure came to a swift, decisive end when he witnessed the mess hall tables full to the brim with elves. He’d have to join a group if he wanted to eat his evening meal. He almost turned and ran back to his room, but his stubborn pride and angry stomach had him headed for the newest landlady, a beautiful elfess with a smile like a star who was serving the meal.

      Vor reached for his tray with awe at her starry expression. He was acutely aware of his terrible appearance but hoped the muscles of his exposed forearms made up for that. He smiled back, thankful he’d brushed his teeth, and took his tray. As he walked away, he faced the mess hall full of elves. The few he knew here, he wished he didn’t. He sighed, chose a table of bachelor elves, and sat down. None of them looked at him. They continued talking as if nothing had changed.

      “Did you hear?” an elf of middling age was saying. “The humans are in the Quadras. Apparently, the integration folks had to smuggle the round-ears in with a migrant caravan.” The elf snickered. “The city can barely protect two humans. Think how much trouble a horde will be! They oughta keep them in the Valley. Let the Marauders fix that problem.”

      A groan squeezed from Vor’s gritted teeth. He tried to keep it in, though he desperately wanted to respond.

      A gray-haired bachelor side-eyed Vor. “Save that whining for your room, little elf. If you learn to control yourself, you could be a real Inquisitor one day instead of…whatever the hell it is you actually do.”

      Vor bit the inside of his cheek. His hands shook with the desire to unleash Hope and Glory on these wannabes, and he had to thrust them under the table. I am an Inquisitor, he almost shouted but stopped the words. If he did speak, they’d only laugh. He didn’t need to have that argument again.

      The table’s attention left Vor and returned to the middle-aged elf, who began to disseminate the latest city gossip to the other bachelors’ hungry approval. Vor’s stomach turned. He shoveled the food down before it got worse, making no eye contact and closing his ears to their childish banter.

      Finished at last, Vor returned his plate to the beautiful landlady. He recalled her name, Areal, and he thanked her with it.

      “Thank you, Vor,” she replied. “How’d you feel about cleaning up after dinner with the boys and me again?” She put her hands on Vor’s tray, and for a moment, the two of them held it together.

      He thought there was the kind of gleam in her eyes he longed to see, and his heart hopped and skipped before returning to its normal clip.

      She tugged on the tray, and he released it.

      “Oh, um, yes. I could certainly help you with that,” Vor stuttered and turned to survey the remaining customers in the hall as if counting how many dishes he’d agreed to wash. Yet he was actually trying to hide the ruby-red blush on his cheeks.

      True to his word, he donned a hairnet and hit the kitchen to scrub meal residue off ceramic dishes. Areal was a young widow just shy of three hundred years old. Her two sons were ten and six, and both were considered little more than babes. They helped their mother in the kitchen, and that night the older boy assisted Vor by drying the cleaned dishes.

      They cleaned in silence for a while. Vor noticed the bored, unhappy expression on her son’s face as he dragged his cloth over the wet plates. He began to sing, slowly and softly, then rising as he gained the attention of the boy and his mother across the kitchen, where she scrubbed counters. He sang a dishwashing song he’d learned as a young boy that explained in verse how to clean dishes effectively.

      Then Vor began tossing damp plates to the son and singing his song in a silly voice. Both boys giggled, their little bodies shuddering with laughter from his antics. After all was scrubbed and dried, the children requested Vor’s presence at all future cleanings. They went to their rooms, singing in their own imitations of his silly voice.

      Areal covered her mouth to hide the laughter. She thanked Vor and said his help would always be welcome.

      Vor hovered in the kitchen doorway. “Of course…yes, thank you!” Unable to think of anything more or better to say, he fled up the stairs to his room. His mind moved faster than his feet as he tried to lock the memory of Areal’s face in his mind. If only I could wake up to that smile every day.

      Evening rolled over into night, and the hours dragged by with the speed of a funeral procession. Vor hated his days off, though he knew his body needed the recovery time.

      Blue light filtered from the shard-tube on his dresser and drew horizontal lines across the empty walls, the blind-covered windows, and his half-shut eyes. He clicked the control pad, and the light flickered as the channel changed. He clicked again, barely registering the slate gray desk and the panelists interviewing a bigwig elven politician before clicking once more.

      There was no need to listen. He knew they were talking about the same thing everyone else was. Humans this! Humans that! With the hellish hullabaloo they’re making already, will the city simply blow up when the actual refugees arrive?

      A vista appeared as a corder panned across a serene windswept savannah. A deep voice spoke over the landscape and described it with poetic detail. The corder cut to a pack of dust drakes, pack hunters with excellent camouflage but no wings.

      Vor sighed.

      He had no desire to watch the nature show but even less to move his finger the tiny degree required to change the channel again. Better this than politics.

      He inhaled the dense, humid air and considered turning on the cooling unit, but the growling voice on the shard-tube drew his attention despite his disinterest. It sounded familiar. Clearly, an ogre.

      The voice narrated the dust drakes' hunt and lingered on a description of the prey’s violent end. There, it broke from slow, poetic script into a growling rant.

      Vor leaned closer to the shard-tube.

      The show reached a slow point and cut to a commercial break, but not before they announced the title of the show. Eden of Endless Grass, as narrated by Morg, nephew of Throm. The first commercial to follow was for Kroth’s Korner.

      “I knew I recognized that voice!” Vor patted down his pants and the end tables for his shard-com, knocking over a mostly empty cup in his search. He wanted to send a message to Doughas despite the late hour, hoping he could share a laugh with his friend.

      Another commercial appeared on the shard-tube and stole his attention. Titled as a public service announcement, images scrolled in slow motion showing the various quadrants of the city, peaceful and silent. Families gathered together, laughing at unknown jokes. Friends shared meals. The last image faded into what appeared to be a live feed of the city center. The council building and the Inquisitor’s Bureau were visible.

      A red and green explosion rocked the Quadras, and the shard-tube blared with the noise of it. The blast vaporized the city center and bloomed into a billowing cloud of multi-colored smog that grew and stretched to cover the sky. Vor would have jumped to his feet in fear, but the blast hadn’t been accompanied by vibrations. Something about it seemed phony.

      Soon enough, a sharp-tongued political pundit spoke as the death cloud swelled. “This. Is. The. Threat.” Each word received more emphasis than the last. “A choice stands with every citizen of the Quadras. Will you vote for a council member who values the lives of your children, or will you vote for integration, for Inquisitors, for sorcery…the kind of folks who will make this destruction our reality? Your children’s reality? The choice is yours this electio—”

      Vor jammed the off switch with his thumb. The shard-tube blinked off and plunged the room into darkness. His fist clenched as he leaned back in his chair.

      How could they be so blind? Sweat lined his palms. He opened them, but the tension in his chest kept rising. He grabbed the armrests and squeezed the upholstery like a stress ball, clamping so violently that the chair’s wooden bones creaked and shifted.

      How could they group Inquisitors with sorcerers? Vor thought. Then something became clear to him that neither he nor Doughas had understood. Sierla’s anger toward the humans.

      If the humans weren’t immigrating, Doughas would be retired by now. She knows he was forced to join the Inquisitors, and without them, the Quadras wouldn’t be trying to integrate so quickly. Without humans, integration and the Inquisitors would never have existed. Doughas would have been free to take over the family butcher shop like he was supposed to. Free and safe. He could continue to be the one thing Sierla wanted. Her father.

      Vor was so intent on the idea that he started gnawing on his fingernail, something he’d never done before. Upon further inspection, the facts appeared to agree. Once more, he rummaged for his shard in order to call his partner for a very different reason.

      Before he succeeded, someone knocked softly on his door. A folded piece of paper slid beneath it, skidded a few inches across the tiles, and stopped.

      Still concerned with finding his shard, Vor snatched the paper intending to read whatever insult the older elves had written and return to his search. Instead, when he opened the brochure-like paper, he discovered a tender message written in delicate, smooth lettering.

      I’m glad I saw you earlier, and I would love to give you a proper thank you. Someplace we can be alone… Meet me on the roof. I’ll be waiting.

      The note ended with a darling little heart drawn with ivy shoots woven in and around the shape.

      His heart hopped and skipped again. This time it kept thudding away at a breakneck pace. He imagined himself seated at the head of a table with Areal to his right and smiling elven children all around. The two children she already had, of course, but at least three more that were his.

      Although he didn’t realize it, Vor had built that daydream from family dinners at the Ruiridh household. It was Doughas’ house he pictured himself in. For better or worse, his idea of a happy family came from his partner. At that moment, however, Vor wasn’t considering this. Romantic images galvanized his body into motion. He was out the door and up the stairs in an instant. A faint voice told him this was too good to be true, but Vor squashed it to a pulp and locked it away where it could trouble him no more.

      He grabbed a sleeveless shirt and threw it on as his feet carried him up four flights of stairs. He barreled through the door, even as he recognized he had to slow down or risk scaring his best chance at love away. He paused, combed his hair to the side, sucked in his chest, and scanned the rooftop. I’m not sure my heart has ever beat this fast. Not even when someone’s trying to kill me!

      The roof held a variety of magi-tech pipes and panels to access the building’s support systems but nothing else. No elfess with star-bright eyes.

      His heart sank. The same apathy that had made changing the channel a mammoth-sized challenge resumed control. His little voice crawled out of its hiding place and whispered in his ear.

      “Oh, where did the brave Inquisitor go? And who’s this sad elf? Does he taste different than the other? Is he tender?”

      The voice was so real, Vor could almost feel it in his ears.

      He felt warm mist spread down his neck.

      Shadows shifted as something moved behind him.

      The voice spoke again. “Young love…so painful to witness. Take my advice. It’s better to avoid it altogether. Stick with your friends, Vor. Stick with me.”

      Vor wanted to fight the voice’s control of his mind, but he didn’t have the strength to change the channel.

      Claws curled around his waist and his throat, making it clear there would be no escape.

      The presence of actual claws vaulted him into reality. He tried to pull away, but the claws held fast. The ghastly voice was not the voice of his mind, but he still found it familiar. “Mr. Scratch?” he asked, though he couldn’t turn his head to confirm this without claws slicing through his neck.

      The voice chuckled. “Oh, aye, but your sweet Scratch brought a friend.”

      A cloaked dwarf stepped awkwardly from the shadows, doing his best to stand tall despite having an oversized clockwork leg. The dwarf threw back his hood and revealed himself as the redcap’s accomplice, Auruhm.

      Mr. Scratch giggled. The sound was like claws scraped over slate and delivered directly into Vor’s eardrum. He nearly screamed from the pain, but the goblin tightened his grip and strangled Vor’s cry.

      “Oh, ho. None of that, shiny. We need to have a good, long chat, ya see? Wouldn’t want you to start losing your voice beforehand. Don’t worry. I’ll treat your pretty-boy arms better than I did tasty Auruhm’s leg, there. Won’t I? Well…I guess you’ll find out.”
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      Doughas

      Doughas plopped on the couch between his wrestling twin toddlers. He put an arm on each of their chests and pushed gently. The beardless gremlins used the momentum to leap over the armrests and race to the back of the couch, where they collided despite Doughas’ best efforts to twist around and stop them.

      Their heads bonked together, and the fight dissolved into a chorus of grunting cries. The boys writhed on the ground like worms and pointed their chubby hands toward each other, saying, “Daddy! Daddy! He hurt me!”

      Keep this up, and you’ll be hurting for real, he wanted to reply but released the pent-up anger in an aggressive sigh. Punishment like that would do more damage to their souls than their bodies. They made him want to strangle them sometimes, but he still loved them.

      Doughas circled the couch and consoled the twins, kneeling to give each forehead a kiss. His daughter Brid played with her doll several feet away but seemed content on her own. One twin demanded a second kiss because it still hurt. Doughas obliged, then the other demanded the same. He gave it.

      “Now, I want you two to play with blocks. Go and build Daddy a big old castle he can retire in. Will there be candy in the castle? Good question. The answer depends on how sweet the castle is. The sweeter it looks, the sweeter it tastes, huh?”

      The boys rushed to their new goal. Unfortunately, Brid and her doll were in the way.

      The twins jostled each other with their elbows and looked as though they would steamroll their younger sister. Doughas barked at them to watch out, and it actually worked. The twins parted around their sister, only lightly bumping her knee before they dove headfirst into their block pile.

      A child began to wail.

      Idiot boys bumped their heads again…

      But the crying came from Brid.

      A dagger-like jolt of frustration lanced Doughas’ chest, and he wanted to unleash the same on his daughter. “Brid, stop whining. The boys barely touched you.” I know she’s young, but if she can’t take a bump, how will she deal with a bruise?

      Brid cradled something in her hands and sobbed even louder.

      “Quiet! You’ll wake your mother, and she needs her sleep.” Doughas hoped his resting wife in their bedroom could sleep through the piercing racket.

      Then he spied the mangled corpse of Brid’s doll.

      “Cargi!” she cried. “Cargi sick!” She offered the squashed creature to Doughas. Even before the twins had trampled it, Cargi the Carpelsnuff was an abomination. In the wild, carpelsnuffs were burrowing animals that ate worms and other protein-dense insects with their beak-like mouths. They had hard, conical shells to retreat into when faced with a predator and were blind as…well, blind as a carpelsnuff.

      Cargi the doll was a cutified version of the dumpster-faced critter. The star of a children’s program, no less. Doughas never understood why they picked a carpelsnuff as the star, but his daughter loved that Cargi.

      “Oh, dear.” Doughas gently lifted the toy from his daughter’s shuddering hands. “Listen, Brid. I’ll take it to the doctor later today and get it fixed.”

      She sniffled and ran her arm under her nose, drawing a line of snot across her forearm. “She be okay?”

      Doughas examined the toy. Both eyes had popped from its head, and some of the stuffing had leaked out. “Oh, yeah. Cargi is gonna be fine, sweetie,” he lied, wishing he was on the job and investigating an actual crime. Feels like too much force to be an accident. No evidence to convict, though. It’ll end up he-said-she-said. Doughas stole a glance at the twins. They smirked like villains.

      Snots. I swear they’ve been twice the usual trouble. It’s like they can smell the discomfort in this house. They’re feeding on it like energy-sucking gnomes. Doughas tucked the mangled doll into his pocket and wiped a tear from Brid’s cheek. “She’ll be back from the doctor before you know it,” he promised, planning to go out and purchase a new one when Huala finished her nap.

      Through her teary huffs and puffs, Brid exclaimed, “Really?”

      He picked her up and set her on his hip. “Really-really.” He tickled her belly with his fingers. She giggled uncontrollably, and the tears finally stopped. Doughas set her beside the block pile, and she joined in without a word of complaint.

      Fatherhood often tired Doughas, but his job as an Inquisitor had been brutal lately. That made home obligations weigh even heavier on his battle-sore shoulders. He had less patience and more anger.

      A stabbing pain drilled into his lower back as a wound-up muscle decided to tighten unexpectedly. He punched the area and dug his knuckles into the flesh, hoping that Huala would wake soon. She needs her rest even more than I do, though. She’s the one carrying the next Ruiridh in her belly.

      A short burst of mental anguish accompanied the back pain as he remembered her last pregnancy. Six months…the doctor had never seen a miscarriage that late. We’d already picked a name… Doughas’ pain intensified, sapping his strength and turning his limbs into water. He would have collapsed on the couch if he hadn’t spotted the door to Sierla’s room left open a crack and his daughter creeping up the steps toward the first landing.

      “Not another damn step,” he commanded. She paused and looked up from a downturned face, the same expression she wore as a toddler when he caught her brown-handed uprooting fungi in the garden.

      It could have ended there. Sierla might have slunk back downstairs and into her room as quietly as she came. She would stay there until she realized her mistakes and promised she would never make the same ones again. With all his body, Doughas wished that had happened.

      Instead, a pair of voices began a war cry somewhere behind Doughas, who never turned his eyes from Sierla even as two toddlers latched onto his legs.

      “Get off!” Doughas shouted at the twins. “Daddy’s not playing right—” He stopped when he saw Sierla hesitate. Instead of coming down, she took another step up, away from her father and toward the first-floor exit. Doughas repeated his command to stop, but the boyish laughter coming from his ankles must have softened his powerful voice.

      Sierla turned and ran up the stairs.

      Doughas struggled after her, the weights on his legs making him awkward and slow. He needed help. “Tuierrhas!” he called. “Stop her! Stop your sister!” His voice carried up the passageway. At first, he heard no sign of response and had to contemplate violence against his ankle weights or else let his daughter escape. Yet as she passed the second-floor landing, someone dove and took out her ankles.

      Doughas thought it might have been Huala and reached down to pry the gremlins from his legs. Whenever he pulled off a hand or a leg, the twins weaseled out of his grasp and reattached themselves. They laughed and laughed, thinking this was the best kind of game. Doughas was so flustered he could hardly speak.

      He did the best he could and trudged up the stairs with the ankle weights attached. Further up, he saw Tuierrhas locked in a struggle with Sierla.

      Aside from being tackled, her younger brother trying to contain her must have infuriated Sierla. She writhed and clawed at his head. Her former icy gaze turned volcanic as she erupted over her brother. She broke his grip and pushed him onto his back. Before Tuierrhas could get up, she was on him. She tightened a fist and punched, and punched, and punched…

      Doughas yelled at her to stop.

      She kept punching. Her hands began to come away bloody. Not a great deal, but she must have broken his nose or cut his forehead with her nails.

      Doughas couldn’t take any more. He screamed at the twins to let go, and his furious roar made them freeze and almost fall off his legs. They rushed down the stairs, sobbing.

      Doughas had no time to consider them. He ran up the stairs. As he neared the second-floor landing, Huala appeared in the doorway of their room. A ghastly expression hung on her face as if strings had been tied to various sections and pulled taut. Her cheeks were raised high enough to press against her frightened eyes and threaten to push them into her skull. Doughas had never seen his wife’s face so distorted.

      Huala fixed the slits of her eyes on Sierla, her precious daughter, as she brutalized Tuierrhas. She screamed, though the sound came far later than her expression. Shock prevented her from releasing her feelings for several seconds until her brain processed the monstrous act being committed by her beloved, on her beloved.

      The scream tore Sierla from her mission. At the bewildered face of her mother, the flow of her anger begin to ebb. She lowered her right arm from hooked and ready to deliver another punishing blow. Her face deflated, and her chin dipped toward the floor, but she no longer resembled a disobedient child. There was nothing childlike about her in Doughas’ eyes. She had torn the last stitch of innocence from her frame and stabbed her brother with the needle.

      Huala wavered in the doorway. She took one trembling step and nearly fell, clutching her belly. Her face contorted in physical, visceral pain.

      Doughas rushed past the stranger on the stairs to steady his wife. He led her back into the bedroom and settled her in a chair.

      The stranger’s voice called out from behind him with a quaver. “M-mom? Mom, are you okay?” Doughas barely heard as he settled his wife and told her to breathe, that it was okay, Tuierrhas was fine, there was only a little blood, nothing serious. He squeezed her arms to try to calm her throbbing emotions. It wasn’t successful, but he had to deal with the situation on the stairs. Worry for his son assaulted his mind, and he rushed back out.

      Nothing had changed.

      Sierla still crouched over the bleeding Tuierrhas, but Doughas could examine the scene better as he focused on his wounded son. His beardless chin was tilted to the side, and a light gash crossed his cheek. Most of the blood poured from Tuierrhas’ damaged nose.

      Doughas dropped beside his son and checked the damage. Doesn’t appear broken, but it’s hard to tell through the mess and the swelling. Tuierrhas shifted in response to his father’s gentle probing, but his eyes remained closed.

      Sierla cowered against the wall. “I didn’t mean to.” She plied the words gingerly to her father's ears, hoping to keep his wrath asleep. “You have to believe I didn’t mean to do this.” She pressed herself deeper into the wall.

      “Have to?” Doughas snapped as his head wrenched in her direction. Anger roiled beneath his skin and behind his eyes. “I don’t have to do anything. And whatever you were planning to do, you might as well go do it. This is what you did. See his blood? Your brother’s blood. It’s on your hands.” He pointed at the blood splattering her knuckles. She gasped and pawed at the stain with her other hand but only managed to spread it around.

      “Get up,” Doughas bellowed.

      Surprised and scared of what her father would do next, Sierla jumped up so fast that she almost stumbled over. She climbed a few steps but stopped, only for Doughas to bark at her again.

      “What are you still doing here? Go. Go, I said. You go up those stairs, and you leave through that door. Slam it behind you. I don’t want to hear your voice or see your face. Not until you listen to your father. Not until you leave that damn cult!”

      While she had wanted to sneak out, this was something worse. To be banished from her own home, from her family. The thought that she didn’t want to leave them should have comforted Doughas, but at that moment, he wanted—no, demanded—the opposite.

      Shock riddled her face. “You can’t mean that. Dad…you can’t mean that.”

      “Swear to me you’ll leave those terrorist gnomes, and you can stay. Swear it on your family and your clan.”

      She choked on a sob. “I…I can’t do that, Dad. You know I ca—”

      “Then get out of here!” he snapped, but she made no move to leave. Doughas sighed and explained, “Unless you change your creed, you cannot stay here. I’m sorry, Sierla, but this is the way it has to be. Until you start listening, this place is not your home, and you are not my daughter.”

      Stunned, she retreated up the stairs to the door.

      Doughas followed her. "Your friend Mairel Proinn and I had a chat. According to her, you’re no longer part of the Mountain Brides and not welcome by the Sons of Stone. Go to them if you wish, but they’re not loyal to you. How long will you continue to be loyal to them?"

      Without answering, she thrust open the door. A crisp breeze flew past her and into the house, where it struck Doughas. He felt nothing, but Sierla shivered.

      She opened her mouth then shut it quickly and gritted her teeth. After bracing herself against the chill, she left the house and shut the door so that it made no noise. When she’d left, Doughas lingered and listened. He heard her shuffling her feet on the stone porch. Despite his strong language, Doughas ached. His precious daughter was outside, chilled by the wind and brainwashed by dwarves. The exact dwarves he knew she would run to. Yet the scene on the stairs, Huala’s collapse… Sierla had gone too far. He had to draw a line for the safety of his family. Sierla needed to change before he welcomed her back.

      For half a minute, she stood on the porch, and Doughas listened. He heard her sigh, draw a breath, and take her first step away from her family and her home. Her first time alone, without even her friend Mairel’s help. Doughas couldn’t imagine what she would do and where she would go. He only knew she wouldn’t be with him.

      Memories assaulted him. He wished to return to a few years ago, or even a few weeks ago, when his daughter loved him. When she listened to him and had never known the Sons of Stone, or the feeling of blood on her hands.

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            CHAPTER ELEVEN

          

        

      

    

    
      Esselliar

      From behind closed eyes, Vor tried to ignore the pressure around his wrists. He performed one of the breathing exercises from his BDC training—behavior during capture—which he’d completed with the Bureau. They’d started requiring the course after a pair of Inquisitors broke under interrogation and ruined a year-long sting operation.

      Vor hated the training. Oddly enough, simulated torture was almost the same as actual torture, though he’d noticed one exception. In the class, he’d known what the outcome would be. He would come out the other side and drink another round at Kroth’s Korner, wash dishes with Areal and the boys, and sweep the streets with Doughas.

      Being bound and gagged with a clawed hand digging into his shoulder, Vor had no such hope.

      He couldn’t believe how stupid he’d been. Trusting the promise of a handwritten letter, leaving his room without Hope and Glory. Vor wasn’t sure which was the more foolish move, but together it baked him into a moron pie. He had no reason to believe this would end well. If he wanted any chance of survival, and he did, he had to stay calm and vigilant. He breathed in and out until his galloping heartbeat eased to a manageable trot.

      He felt the pressure and heat of the redcap sitting beside him in the back of the car. With a calmer mind, he also felt a protrusion against his left hip and recalled the concealed knife tucked into his belt. Not so stupid after all, he thought. Still, I’ll need the perfect opportunity if I’m going to use the knife and keep my neck un-slit. Vor pulled his bound arms closer to his belly as a first step.

      Mr. Scratch must have felt him shift because the redcap growled, “Keep it in your pants, elf. If you think you can stab me faster than I can disconnect your shiny noggin, you’re twice the fool tonight. You won’t get a chance to make it thrice!”

      Vor settled back in his seat. He’d have to enact his plan slower.

      The redcap shuddered with laughter for a few more seconds only to suddenly stop and resume normal activity. He cleared his throat. “Anyhoo. There’s no need for violence. We’re friends and allies tonight.”

      Vor raised his bound wrists. “Is this how you treat friends?”

      Mr. Scratch grinned.

      Auruhm butted into the conversation from the driver’s seat. “Be glad you aren’t his business partner. Bastard treats me like a reserve candy bar.”

      Mr. Scratch did not disagree.

      Beyond the dwarf and the glass windshield, Vor watched elven streets approach and disappear. Auruhm slowed, waited for a car to pass, then turned down a sloping tunnel.

      We’re heading for the undercity. Wherever they’re taking me can’t be good. They don’t seem the best of friends, so maybe I can pit them against each other? With his most innocent voice, Vor asked the dwarf, “What really happened to that leg of yours? It looks like it must have been painful.”

      Mr. Scratch answered with a solemn nod. “Oh yes, the amputation was frightful for poor Auruhm. So much screaming and crying. Blood absolutely everywhere. Bones crunching. Ligaments tearing! It was the whole caboose.”

      The mutant goblin looked ready to continue, but the dwarf let go of the steering wheel to shout, “Shut up, you black-hearted son of a bitch! I’ll rip off a piece of you one day and see how you like it!”

      “What are you complaining about?” Mr. Scratch retorted. “I used a tourniquet.”

      The dwarf looked like he might strangle the goblin then and there, but the vehicle had begun to drift. Cars coming from the other direction honked up a storm and forced Auruhm to focus on driving.

      The goblin barked, “Step on it with your tick-tock leg. The longer we stay in elfland, the more likely we’ll be pulled over. Especially with a short-bearded snack and my beautiful self in the car.” Mr. Scratch eyed Vor. “Gotta keep the weeds from sprouting in your precious quarter. Isn’t that so, elf? You were a Justicar once.”

      Vor tried to straighten. “I knew plenty of excellent elves on the force. They don’t hate the other races.” Most of them hated me, though, he almost said. His youth had won him no respect within the Justicars. Something of his true feelings must have shown because Mr. Scratch chuckled with a knowing grin.

      The paler skin around the goblin’s eye, the scar Vor had left on their last meeting, still looked the same. Mr. Scratch had plenty of reasons to want him dead.

      The goblin thrust the elf back in the seat. “Let’s hope the goodie elves are on watch tonight.” Mr. Scratch pressed a claw against Vor’s jugular. “I may like your shiny head, but I like mine more. I won’t be caught with a former Justicar in the elven quarter. I’m bored with collecting capital offenses these days. Too easy.

      “Then again, if we do get pulled over…” His tentacle-like tongue rubbed his lips. “I am excellent at removing evidence. Especially a certain, savory kind.” The goblin stretched his lips to reveal a hungry maw of black, needle-like teeth dripping with saliva. His dank breath washed over Vor. “Maybe Auruhm could use a crippled friend?”

      The dwarf turned and pointed a threatening finger at the goblin. “No eating him! She’ll cut our throats while we sleep.”

      The redcap’s eyes flicked toward the pointing dwarf, and he lunged at the dangling digit. His teeth snapped shut on empty air. Auruhm had removed his vulnerable finger just in time.

      “Finnnnnnne,” Mr. Scratch droned and leaned back in the seat. He looked longingly out the window at the tunnel walls, reminiscing. “Oh, to be my own goblin. Free to consume whatever displeases me…”

      Vor had picked up on something. “Who’s she? Where are you taking me?”

      “Don’t worry about it,” Auruhm rejoined. “Besides, you wouldn’t believe me if I told you. I didn’t believe Mr. Scratch, either, but that’s understandable given our history.” The dwarf flung a stinging gaze at the redcap.

      Mr. Scratch rolled his eyes and gave an exaggerated sigh. “Oh, look. Auruhm is angry that I ate his leg. Yawn. Heard that before. How about you remember when good old Scratchy saved your neck from the Fellows, hmm? Does that memory ring a ding inside your noggin?”

      The dwarf only tightened his grip on the wheel and stepped on the gas with his clockwork leg. The car lurched forward as he pulled into a shallow turn. Everything in the car leaned to the right. This could be Vor’s moment to fight, but the redcap was still watching him. The tips of his claws tickled Vor’s neck. Maybe not…

      They exited the tunnel and reappeared in the undercity. Massive stalactites descended from the ceiling and dipped below the road’s surface with no end to them. Warm yellow light shone from within the renovated natural structures in hordes of square windows that peppered each stalactite’s rocky skin. Some were apartment buildings, others large family homes. And Vor had seen them before. He remembered an awkward conversation with a parking lot attendant and a rather violent elfess.

      He had an inkling where the redcap was taking him, but the why evaded him. If Mr. Scratch wanted revenge, he could have taken it a thousand times already. Maybe he wanted more than revenge. He could want to take Vor to the place he almost died.

      As if to confirm his fears, Auruhm drove the car to a familiar stretch of empty road. The last time, Vor had fought Mr. Scratch while the goblin was moving, so he didn’t know the exact place where he’d fallen into the void. The dwarf seemed to, though. He pulled onto the shoulder, and the brakes hissed as they parked the car.

      “We’re here.”

      The driver’s door popped open, and the dwarf exited the car. Mr. Scratch remained seated with a hand on Vor’s neck while Auruhm opened his door and grabbed his bound wrists. Only then did the redcap’s grip loosen.

      The former Fellow yanked Vor from the car. The elf’s legs buckled with the sudden movement. He could have recovered but thought that if they wanted him, they could drag him. He let his body go limp.

      They did drag him, though Auruhm struggled as his clockwork leg whirred with the strain.

      “Hurry up,” Mr. Scratch barked.

      The dwarf dropped Vor and refused to drag him an inch further. “This is close enough,” Auruhm reasoned. “If she wants his ass, she can send down the damn vermin whenever she pleases.”

      Mr. Scratch snarled and swiped at the dwarf’s head. The casual blow was more to chastise than injure, but Auruhm ducked out of the way. Insult radiated from both their faces.

      Bingo.

      Vor took a chance, swung his legs around, and buckled Auruhm’s knees. The maneuver knocked the dwarf over and left Vor with his legs in the air to protect him from the boiling redcap. Vor kept both eyes on the goblin as he fished the knife from his waistband. He grabbed the hilt and drew it out the fastest way he could, which left the blade pointed down. Not the most effective fighting style, especially with bound hands.

      However, something else had caught Mr. Scratch’s attention. The goblin craned his neck to look up and did nothing to arrest Vor’s escape. Whatever he saw pleased him. A wicked smile whipped across his face.

      “Oh, goodie. We arrived right on time, boys. The birds are here, and it’s time to fly.” Mr. Scratch snagged Vor's ankle faster than he could blink. He yanked the elf aloft and swung him around until the only thing he could see in his blurred vision was the goblin’s horrendous face. Mr. Scratch twirled him a final time. “Bye-bye, birdie.” He cackled and released Vor’s ankle.

      The elf slid free of Mr. Scratch’s claws with a last, tender brush, and Vor flew off the road and into the abyss.

      The world blurred, yet time seemed to slow, either from Vor’s rushing adrenaline or some undescribed phenomena. The elven undercity spread beneath him. Neon-lit buildings nestled and ant-like vehicles crawled thousands of feet below. Somehow he saw restaurants he’d eaten at with his father and a museum he’d played Ogre Panic in with his childhood friends. Most numerous were the traffic-laden streets he’d worked as a Justicar, catching crooks and trying to prove himself to his elders, his father, and every elf he met. Maybe even to himself. Thoughts roiled through him. When will it be enough for them? When will it be enough for me?

      The time for reminiscing passed, and the world blurred once more, though he was no longer falling. As he rose upward, hundreds of sharp objects stabbed him like toothpicks all over his body. Vor ripped an arm free and swatted at the stings.

      His hand contacted soft flesh. His eyes focused on a diminutive pink form attached to his chest, apparently trying to rip his clothes off. His freed arm was quickly imprisoned again, and more of the creatures piled on until he lost the ability to move. The pudgy creature on Vor’s chest squealed in anger or excitement and flapped its webbed wings into a flurry.

      “A pixie?” Vor blinked. A mass of pixies had dug their claws and teeth into his body and were flying him upward. A few grabbed his hair and pulled the long strands, yanking the roots and tugging at his skull. His eyes watered from the pain. Vor preferred death by falling to being devoured alive by pixies or even having them carry him. Their sharp claws felt like an operation by a team of amateur acupuncturists. At least the drop would have been a swish, a plop, then silence. Peace at last.

      Above him, Vor spied a crevice in the ceiling. The pixies seemed to be taking him toward it. That would be their den, he thought, and he gathered his strength for the final fight when they reached the cave. If I ever make it out of this, and if I ever make any money, I’ll donate it all to Verminators. The shadowy crack yawned wide, and the pixies ascended with him into the darkness.

      Light from the undercity filtered past the entrance a few feet, lightening the black to a dull gray. After that, the blackness they navigated him through choked out any semblance of light. They traveled horizontally for a time, but Vor couldn’t tell in what direction or if they had turned. The squeaks and flaps of the cave pixies were his only anchor to reality, and he didn’t enjoy it one bit.

      Panic flowed into him and quickened his heartbeat as if it transferred directly from the darkness through his skin and into his veins. Vor struggled and kicked, knocking one pixie free, who screeched and nipped his nose. Vor snapped back at the vermin, but his teeth came up short.

      Before he could do anything else, the pixies gingerly lowered Vor onto a cool, smooth surface and fluttered into the dark to roost somewhere in the abyss. They could have been a few inches, a few feet, or hundreds of feet away for all Vor could tell. His eyes proved useless, and his hammering heart made it hard to focus on the sounds of the bleak cavern. He wondered if a single ray of light had ever touched the stones here.

      The pixies had cut his bonds, but they’d also taken his knife. Disarmed but uneaten. Horrible ideas filled his mind. After he’d fallen asleep or driven himself mad without rest, they would take the first bite. One here, another there. They’d leave the rest for later until their hunger waxed full. Then the devouring would begin in earnest.

      Distracted by this thought and desperately scrambling for a plan, Vor failed to notice the deepening pressure within the room and the slight scrape of an unseen creature above him. The scraping grew louder, and his ears trained on the noise. He hesitated and held his breath. The noise stopped as if it knew it had been discovered.

      Vor’s heart rose into his throat and threatened to choke him. He held his breath as long as he could and released it in an audible whoof! His lungs beat in and out like bass drums beneath the rapid staccato of his heart.

      The scraping sounded again, closer than before. Almost directly above his head.

      Vor scooted away from the noise until his spine struck a coarse wall of porous stone. Moisture seeped from the holes and dampened his shirt. The water would drip through the limestone and deposit its sediment on the tips of the ever-growing stalactites below. He wondered if he would ever see them again.

      The scraping stopped.

      The plink, plink of something tapping the stone floor in several places rose around him. Though his eyes saw nothing when he opened them, he discerned a darker kind of darkness a few feet above him. The darkness gushed a breath. Warm mist floated down and settled on his face. It smelled old and stale, like air trapped in deep, unventilated caverns that neither light nor air had sullied, except in some long-forgotten past which only the stones remembered. Or maybe something that lived within those caverns…

      A voice slithered from the dark and entwined itself around Vor. The hissing, sliding whisper carried an animal quality, yet it spoke with an ancient intelligence. Its language was only the latest in a long line of mastered tongues.

      “I had my doubts, but those two finally proved their worth.” The higher pitch of the voice suggested a feminine quality.

      Vor strained his eyes and tried to discern her shape above him.

      “Don’t waste your energy trying to see me. You have more important tasks to accomplish,” she rebuked.

      Vor pressed further against the wall. Rough points dug into his back, but he found no escape. He still felt one misstep away from being consumed. The silence stretched, and finally, he responded to the voice. “What task is that?”

      The voice hesitated. “What you already are attempting to do, though poorly.”

      His eyebrows came together. “What are you talking about?”

      If the darkness could roll its eyes, it seemed to do so as it shifted above him. Her exasperated voice replied, “I will teach you the secrets of my city. Then you will understand.”

      The words parsed slowly in his mind. “Your city? Do you mean…the Quadras?”

      Plink-plink came a noise to his right, and the voice continued. “Correct, little elf. Now pay attention. I have words to unleash and secrets to untangle, and I hate to repeat myself.”

      Vor listened to the best of his ability and his weary state of mind. He listened for a long time.

      Sometime later, the swarm of pixies returned. They ferried Vor out of the cavern and back to where Mr. Scratch had thrown him off the cliff. It felt like hours, but Vor wasn’t sure how long it had been. The pixies deposited him much rougher than the last time with the redcap and the former Fellow, who leaned against the hood of their car, smoking djinn vaporettes.

      The redcap puffed out a cloud of smoke and waved it away. “Ah, the elf returns,” he drawled. “Is he changed like us? Does he know the secrets of our fair city?”

      Vor said nothing, still shaken from the experience. The redcap only grunted and returned to the car. Auruhm opened the passenger door and ushered Vor inside.

      Their return trip to Vor’s apartment was uneventful and much quieter now that Vor knew he wasn’t being captured or killed. They left him on a street corner a few blocks away from home, as they were still anxious about prejudiced Justicars. The last thing Mr. Scratch did was roll down his window and toss Vor a couple of shards. One was a nondescript flip-shard, the kind often used in illicit dealings, but the other was his own.

      “Stay in touch,” the redcap directed, then added, “And don’t forget your shard in the kitchen next time. You make it too easy.” Mr. Scratch grinned, and Auruhm hit the gas with his clockwork leg. The duo zipped around a corner and into the fading night.

      Vor took a moment to catch his breath before he opened his shard. He dialed a familiar number and waited until Doughas picked up. Something about his partner’s voice sounded off, but Vor could only focus on one thing at a time.

      “Hey, yeah,” Vor began. “I’ll need a ride…yeah, okay… Me, too. We need to talk.”

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            CHAPTER TWELVE

          

        

      

    

    
      Doughas

      Doughas needed to keep it together. If not for himself, for Vor and the rest of his family. After receiving his partner’s call, it only took three minutes to pack the Street Behemoth before he rolled out for Vor’s apartment. He’d brought his goblin long-heater and a standard-issue ARC, reliable but boring. He also carried his collapsible mace, which could be extended at the press of a button and allowed Doughas to hit like an ogre.

      He wished he could ram his oversized vehicle through the cars in front of him that slowed his journey. It was early morning, and rush-hour traffic jammed every freeway and side road going downtown. Luckily, Doughas was bound for a section of the elven quarter that most citizens were leaving. Once he made it past downtown, the roads cleared considerably.

      He drove for a time in silence, but his frayed thoughts began to ache and demand his attention. He did not want to give it. Instead, he turned on the radio. Static sizzled from the dashboard, then a cartoonish voice buzzed with an accompanying jingle. “Call 822-NOBLACK! Never blackring again with our—” Doughas twisted the channel knob quickly but gently. The radio switched to a trio of dwarves singing a refrain from a traditional dwarven opera.

      He settled into his seat as the orchestra swelled and the singers stretched their vocal cords to the extreme, nearing the climax of the song, only to be suddenly interrupted by a familiar jingle. “Call 822-NOBLACK! Never—”

      Doughas turned the knob forcefully and sent it five channels up, and the radio spat out an ogre rock ballad. Growling voices split the air, and a furious percussionist did his best to shatter Doughas’ eardrums. He slammed the knob and turned the whole system off. He rolled down his window, and the blurring noise of the wind filled his head. Sweet peace, he thought, but it didn’t last.

      At the next traffic light, he rolled beside a truck oozing a flowery pop song. Doughas could bear that, but not the attack ad that seemed to be following him. It broke through the truck’s song and blasted from the massive truck’s speakers with extra bass. “CALL 822-NOBLA—”

      Doughas screamed.

      He almost tore out his beard hair before the light switched to green, and he slammed the gas instead. Still screaming, he tore away from the truck, from any and every car or stereo that could play that advertisement. Finally, he rolled up his windows to seal himself off from the possibility of hearing it again. Only then did he stop yelling.

      Doughas decided his aching thoughts were better than listening to that awful jingle. He drove the rest of the way in silence, mulling over what happened between him and Sierla as he wondered what had happened to his friend.

      He hoped Vor was in good enough shape to guard the human envoys today. They were expected at the Bureau in an hour for their first guard shift. When Vor called, he’d mentioned the undercity’s ceiling. Now, memories of the night they fought ArnUthfiel returned. When Doughas twisted, he could still feel the knot in his back where an ARC bolt had missed his spine by half an inch.

      That wound, along with a dozen smaller ones, had laid him on the ground. Blood had vacated his body at a disturbing rate. He’d healed, but the scar tissue embedded in his back was a reminder of the fate he’d avoided. Crippled, unable to walk or fulfill his duties. Doughas knew other dwarves who’d somehow managed to salvage their dignity after a life-changing wound, but it still made him shudder.

      The streets passed on either side as he drove, barely seeing the world around him anymore. He might have preferred the annoying advertisement over the place his spirit drifted. With glassy eyes, he saw a version of himself crippled from the waist down. In his home, he had a stair elevator. He used it to reach the lower levels in his wheeled transport. Tuierrhas was on the floor where Doughas had seen him a few days ago, laughing and playing a board game with his younger siblings.

      Their laughter died when they saw their ruined father, once strong and proud, now unable to dress himself in the morning. With Huala so far along in the pregnancy and Sierla brooding, Tuierrhas had to help his father put on pants. Doughas felt his cheeks flame and saw the respect fade from his son’s eyes. The kids returned to their game as if he wasn’t there, probably thinking to themselves, That’s not our dad. That’s some poor charity case we’ve taken in for a few weeks. Soon he’ll be gone, and our real dad will come back…won’t he?

      Doughas wanted the waking nightmare to end but couldn’t stop it, as if he was already crippled somewhere inside. There was an invisible arm he couldn’t lift to switch off the horror show.

      Across the backdrop of the elven quarter’s mundane traffic, Doughas watched the ghostly images of his crippled future. Two anvils sparked on a stage. One bore the Ruiridh crest, and the other belonged to an unfamiliar family. On each, a young male dwarf beat a glowing bar of white-hot metal. They pounded in rhythm, one hammer falling, then the second, then the first, and so on. The piercing cadence filled the air of the cavernous hall where two groups of spectators sat in columns. These dwarves had not gathered to hear musical clanging but for something else.

      Two massive doors on either side of the hall opened, and a dwarf walked out of each. From opposite Doughas came a handsome dwarf with a noble face and brave features. His own precious Sierla emerged from the door beside him. Whatever positive thoughts he had for the groom vanished at the sight of his daughter draped in her bridal garment. Cloth streamers billowed behind her like a moving wall of white.

      Sierla smiled weakly at him. He reached out to take her arm, and the smile vanished. She whipped her head around and pulled away so he couldn’t touch her. She continued on her own to the altar, where the metal from her anvil would be united with the groom’s.

      Doughas tried to wheel himself out of the aisle. He should be standing with his daughter. He had to give her away. But the wheels on his transport stuck. He threw himself down and dragged his half-limp body across the floor. No one reacted. No one helped. It was as if no one saw him. Or if they did, they didn’t care. His own daughter had seen him, but she must have been embarrassed to mount the stage with a cripple.

      He imagined this and more. While he knew it was not real, it could be. One wrong fight, and this would be his future. It made him want to retire even more. He wished he could have ended his law enforcement career after the Wardens. Maybe…

      “You okay, Doughas?” The voice sounded concerned but also weak and wavering.

      The ghostly images melted away.

      Doughas had somehow pulled over the Street Behemoth and rolled down his window. Vor stood beside the car and watched him carefully with one eyebrow raised to a concerned degree. Doughas swiped his moist eyes as casually as he could and unlocked the passenger door.

      “I’m a good deal better than you,” Doughas pointed out. “Look at you. Your clothes are full of holes. And your face…you’ve got more bruises than skin. What the hell happened?” Doughas choked down the sobs in his throat and settled his hands on the wheel. “Don’t tell me it was over a girl. Or did some brownies mistake you for a ru-peb?”

      Vor blushed for a millisecond but recovered quickly. “No girls. Definitely no girls. You’re closer with the brownie idea, but I’ll explain everything. You should know it involves some friends of ours.”

      Now it was Doughas’ turn to raise an eyebrow. “I gather you mean not friends,” he noted without surprise. “We have a few thousand not friends. Especially now. Everyone who hates oval ears happens to hate us, too.” Doughas gestured at the passenger seat. “Get in and start talking.”

      Vor took his seat. “Do you remember Auruhm and Mr. Scratch?”

      Doughas snorted. “Them? I lit a candle for their passing a few months ago. Them and every other bastard I never got the chance to punish personally.” He smiled wryly. “The ancestors are probably punishing them right now. Hopefully a lot.”

      A squeaking sigh eked from Vor as if he knew he was about to disappoint Doughas but hated to do so. That could only mean one thing.

      “They’re alive?” Doughas uttered, struggling to believe it. “But that ugly goblin tumbled off the cliff near the ceiling of the undercity. Didn’t you…”

      Vor tried to continue his story. “Yes, I told you I was taken there. Well, the two of them took me there. Mr. Scratch and Auruhm.”

      Doughas whipped his head toward Vor. “How did they get you? Was it a leak in the Bureau? Was it—”

      “Slow down!” Vor shouted and pointed at the road. An immovable wall of stopped cars had appeared. Most were honking at the motionless cars in front of them, and Doughas joined in. He blasted the Street Behemoth’s horn, adding its subsonic throooom! to the metallic choir. After a few more horn blasts, he fell back into his seat, defeated. “Stuck. We’ll be lucky to make it to the Bureau on time with this jam. Not even rush-hour traffic should be this far back. What were you saying? You got kidnapped. What then?”

      Vor continued. “They captured me on the roof of my apartment building. No, it doesn’t matter why I was on the roof. Listen. They took me to the undercity, the same place Mr. Scratch fell off the cliff. I know a bunch of pixies dragged him down. I was the one who saw that, not you.” The medley of traffic horns continued, and Vor rubbed his temples. Doughas craned his head and saw folks standing outside their cars, staring ahead.

      “There’s something going on up there,” Doughas observed.

      Vor clapped his hands together. “Yes, you’re getting it! Thank you for actually listening.”

      Doughas cocked his head and shrugged. Maybe Vor got hit on the head during his capture. He unlocked his door and hopped out of the Behemoth. They had an appointment they needed to keep, and this would make them late for sure.

      “What are you doing?” Vor exclaimed.

      “Making sure we keep our appointment. Come on, though, keep talking. I can multitask.” He looked aside and saw several figures moving between the cars a block ahead of them. The onlookers began to abandon their vehicles as they noticed what was happening ahead of them.

      Vor grumbled as he climbed from the car on his side. His muffled complaint ended when he realized the problem.

      Mixed-race gang members moved down the aisles, threatening drivers until they rolled down their windows and offered money or jewelry. A shirtless elf stood at the back with a tactical sword, the kind available at military surplus stores. He kicked bumpers and shattered windshields as he moved through the stopped traffic.

      “Shit, this is messed up.” Vor pulled Hope and Glory from his waistband and primed it, but Doughas sidled up and pushed his ARC toward the ground. Vor glanced at Doughas with a question on his lips. Doughas wasn’t sure what he looked like. He felt like warm oil had smothered his face and spread down his body, filling him with a need to fight, scream, and enact the kind of destruction that had been wrought on his life over the past few days. The past few years.

      Vor dropped the arm holding the ARC, likely knowing what Doughas would say next.

      “Leave these jokers to me.”

      Vor squinted at the thugs, then the surrounding cars full of citizens. “We don’t need any more bad press.”

      Doughas nodded. “I’ll let them have the first blow, but look at these idiots. That elf is using his sword like a metal pipe. He doesn’t know which side is sharp. They’re begging for a beating, and I’m the one to deliver. This will be easy. I’ll wrap these fools up and tie a ribbon on top for your Justicar friends.”

      Vor kept his weapon unholstered. “Fine. But if they draw on you, I’m shooting. And make it quick.”

      Doughas tightened his lungs to focus. He felt for the hidden muscle all dwarves had, then relaxed and plucked it. Slowly, he felt himself unravel. The feeling started deep in his chest—the same feeling a tapestry must have when its strings were pulled apart. It spread, swirling larger and pulling faster until it pulsed beneath his skin. As if his innards had turned to water, and only his skin’s surface tension kept it from breaking free. With a final, peaceful exhale, the unraveling pierced his skin. His whole body dissolved into shadowy threads, dark and wispy, then vanished until nothing of his form remained.

      Invisible, Doughas marched down the aisle.

      He reappeared in front of the shirtless elf, who almost fell over before registering the dwarf. He looked between his sword and Doughas several times as if deciding whether he really had the gumption to impale someone.

      Doughas laughed at the cringeworthy display. “Does Mommy know you’re out of the house?” He sneered at the elf, who looked a similar age to Vor but could have been much older. Doughas found it impossible to guess the age of elves once they reached a certain life stage.

      His taunt had the desired effect. The elf blushed. He glanced at his thug friends and saw the expectation written there. If he didn’t defend his honor, he would lose their respect.

      His decision made, the elf cocked his arm for a one-handed slash across Doughas’ body. Yet the elf held the blade wrong. A typical sword hilt was designed with an oval grip so the wielder could feel the orientation. Clearly, this sword’s maker had cared more about adding vicious-looking spikes and tinting the blade blood-red along its tip instead of creating a functional weapon. The handle was circular, giving no clue to its orientation, and the elf was swinging the flat of the blade toward Doughas.

      He badly wanted to let the blow land and watch the elf realize his ineptitude, but he needed to finish this fast. So he brought his mace up in a weak swing directly from his waist toward the target. Doughas struck the elf’s arm as he was about to bring it down. His arm buckled from the dwarf’s blow, and Doughas quickly brought his mace around to strike the elf’s hand. The strike knocked the sword away and broke a few fingers in the process.

      From somewhere behind him, Vor asked, “What happened to letting them hit you first?”

      The shirtless elf crumpled, cradling his broken hand. The rest of the thugs were startled by the shock of their beaten leader.

      “He started to swing. He was too damn slow.” Doughas stepped to the next thugs, a pair of goblins weighed down with lady’s handbags. Fear and anger twisted their warty faces. They dropped the loot and whipped out batons similar to Doughas’, though much flimsier. Doughas graced them with a single thwack of his mace, and they toppled.

      Vor shouted a warning, and Doughas continued the same mace stroke until he swung and collided with the forehead of the skinniest dwarf he’d ever seen. He blinked twice to register the long beard and the family crest on his lapel, making sure he hadn’t somehow battered a rogue human.

      “Nice one!” Vor enthused.

      Doughas was getting tired of the input. “So what happened with Mr. Scratchy?” he barked. “How’d you escape becoming revenge lunch?”

      Vor snorted. “Is now the time to continue this?”

      Doughas shrugged and primed his mace for the charge of another elven thug. Thankfully, this one had a shirt on. “Might as well,” he invited and immediately cursed when the elf ducked his swing and punched his gut with a gleamed fist. Doughas hammered the elf with the hilt of his mace and tripped him to the ground, then struck again. The blow knocked the wind from the elf with an audible whoomf.

      Vor spoke in the brief breaks between thugs. “Mr. Scratch took me down there to meet someone…something, in the ceiling of the undercity. Oof! Good hit. I think that one will be spending the rest of her day in the hospital with a headache. Anyway, I met some sort of…I don’t know, queen pixie.”

      Doughas paused mid-punch. “Queen pixie? You can’t be serious.” The gobliness Doughas had by the throat held up her hands in defense, but stolen jewelry covered her knuckles. “Tsk-tsk,” Doughas remarked. “You can beg the nurse who’ll be rearranging your face later today.” He punched her nose and felt the cartilage give. The gobliness went limp. Doughas let her body drop and signaled for Vor to continue.

      The elf obliged. “She’s old, and I’m saying that as an elf. Older than the oldest elf or the oldest elven ancestor still around. Older than the Quadras.”

      Doughas kicked out an ogress’ leg and punched her jaw with his gauntleted hand. Teeth flew from her mouth and clattered across the asphalt like ivory dice. “That’s something to chew on,” he mused. “Older than the Quadras…”

      Vor sat cross-legged on the hood of a nearby car. The thugs paid him no attention. “She could be older than the four races and humans. She talked about ruling the first-folk, which is what she calls the wee-folk, in ages past. Then she started on about the founding of the Quadras.”

      Doughas grunted to show he was listening, though his eyes were focused on the remaining thugs. They’d started to encircle him as Vor continued his story.

      “She thought the Quadras was temporary, that it would fade like the other cities she’d seen rise and fall. Yet it lasted, and it grew. First sideways, then up, then down. That last one irritated her the most. She did her best to slow the city’s progress and sent the wee-folk to make mischief. She hoped to annoy the city away, but eventually, she realized it wasn’t working. The Quadras was here to stay, and she could either leave or live with it. She decided to live with it.”

      Doughas dipped between two of the circling thugs and ducked as they swung at him. The two goblins cracked each other’s skulls instead of Doughas’. He danced behind and kicked them to their knees.

      Vor clapped a few times before finishing his story. “The Big Pixie says she’s adopted the Quadras, and now she wants to ensure its survival.”

      The final thug gave a war cry and charged Doughas. Instead of reacting, Doughas crossed his arms and waited. The elf brought his gleamed fist down but failed to notice the cluttered ground and tripped over a goblin. He stumbled, missed his punch, and fell headfirst into Doughas’ chest. The dwarf slapped the elf across the face and pushed him away, unconscious. He dried his sweaty hands on his pants.

      “Let me guess. This overgrown pixie wants to stop the humans’ integration, too? Just what we need. More enemies to add to the list.”

      Vor hopped off the car and shook his head. “The opposite, actually. She’s helping us. Don’t you remember the pixies that defused the Sons of Stone’s bomb earlier this week? Or how Mr. Scratch got mobbed by a bunch of them and saved my life. As weird as it sounds, we have an unexpected ally.”

      Doughas harrumphed. “I’ll say. Well, can she tell her precious first-folk to leave my damn garbage cans alone? Or are we going to start adding pixies to the city’s payroll? Defenders of the Quadras!” He chuckled at the thought. “Can you imagine the bad press on that? Seriously, Vor. Who cares what this…this thing wants. Yeah, the wee-folk have helped us a few times, but they’ve also annoyed the hell out of us.”

      As he approached Doughas, Vor passed a squirming thug and gave him a stiff boot to the back as a reminder to keep still. “She might be more helpful than you think.”

      “Oh, and how do you figure that?”

      Vor sighed. “She knows about the Bureau leak. She knows who the informant is.” He hesitated as if unsure if he wanted to continue. “I know who it is.”

      Doughas stumbled but caught himself. The information entered his head, and he wrestled with the implications as Justicar sirens sounded in the distance, increasing in volume with each passing second. He groaned and opened his mouth but caught his tongue before asking the fatal, jinxing question. Could this day get any worse?
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      After the encounter with the street thugs, Vor and Doughas handed the scene over to the Justicars and continued to the Bureau. Doughas had a thousand questions concerning the leak’s identity. Vor answered them as best he could, but Doughas wanted more.

      “You have to be absolutely one hundred percent correct if we’re bringing this to the Inquisitor-General,” Doughas insisted. “As much as I hate risking my neck on the streets, I won’t spend the rest of my time in the Bureau sitting at a desk tapping shards. I’d have to explain that dishonor to my clan.”

      Vor examined Hope and Glory, the weapon his father had given to him, as he listened. He ran his finger over the barrel while he contemplated Doughas’ complaint. “Listen, I don’t have anything else to share with you. This is all the evidence I have.” He waved the manila envelope a cave pixie had dropped on his lap in the queen’s lair when she explained the identity of the leak.

      Doughas asked again, “Are you one hundred percent sure?”

      A queasy feeling welled inside Vor. He tried to beat it down to little effect. “I’d say it’s a solid ninety percent. That should be good enough, right? It’s the best we’ve got.”

      “Ninety percent!” Doughas reeled and mumbled words that Vor couldn’t hear, though the elf wasn’t sure he wanted to. As Vor was about to reassure his friend, the dwarf stepped on the gas, ripped the Street Behemoth around a bend, and slid into a parking spot outside the Bureau. “We’re here.” He sighed as if accepting his fate. “You’re right. This is the best lead we’ve got. But for the love of the ancestors, please don’t mention where you got the information. One grand revelation is enough for today.”

      Vor hopped out of the car and circled to Doughas. “You got it. I know this will be awkward, but the General will want to know. He has a right to, given the circumstances.”

      The duo left their parked vehicle and hurried toward the Bureau. Its glass-covered sides glittered in the early afternoon light. They walked up the grand stone stairs, past the metallic columns marking the building’s entrance, and up to the slate gray doors.

      The Bureau’s headquarters had been constructed in a modern style that borrowed motifs from each of the races. Rumors had it that human designs had been incorporated into the architectural plans too, but Vor had never seen anything about it that screamed foreign sorcerers. If the Bureau did contain elements of human design, it was similar enough to one of the other races to go unnoticed.

      Now, somewhere inside that building, the human envoys sat and talked to the council of elders. They got their wish, Vor thought. The diplomats are here, and they can discuss plans for the true migration. Vor shuddered at the thought of the absolute mayhem their arrival would unleash.

      The two Inquisitors hurried inside, already late for their protection detail. They pushed aside the one-way mirrored doors and stepped into the lobby.

      Usually, a sense of movement and urgency dominated this space. Felons being dragged across the tiles or marched to holding cells, pairs of Inquisitors entering and leaving on assignments, clerical employees headed to meetings or shooting the shit in small, mixed-race huddles. Yet the usual tempo in the lobby was absent when Vor and Doughas entered.

      The whole place was empty except for a lone goblin at the welcome desk.

      The shock of the silence stopped them in their tracks. Their baffled expressions prompted the goblin to explain.

      “Don’t worry. There’s a birthday party on the third floor for Inquisitor Magairy. You’re the sixth group I’ve had to tell. The last Inquisitor came in, took one look, and thought the building was in lockdown.” The goblin groaned. “Then he drew his ARC and asked for my credentials. Damn elves can never tell us apart…” With a quick glance at Vor, the goblin added, “No offense.”

      Vor moved his hand from his ARC holster. Red crept into his cheeks as he stopped himself from doing the very thing the goblin had described. “None taken,” he responded and nudged Doughas. The dwarf grumbled, but they resumed their pace, leaving the almost empty floor behind.

      The goblin shouted after them, “Will you bring me back a slice of cake?”

      The duo pretended not to hear and entered the elevator. They turned and saw the goblin staring longingly in their direction. He even waved at them. Neither Inquisitor waved back, and Vor attacked the close-door button with a finger until the magi-tech device finally obeyed his command. The doors shut, and the lobby disappeared from view.

      The metal beneath their feet thrummed with energy, the only sign of movement. A friendly ding announced their arrival on floor three, which surprised Vor since he had chosen the top-floor button. Then he remembered the birthday party and realized someone on three must have called the elevator.

      Doughas noticed as well. “I was hoping to avoid pleasantries.”

      Vor couldn’t agree more. Shock invaded him when the elevator doors opened and revealed the Inquisitor-General himself. Laughter popped into the elevator from behind their boss, where a horde of Inquisitors huddled, eating cake and wearing party hats. Strangest of all was the party hat sitting on the General’s head. It was the cheap kind with rainbow stripes and a string tucked under his chin.

      Beneath that hat and the Inquisitor-General’s gray hair was a conflagration of fury erupting from the elf’s face. His eyes appeared red with their inflamed veins. His cheeks were sucked in, and he glared at Vor and Doughas as if they were the reason for his affliction. He’d probably wanted to rip the hat off and scream at the top of his lungs inside an empty elevator, but the duo had deprived him of that.

      He stomped into the elevator and glared at the Inquisitors. “Either you idiots forgot several detailed conversations, failed to examine your confidential assignments, or else are purposefully disobeying orders. I’m not sure which is more likely to get you fired, demoted, or strangled in an elevator.” The door closed behind him. As soon as the metal pieces slid together and cut off the cheery party noises, the General tore off the ridiculous hat and crumpled it in one hand, his gaze locked with the Inquisitors. “Talk, or leave your resignations on my desk.”

      Doughas paled, and Vor did his best to explain.

      “We have information regarding the Bureau leak, sir.” The General drew back in surprise, and Vor continued. “While my source desires to remain anonymous, they provided convincing evidence for the identity of the leak.”

      “How convinced are you? Give me a percentage,” the Inquisitor-General snapped.

      Doughas sent a worried glance at Vor, but he knew what he was doing.

      “One hundred percent, sir.”

      Doughas coughed loudly, almost choking. Vor nudged him with his elbow, and the dwarf sucked in a breath to recover. Vor felt a pang in his heart as he considered his next words. He reached into his pocket and fingered the envelope. “Sir, it’s…”

      The Inquisitor-General eyed him with frustration. “Come on. Spit it out.” Their boss’ eyes narrowed. He unclenched his hand and looked at the deformed hat. “I better not have suffered through a birthday party for the sake of a traitor. That might call for some liberal interpretations of the interrogation guidelines.” He squeezed the hat so hard that sweat squirted from the bottom of his hand as if he’d wrung water from the cardboard.

      Doughas tapped his partner. “Give him the envelope.”

      Vor brought out the tattered manila packet. The corner of one photo was visible through the packaging. It showed a zoomed-in portion of a building and the edge of a window.

      The General accepted the envelope and deftly bent back the metal tabs keeping it sealed. He dumped the photos into his hand and tore through them. At first, he appeared concerned, then troubled, and at last, he fell into silence. His whole body seemed to deflate. The anger lessened, but it left behind a heartbroken elf who looked more sad and confused than anything.

      “I see.” He looked back through the photos again.

      Another cheery jingle announced their arrival on the top floor. The Inquisitor-General snapped the photos up with his hands and tucked them under his arm. He marched out of the elevator and gestured for the two Inquisitors to follow. They passed through his outer office and headed toward his private room. His gobliness secretaries both jumped to attention and began dictating the messages they’d received from various callers, most commonly the General’s wife.

      However, they stopped when they noticed the Inquisitor-General hadn’t answered a single concern. They were used to certain behavior from him, and this was the opposite of his usual bluster. The General opened his office door and ushered Vor and Doughas inside.

      He stood in the doorway and spoke quietly to the two Inquisitors. “If you are right about this, you and your source deserve a medal. But if you’re wrong…” The rage from before crawled across his face. “I will destroy you.” He swiveled and called to the outer office. “Krish. Please join us inside. We have something to discuss.”

      The goblinesses shared a glance and shrugged. Krish rose to attend to the demand. They were used to his unpredictable requests, and likely figured it had something to do with the General’s wife, as Krish was the one who took most of her calls.

      When Krish entered, and the Inquisitor-General directed her to the main chair opposite him instead of her usual seat, she began to look worried. Vor and Doughas stood on opposite sides of the General’s desk and faced the gobliness.

      She looked from face to face. “W-what… Did something happen?”

      The Inquisitor-General placed the photos face-up on the desk. He slid them across slowly. When Krish saw them, the color bled from her skin. She tensed in the chair and looked like she might run. However, she must have realized how crazy that decision would be. She rested back, picked up a photo, and examined it.

      It was high-definition, taken with a deep zoom at an odd angle. Vor had been astonished when he’d seen it, knowing pixies must have taken it at their queen’s command. The odd angle could be forgiven. At least it was clear.

      The series of photos showcased a loft apartment in an unknown section of the city. The brick walls flashed red and green beneath distant neon lights. It looked like the undercity. In the large bay window, a gobliness and an elf sat on a bed with a large shard resting beside the goblin. The next photo showed the elf alone, scrolling through the tablet and taking a photo of the screen with his own shard. Then it showed the couple at the counter, sipping drinks. Then the gobliness laughing, her face upturned and toward the window. Even with her eyes closed, it was obviously Krish.

      To her credit, the secretary didn’t deny it. As soon as she gripped the photo, she began to crack. Tears dripped down her face as she sobbed. It seemed like a pent-up dam had been released inside her, and everything was coming out.

      Between bursts of hyperventilation, she explained it all.

      “I should have told you. I was at Kroth’s Korner for our weekly planning session, me and Jagai—” She interrupted herself. “Don’t be mad at Jagai! She didn’t know. We were supposed to meet at Kroth’s, but Jagai got caught in traffic on the way. I was furious with her, but it wasn’t her fault. Not like this.” She hesitated, unsure how to continue.

      Vor knew the situation was awkward due to her position as the General’s secretary and also because she, a gobliness, was seeing an elf. Something that disgusted most members of the elder race. Krish seemed to gather her courage and continued her story.

      “I always thought my marriage would be arranged.” She chanced a small look at the Inquisitor-General. His stony expression caused her to look away. “That, or I would never marry. I made my peace with that, but then at Kroth’s, this elf…this handsome elf. He walked up with confidence and talked to me like I was already his friend.”

      A dreamy shimmer appeared in the goblin’s eyes. “He was sweet, and he asked me to dinner while I waited for Jagai. I said yes since he’d been so polite and because I didn’t want to wait for Jagai alone. We wined and dined, and he slipped me his number on a piece of paper after paying the bill.” She massaged her hands but kept her eyes on the photos, lingering on the one of the elf scrolling through her work shard. “We met up several times at his apartment.” She tapped the photos. “This is it.”

      She shrunk further into her chair. “You must wonder why I kept this from you, Inquisitor-General. You have to believe I wanted to tell you. I almost did the day after it happened. I went into your office, but you immediately handed the shard to me and asked me to finish a conversation with your wife. I tried again after lunch, with a similar result. I don’t want to make excuses...” A blush crept into her cheeks. “Really, I was embarrassed. I thought that you wouldn’t approve of my relationship because it was with an elf.”

      The pallor of the General’s face seemed to gray until it matched his aging hair. He had listened to everything she said in silence. When he did respond, it was in a calm, even voice. Nothing like his usual self. “I am deeply sorry you feared to share this with me, Krish. I understand the prejudices you are used to from my race, but I thought you knew how highly I consider you and Jagai. What elf would serve another because of an oath made by her long-dead ancestor? You and Jagai are faithful and honorable. You are more worthy than any elven dynasty. I have never believed my race to be superior to yours, and I am sorry my actions have failed to communicate this clearly. I will endeavor to do better.”

      Krish stared at her employer with tears trickling from the corners of her wide eyes. She didn’t blink as she looked at him. Her lips quivered as she replied, “Th-thank you, Sir.”

      The General dabbed his left eye with a scrap of paper. “The hidden relationship is forgiven, Krish. However, there is another aspect of this we need to discuss.” He flipped to the photo of the elf scrolling through Krish’s device. “Sadly, we think your friend might be…using you for confidential information. You could be the leak of information in the Bureau.”

      Shock and anger surged into the gobliness’ expression as she rose from her chair. “No, that’s…that’s ridiculous! Forien loves me!” She grabbed the photo and brought it close to her face. Confusion spread as she slumped into her chair. “Forien loves me…” She lowered the photo and thought for several seconds. “There were times I caught him on my shard and once going through my notes. He said he loved to read my writing, even stupid notes and outlines.”

      She squeezed her eyes shut, and a sob racked her body. “I’m the stupid one, aren’t I? To think someone could love me like he does. Except he doesn’t…and he never did.” She grabbed the photo of her upturned, laughing face and ripped it down the middle. The paper fell to the desk in two halves, and she half-crouched over it with shaking arms.

      The Inquisitor-General reached across the desk and laid his hands over hers. “You deserve the best, Krish. This Forien may or may not love you, but I do. So does Jagai.”

      The gobliness couldn’t take it anymore. She collapsed into her chair, weeping and shaking. The General came around his desk to comfort her, and she gripped him so tightly that a flash of pain crossed his face. Vor and Doughas felt awkward standing there, watching this tender but painful moment. Finally, the Inquisitor-General motioned them outside and called loudly for Jagai to come in.

      The other secretary rushed into the room, having heard little of the conversation but able to hear Krish crying. She came to her friend’s side and comforted her. Krish released the Inquisitor-General and latched her whole body onto Jagai. The other gobliness rubbed her back and told her it would be okay, then looked at the General for an explanation. He said he would explain everything in a while.

      Vor and Doughas left the office. The General followed them out, and as the door closed behind him, the sounds of tears and sobbing subsided.

      For a while, they stood in silence, the Inquisitor-General with his eyes closed as he pinched the bridge of his nose. Doughas and Vor waited at attention a few feet away while their boss recovered.

      When he spoke, he didn’t look at them as he sighed and explained his new orders. “We need more information regarding Krish’s paramour, and I’d wager your friend Throm will have what we need. That being said, you two are on envoy duty, and I don’t want the anti-integration plotters to think anything is amiss.” He released his nose and looked at the two Inquisitors. “How about we arrange a little cultural outing for our esteemed guests, hmm? The sights and smells of the Quadras? I’ll make some calls.”
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      Doughas

      Doughas hadn’t known what to expect from the humans, but it was Kroth’s Korner that surprised him.

      Normally the restaurant’s interior had a rugged, alchemical aesthetic. Its outside walls were the usual brick splattered with glam color from its neighbors’ neon signs. Two ogre-sized mahogany doors marked the entrance to the Korner, set below a simple hanging board. It depicted a bowl with a spoon dipped inside. Steam wafted from the soup in a swirling pattern.

      The sign had no letters or names. Instead, Throm relied on word-of-mouth in order to spread the location. In order to reach the Korner, folks had to be taken by someone who’d been there before, or they’d risk missing the eatery and end up wandering the seedy border between the goblin and ogre quarters.

      Inside the restaurant, the bricks had been boarded over with a variety of wood, mostly aromatic pine. Shelves in the bar area gleamed with vials of spirits backlit by an ephemeral green light. Normally, this aesthetic created a rich atmosphere. The scent of the wood mixed with the spiced aromas of Throm’s cooking, drifted into the high ceilings, and smothered the rafters. It somehow felt spacious yet cozy. Yet when Doughas entered the Korner that night with a column of human envoys behind him, a newly decorated Korner awaited.

      Enormous animal heads hung on the walls in place of portraits and oil paintings. One gargantuan full-bodied creature dangled from the ceiling. Its tentacled form appeared shadowy and vague in the rafters, and drifting smoke from the kitchen and several candles created movement around the creature. Doughas performed several double-takes to confirm the beast was truly dead. Even then, he wasn’t too sure.

      The blind ogre himself stood behind the bar and spread his arms in a gesture of welcome. The restaurant was empty save for himself, several waitstaff, and a gobliness bartender. An elf with animated tattoos typically tended the bar, but the gobliness could be the afternoon help. A group of tables had been pushed together for the envoys’ use.

      “Welcome to the finest eatery in the Quadras,” Throm boomed, his tone bored and gravelly despite the situation. That was how he always sounded, though.

      Behind Doughas, the human envoys filtered into the establishment and made their way slowly around the room. They ogled the dead creatures, tugged on the beasts’ scruffy beards, and poked at their fangs. They were probably imagining what other restaurants looked like if this was the finest in the Quadras. The Korner did have the finest food, but this change had turned the once-pleasant atmosphere into a museum of eyes. He felt watched from every angle. The humans probably felt the same.

      Vor brought up the rear along with several other Inquisitors. The duo was only a small part of the total protection detail, which included a riot squad hidden in several vans outside and three teams of snipers who traveled by Griff and kept overwatch. The council of elders wasn’t taking any chances.

      Vor approached Doughas, eyeing the beheaded animal collection, and whispered, “I think our friend might have taken on a new hobby.”

      Doughas grumbled. “He chose a damn awful time to do it. He’s gonna give these humans the wrong impression about the Quadras.”

      Vor placed a hand on Doughas’ shoulder. “Once they taste Morg’s cooking, I don’t think they’ll care about the freak show.”

      “I suppose. I’ll try to get more information from Throm about the paramour. That ogre still owes us for saving his nephew.” Doughas stretched his back and felt the scar tissue again. “Yeah…he owes me.” The dwarf approached the bar where the ogre still stood, but one of the humans reached him first.

      There were four humans in total, each representing one or several nations. Doughas had read the briefs on the way over and done his best to absorb the information. The human standing between him and Throm was Father Bornom Broadtree. Doughas didn’t know whether he had fathered any children. The report stated the title was part of the religion of his people, the Nimoth. In appearance, the man looked halfway between a dwarf and an ogre. He was much taller than Doughas but heavyset. His skin was darker than anyone Doughas had ever seen, and he had stern golden eyes. A glimpse of pure white teeth flashed between his lips when the man greeted Throm with a thin smile.

      “A drink would be pleasant,” Father Bornom stated. “Tell me, what’s a drink that won’t muddle my mind too much? We have an important meeting with the elders later today, and I want my thoughts in order.”

      Throm considered the question. “Among ogre drinks, I can’t think of one that wouldn’t drown your wits if you’re anything like an elf. Goblin brews tend to be subtler.” Throm called back to his bartender, the gobliness who had been busy cleaning the bar. She approached Father Bornom at her employer’s bidding with a degree of apprehension. Perhaps she could be forgiven, considering what humans had done to the world. There was no telling which ones were sorcerers. Ticking time bombs. Probably all of them, Doughas thought.

      “Yes, Mr. Throm?” the goblin asked, keeping her distance from the Father.

      Throm gestured at the human. “Make him a Cave Blinder.” At the Father’s worried face, he added, “Don’t worry, the name is ironic. It’s closer to being water than an ogre brew.” The Father settled after hearing this, and the bartender hurried to her task, though she moved to the other side of the bar to make the drink. When she returned and handed the foamy beverage to the Father, he bowed his head and made a quick, circular motion with his hand. He spoke a few words in a language Doughas didn’t recognize before taking a sip.

      The sip turned into a gulp. The Father took a breath, and a thin line of foam stuck to his lips. “Excellent!” he pronounced and looked for the bartender to thank her. The gobliness had retreated to the opposite end of the bar after he started waving his hands and mumbling. The Father shrugged and moved across the room to his companions.

      Doughas signaled Throm with his head. The ogre, being blind, did not respond. After mentally slapping his forehead, Doughas cleared his throat meaningfully. When Throm turned toward him, he drew the ogre to the side and led him partially into the kitchen.

      Throm’s warm breath enveloped the dwarf’s face as they huddled in the doorway. “Good to have you here, Inquisitor. I was surprised when your General called and asked me to close my establishment for the afternoon. I had to cancel several longstanding reservations.” He paused in curiosity. “He said there was more to this visit than a simple….cultural exchange. Yes?”

      Doughas nodded. “We need information about an elf.”

      Throm narrowed his blind eyes. “You made me close my restaurant for information? Why did the General not ask over the shard?”

      “Listen, Throm. This is sensitive. We need information on an elf named Forien. He was here with Krish, the Inquis—”

      Throm growled. “I know the General’s secretaries. They come here once a week. I know them better than you and your partner. They are good goblins.”

      “Yes, they are. But Krish met an elf here, and…” Doughas leaned closer. “We believe he’s leaking Bureau secrets.”

      Throm held his hands apart. “So what? Why is that my problem? He pays. He leaves. He makes no trouble for me.”

      Doughas tried to explain. “He’s part of the anti-integration plot. He and his friends are going to tear this city apart.”

      Throm did not look convinced. “Maybe the humans come, maybe they stay away. Kroth’s will remain. I am outside this issue, Doughas.”

      The dwarf leveled a finger at him. “You owe me.”

      “That’s what you think? Look at my restaurant. I closed for your boss because he asked. Favor given. Now go talk to your humans. It seems like you are doing a poor job of hosting.”

      Throm turned to enter the kitchen, but Doughas caught his sleeve. “I almost gave my life to save your nephew.” Doughas glanced back and saw Morg in the kitchen, cleaning the grills and spraying down a countertop. The young ogre looked at home in his white scrubs and chef’s hat. “You still owe me. Give us this information, and we’re good.”

      The ogre sighed and seemed to give in. “Perhaps I will tell you, but I will not be a poor host like some dwarves. Talk to me later, once you learn better manners. Maybe then I will consider your request.”

      Throm yanked away from Doughas, entered the kitchen, and scooped up a tray of appetizers. He took the long way around, leaving the kitchen through another set of doors on the opposite side. In the dining area, he went from human to human, offering the sweet-smelling appetizers, then passed them out to Vor and all the other Inquisitors except Doughas.

      This will be harder than I thought.

      As Doughas considered what to do next, it was decided for him. Another of the humans approached from across the room after eating Throm’s appetizer. She glanced at the ceiling behemoth and chuckled as she passed under it. Doughas figured she was the only female in the group of envoys, given how different she appeared in shape and dress.

      When she neared Doughas, he noticed her height. She stood taller than him, like the rest of the envoys, but this woman was a dwarf compared to Father Bornom’s imposing height. There seemed to be a greater range of heights in humans than in any of the Quadras races. Her skin shone with an olive glow that took on more orange when she passed candlelight. Her thick black hair lay in a single braid that hung slightly past her waist.

      She stopped beside Doughas and looked down at him with a predatory gaze. She smiled as if to make him feel comfortable, but the effort came too late and only added to his unease.

      “I saw you talking to Mr. Broadtree.” Doughas noted she’d left off his religious title. “I hope that god-bothering fool didn’t scare you off with praying and his silly rituals. Honestly, I feel embarrassed everywhere we go with him.” She snickered. Doughas tried to muster a chuckle but found it difficult.

      He recognized her from the brief as Serai Mikhime Bet'Juabah. He remembered how her name was written but had no idea how to pronounce it. She was the envoy of the Stanigroth people, one of the smaller human groups and much less powerful than the Father’s.

      Serai gestured at the establishment. “It reminds me of a hunting lodge I visited once in my homeland, before…well, you know. I am impressed with the specimens he was able to purchase. I’m sure most of these creatures are extinct now. He must have had them for a long time.”

      Doughas scanned the animal heads again. He recognized most of them. “I believe Throm, the owner, hunted these in the Valley outside the Quadras.”

      She was stunned. “You mean there may be some specimens still living?”

      Doughas gestured toward the kitchen. “Not to ignore your question, but Throm’s nephew Morg would be the one to ask. My partner at the Bureau told me he narrated a shard program about the animals of the Valley.”

      She smiled at him again, and her hawkish gaze softened. “Thank you. I will have to discuss that with him later. Tell me about yourself, though. You’re a dwarf,” she said simply, as if she wanted to ask more but didn’t know the right questions.

      Doughas tried not to be offended. “Yes. I am a dwarf. Umm…what to say? My race values many things, but those we love most are honor, tradition, and the bonds of family.” He reached into his armored vest and pulled out his ID card emblazoned with the Ruiridh family crest. He showed this to her, explained what it was, and offered a small dose of dwarven history as it pertained to his clan.

      Her smile quickly faded. She nodded along, but when a pause occurred, she excused herself and went to the bar for a drink, muttering under her breath.

      Doughas sighed. “I suppose it’s nice that humans are somewhat similar to the other races.”

      The Father and the other two humans took their seats at the table, followed by Serai after the bartender finished her drink. She set down a massive tankard of dwarven stout. Doughas hoped she didn’t intend to drink it all herself, but he doubted she was one to share. The council of elders had sent several subordinates with the humans to represent each of the races, and they took their seats next. Doughas walked the room to check the exits. As he did, he made a shard call outside to ensure the riot team and the snipers were still in place.

      After the dignitaries had taken their seats, the true cultural experience began. Dishes flew from the kitchen, delivered by Throm himself. Golden domes protected the food. Throm revealed each dish with a flourish, allowing the flavorful steam to swirl around the table before it rose into the rafters and vanished.

      Throm explained the name and a short history of each dish, which he’d chosen for their significance to the races of the Quadras. During this series of lessons and revelations, another of the human envoys called attention to himself.

      The brief listed his name as Praetum Ynen Fell, and he represented the smallest group, a combination of the nations of Gidrast and Ornoom. However, he did not act small. He was the first to clap and the last one still clapping when the others stopped. He laughed loudly and often. He stopped Throm during his speech to ask questions, then turned to his companions to compare it to this or that human tradition.

      Doughas thought he was trying too hard, but perhaps he looked more foolish from far away. Countless times, Praetum stirred the whole table to laughter, and his praises of the food seemed genuine and heartfelt. In appearance, he was a young man compared to the others. Doughas had no idea of the humans’ actual ages. He knew humans usually lived less than a century but wasn’t sure which ages were considered young or old. The gregarious nature of Praetum contrasted starkly with the human beside him, the one who somehow looked the oldest and yet the most vigorous.

      The fourth envoy, Kivook Klo'Kahm, was of middling height between Father Bornom and Praetum. He commanded respect among the humans. Whenever he spoke, they listened. They leaned in and ate up every word. Once, Doughas saw Father Bornom writing something down after the older envoy commented on one of Morg’s creations.

      Kivook represented the largest group of human nations. Yask, Hrondan, and Kliev. His pale, coppery skin contrasted with his dark hair and its dyed, blood-red bands. This and the man’s tattooed lips made him appear more like a sorcerer than any of the other humans. From what the brief had mentioned, this was likely true. Kivook was a former Witch-Knight for the kingdom of Yask. The exact nature of this force was unknown to the Quadras, but they had close ties with magic. Rumors placed this group at fault for the apocalypse that had ravaged most of the world. Doughas hadn’t seen anyone asking the fierce man about it, and he didn’t intend to be the first.

      After the flow of food slowed down, Throm clapped his big hands together. A troupe of goblin dancers took the floor, or rather the cleared half of the restaurant beside the envoy’s table. They performed a classical dance routine full of rattling hands and stomping feet to the sound of throbbing drums.

      A few center goblins crouched, and their bodies began to vibrate. The other dancers crept in on their hands and knees as if afraid to touch the curled goblins. When one fateful dancer got too close and reached out, the lead goblins uncurled and catapulted into the air.

      Before they reached the floor, the goblins had trolled out. It created a marvelous effect. The hurtling goblins appeared to float and grow into their massive forms. The humans must have heard of this goblin ability because none of them ran from the room, but the color drained from three of the dignitaries’ faces. Only Kivook seemed undaunted.

      The trolled-out goblins continued the dance, rattling their hands and shaking the restaurant with their stomps. Throm added to the thump with his own huge limbs, laughing and hooting along with them. The oversized goblins slowly deflated to their usual size. With a final hand rattling, all the goblin dancers howled and fell to the ground as if dead.

      The restaurant erupted in applause. Praetum stood and clapped toward each dancer in turn as they took their bows. Kivook applauded with polite interest, but his gaze wandered around the room. It lingered longest on the magi-tech lamps hanging from the rafters.

      Vor made his way around the room in the wake of the dance. The goblins cleared out, and Morg emerged from the kitchen to deliver a soup course he’d created. Throm introduced his nephew’s spice-laden dish with great aplomb, though Doughas missed the name of it. Vor had reached him and asked the question he’d been dreading.

      “Did you get the information?”

      Doughas shook his head. “He doesn’t want to take a stance on integration. I know he’s helped us in the past, but I think he’s tired of feeling like a Bureau lackey. Maybe he wants to preserve his precious neutrality.”

      Vor rubbed his chin. “I suppose, but this feels like the kind of issue he needs to take a side on.”

      Doughas gestured toward the ogre who stood before the humans and gestured at his nephew as he praised the young chef’s abilities. “You can be the one to tell him that. At least for tonight, I think I can convince him to give us what we want. He’s trying to deny that he still owes us for Morg, but he feels it. He’ll give in.”

      “Okay…but he’s still our friend. Let’s not do anything rash, all right?”

      Doughas grunted. “A debt is a debt. If he’s not willing to pay it, I’ll find a way to make him.” He paused at the concerned look on Vor’s face, then sighed and released his mounting anger. “You’re right, Vor. He’s our friend. He deserves our respect.”

      Vor clapped his shoulder. “Glad I could help you for once. Now, let’s go talk to him. Maybe together we can show him how urgent and important this is. Friendship goes both ways, after all.”

      From the side of the room, someone screamed.

      Doughas whipped out his ARC and searched for threats. Buzzing voices filtered through the shard-com, asking for an update. The riot squad must have heard the scream and would be arming themselves to rush the building. Doughas followed the source of the sound to the bar area. The bartender was on the floor, and Father Bornom stood in front of her. He was reaching down, appearing to help her, but fear dominated the gobliness’ face. She frantically pushed away from him until she knocked over a few bar stools and stopped against the wall.

      “Stay away!” she shouted.

      By then, the two had attracted everyone’s attention inside the bar, not to mention the well-armed guards waiting outside. Doughas lowered his ARC and sent a quick update through his shard-com.

      “No threats. I repeat, no threats,” he reported. “One of the servers slipped and fell.”

      After a brief silence, the commander responded, “Affirmative,” and the line went dead. Yet while things outside were calm, the tension inside rose.

      Serai approached Bornom from behind. “Give it up, you awful fool. Can’t you see you’re scaring her?” She grabbed Bornom’s sleeve and tried to pull him back, but he shoved her off. His great height dominated the trembling gobliness.

      Father Bornom crouched to her eye level. “It’s okay, friend. I mean you no harm…none of us do. I was merely performing a sacrament.”

      In the gobliness’ fearful state, she must have misheard the Father’s statement. It only caused her to panic even more. “S-s-s-sacrifice?” she stammered.

      Doughas and Vor rushed over and placed themselves between the Father and the gobliness. Doughas gently brushed the Father’s hand aside. “Sir, please back up. You’re frightening her. It’s okay, but back up.”

      The Father stumbled over his words. “I…I just wanted to show her a prayer. She asked what…I didn’t think…”

      Serai jumped on his weakness. “Typical Nimoth. Here you are, a guest, and you flex your fancy hand-waving and the esoteric nonsense you call prayer. Here’s a request to your god. Stop manipulating people for your own ends! You can’t even get through a dinner party without trying to convert a fragile soul.”

      Praetum appeared in the mix. “Friends, please stop this. Perhaps the Father made a mistake, but it appears to be an honest one. And Serai, you are right when you said that we are guests. Do not use a small mistake like this to dredge up old grievances. We’re here to make a new start, aren’t we?”

      The room fell quiet for a short moment.

      Serai snorted and crossed her arms. The disdain was obvious in her voice as she said, “And now the mighty nations of Gidrast and Ornoom will tell me what to do.” She laughed haughtily.

      During the argument, Throm approached from behind his bar, unnoticed by the humans. The ogre circled the shouting envoys to the gobliness still huddled beneath the bar. He scooped her up, placed her on her feet, and walked her to the back, speaking softly as he did.

      With the gobliness taken care of, Doughas backed away from the Father. He wanted no part of their disagreement. It smacked of human politics, and Doughas already hated the slice of Quadras politics he had been thrust into. He had no desire for the humans’ problems with each other to eat him, too.

      However, Vor stepped into the mix. His young blood must have failed to inform him to stay back and keep out of it. Doughas growled at him, but it was too late.

      The envoys turned as Vor approached. All three looked surprised, though Serai’s expression quickly morphed into something fouler. Vor kept his head and addressed the humans. “We apologize, Father Bornom,” he stated, and Serai’s frown deepened. “You have to understand when I was a child, all I ever learned about humans was that they are deadly sorcerers who would like nothing better than to turn me into a delicious spiced soup. Like the one you just had.” He nodded to Morg, who lingered uncertainly by the door to the kitchen.

      Vor spread his hands and maintained a wide, welcoming posture. “Now, I think there are a few more excellent courses to be served. Isn’t that right, Morg?” Vor called to the young ogre.

      Morg’s eyes went wide as the attention turned to him. He froze and began to stutter. Behind him, Throm appeared carrying a tray of hot cakes.

      Morg recovered at once. “Oh, right! We have steamed dumplings wrapped in moist rolls and smothered in a sweet gravy. There will be spices passed around, which you can add if it’s not quite to your liking.”

      The humans made no move to return to their seats until Kivook, the only envoy still seated, stood and gestured at the empty table.

      “The elf is right, and I am tired of sitting alone,” Kivook gestured for Throm to bring the steaming pastries. The ogre served each human two or three of the small cakes. This surprised Doughas because a single one of those would send him into an almost catatonic slumber.

      Throm took Doughas and Vor aside after finishing his delivery and beamed at them. “That will keep them calm for a long time, I think.” He faced Vor. “Good thinking, young elf. Perhaps you should reconsider your decision to ignore politics. Given what you’ve done here and your family history, I think you would be excellent.”

      Vor looked troubled by the ogre’s words and didn’t respond. Doughas understood, given Vor’s troubled past with his family and elven politics.

      Doughas addressed the ogre. “Will you tell us what we need to know, or what? We’ve entertained the humans enough.”

      Throm glowered sightlessly at Doughas, but the dwarf held his ground and stared in return. Finally, the ogre backed down. “Yes, I will tell you. Perhaps because I owe you for saving Morg, or perhaps because you stopped the humans from ripping each other’s throats out. Either way, we are good.”

      Doughas nodded. “Tell us about Krish’s paramour, and yeah, we’re good.”

      The ogre paused and looked at Vor. “You writing this down?”

      Vor sighed and took out a pencil.

      In his usual curt way, Throm explained what he knew. “Obviously, his real name is not Forien, nor is he a low-level broker in the elvish financial district, as he told Krish. I made sure she knew this was a lie, but he came up with a better lie for her. In truth, he is an agent for the elven Syndicate.”

      Vor stopped writing mid-word as worry spread on his face.

      Throm waved at him to continue. “Keep writing. It will get worse, so be prepared. No more stops. I will not repeat.” The ogre cleared his throat. “His real name is Fethias GilNarioth, and yes, that means he is an offshoot of the VorKluvaith dynasty. I said it would get worse, Vor. It is rumored that Fethias still has connections to your cousin, the one you put in prison. I know you know, but you write very slowly, and I want to make sure it is good in the report. When you want information from me, you get all the information.”

      The ogre went on to provide details of addresses for Fethias, possible associates, and anything and everything he knew about the elf, which was a disturbing amount. Doughas wondered how much the ogre could regurgitate about him or his family. He pushed that thought aside, though. They finished the information exchange and thanked Throm. Doughas promised him the debt was paid and received a gruff grunt in response as if the ogre still didn’t want to admit he’d owed the dwarf anything.

      Morg’s dessert course did its work. After a cake and a half, the human dignitaries begged to return to the Bureau, citing official paperwork that needed urgent completion. Doughas knew otherwise.

      The overwatch teams buzzed an all-clear on the shard-com, and Doughas rounded everyone up to head back to the transports. A moment later, Vor and Doughas stood outside the Street Behemoth, waiting to lead the convoy back to the Bureau.

      As Vor entered the vehicle, a shard buzzed in his pocket. The elf glanced at Doughas and ripped out the cheap, disposable shard Mr. Scratch had given him. Vor answered the call. Instead of words, the first thing they heard was ARC fire.

      Auruhm’s voice came over the shard-line. “Hate to call, but we’re locked down, and we need assistance.”

      Call the Wardens, Doughas wanted to say. Yet the circumstances were odd, and they needed the queen pixie’s henchmen if they wanted her help in this fight. Doughas kicked the Street Behemoth into drive and grabbed the shard from Vor before he could answer.

      “Where are you, then?”
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      Esselliar

      The former Justicar part of Vor felt unsure about rushing to rescue criminals. Especially a pair who’d tried to murder him and his partner multiple times. Vor wrinkled his brow. What’s the saying? Desperate times call for dumb ideas? Yeah, that must be it.

      Someone yelled Vor’s name along with several nasty adjectives. He refocused on the shard in his lap. His own, not the one Mr. Scratch had given him. The voice berating him belonged to the Inquisitor-General.

      “Thin ice, VorKluvaith. Thin ice. That’s what you’re standing on. Abandoning the humans in the heart of the undercity!” The General’s voice grew distant as he loosed a string of whispered curses that sounded almost polite with the shard away from his mouth. He’s only releasing steam, Vor thought. Probably shaken up from what happened to Krish.

      The Inquisitor-General’s voice resumed its normal quality. “What do you have to say for yourself, Esselliar VorKluvaith?”

      Vor opened his mouth to respond at the same moment Doughas gunned the car.

      “Out of the way,” the dwarf shouted through his open window. “Inquisitor Business! Coming through!” He slammed the Behemoth’s horn three times in quick succession. The cars in front of them got the idea and moved to the side of the road, except for a larger truck. Its driver flipped him an obscene gesture and continued his normal behavior.

      Doughas ripped their car into the opposite lane, sped past the offending truck, and zoomed back into their lane far too close for comfort. The driver honked at Doughas, who laughed and made an obscene gesture in the rearview mirror.

      The Inquisitor-General heard the honking, the laughing, and the squeal of the tires. “I repeat. What in the name of my pasty ancestors is going on? I want words, Inquisitor. Now!”

      Vor attempted to explain while gripping the side handle to keep from falling over. “We had contact… Sorry. Our anonymous source contacted us saying they’re in trouble. They’re caught in a crossfire. We’re en route to get them out.”

      The Inquisitor-General scoffed. “What is this bastard, your secret friend or something? I thought we got the info we needed on Krish’s paramour from Throm, right?” He dragged out his final word, and it dug through the shard and burrowed into Vor’s eardrums.

      Vor tried to soothe him. “Yes. We got everything we needed and more about Krish and Forien. Our source works for someone else…” He trailed off as he contemplated the queen pixie.

      “Someone else? Are we talking a bigwig someone?”

      Would their source be considered a bigwig? She was powerful…but important? She ruled a horde of wee-folk and had been around for a long time. By elven standards, the latter made her important. The longer you’d lived, the more friends and enemies you’d made, and the more secrets you knew. The queen pixie probably knew more secrets than anyone in the Quadras.

      It was enough to convince Vor. “Yes, my source is an important individual.”

      The General shot back, “Is it a council member?” He continued before Vor could answer. “If one of them is behind this, I want to know. I’m tired of those smart-lipped devils thinking they can run my agency.”

      “My source is not a council member,” Vor assured him.

      “Then who is he?”

      Up ahead, light trailed from the mouth of a tunnel. They headed there, and the Street Behemoth burst from the undercity into the aboveground section of the goblin quarter. Doughas blasted his horn to announce their arrival and whipped the Street Behemoth around a turn.

      “Almost there,” the dwarf proclaimed.

      Vor held his shard closer to his mouth. “Sir, I know this is unorthodox, but trust us. We still need our source and those working for her. We can explain it later on, but it’s too much to get into now.”

      The Inquisitor-General backed off. “Fine, but I want a detailed report. You’re Inquisitors, not rabble-rousing vigilantes. I won’t have you running off on any more unwarranted combat sprees. You hear me?”

      “Yes, sir.”

      The General grunted. “Good. Now go put the boot to whoever is threatening our informants—”

      The line went dead.

      Vor put down the shard. Ahead of them, several cars had been turned at odd angles then abandoned, as if their drivers had swerved to avoid something and run away on foot. Vor saw the disturbance soon enough. Several Keeper patrol cars were posted at an intersection as the goblin officers fired their ARCs at something on the opposite side of the street.

      Doughas bumped the Street Behemoth onto a curb and pulled into an alley. Moisture dripped down the walls from a series of pipes that ran along the brickwork, probably connected to an AC unit on the roof. Arctic spirits are the worst, Vor thought, remembering how they’d unleashed a building-wide blizzard in his apartment complex a few months back after the magi-tech shielding failed and the old landlady did nothing to fix it.

      “Let’s go.” Doughas stopped the Behemoth in the center of the alley, clear of the dripping pipes on either side. “Those idiots had better be fighting someone else. I won’t take a Keeper’s bolts to save them.”

      Vor felt the same way. He hopped out of the car and unholstered Hope and Glory. They planned to leave the alley the same way they’d entered and meet up with the Keepers. As Doughas geared up outside the car, tucking his standard-issue ARC into his holster and hefting his long-heater, a surface pixie with glittering wings zipped in front of them.

      Doughas tried to slap the buzzing creature, an instinct to stop wee-folk from nipping his nose or plucking a beard hair. Vor caught his partner’s wrist mid-swing. “Oh, right,” the dwarf recalled, though he offered no apology to the pixie. The glittery being chirped angrily at Doughas before pointing toward the rear of the alley and pulling Vor’s sleeve.

      Figuring this was the queen’s bidding and the pixie would lead them to their associates, the Inquisitors followed. The pixie tugged them to an intersecting alley that cut across the rear of the buildings. Its official purpose was for the trash trucks to access city dumpsters without clogging the main thoroughfare. From there, they trailed the pixie to the right side of the intersection.

      The street looked similar to the one they’d arrived on, with several cars turned at odd angles and abandoned, but there was still no sign of the Keepers’ targets. They continued to hear ARC fire and the whizz of bolts as the two groups exchanged fire. Someone yelled. It sounded like the goblin Keepers urging the other side to surrender. The enemies responded with a new wave of ARC fire.

      Doughas stalked toward the intersection to figure out who was shooting, but the persistent pixie surged in front of his face. She chittered and pointed to another alley directly across from them.

      Vor was already headed that way, moving from cover to cover behind the abandoned cars until he left the asphalt for the sidewalk on the other side. Doughas made the trip slowly. Vor wanted to shout at him to hurry up but didn’t want to alert the Keepers or their targets to their position.

      They entered the new alleyway, and the pixie darted ahead over a large pile of rubbish and several overturned dumpsters. While the pixie had no trouble, it would be no quick climb for Vor and Doughas.

      The dwarf cursed.

      “Quiet,” Vor said stiffly.

      Doughas nudged the long-heater’s barrel into the pile of plastic bags and loose garbage. He fished out a fruit peel and tossed it at Vor. “Do these things think we have wings, too?”

      The peel landed on Vor’s shoulder. He brushed it off, intending to retort, but movement ahead drew his attention. “Look.” Vor pointed toward the softly vibrating rear dumpster. With a few loud groans and the skitter of tiny, clawed feet, the garbage pile began to move. A horde of brownies scuttled back and forth across the alley, bearing burdens in teams of three and more as they moved the trash to the side. They made quick work of the mess, the same way they could make quick work of Vor if he ever lost the queen’s favor, and she told those razor-toothed gremlins to tear into him.

      He shivered at the thought. Thankfully, the brownies only rearranged the garbage to let them pass, then closed the alley behind them as the strange bustle of brown and gray bodies repeated the action in reverse. The sparkle-winged pixie reappeared and led them further down the alley, then turned down another. The creature took them to the edge and waited. She pointed across the street to a door on the other side.

      Doughas cursed again, quieter than before.

      Vor had nothing to say, though he almost did the same. “You want us to cross here?” he asked the pixie, who only pointed more aggressively toward the door. As she did, another volley of ARC fire whizzed past. One bolt slammed into the side of a white passenger van and lodged there, a warning of what it would do to their skulls when the Inquisitors tried to cross.

      The pixie pointed a few more times before zipping up the side of the building and flying across the street, far above the zooming projectiles.

      “Bastard,” Doughas called after the wee-folk.

      Vor snorted. “At least you can turn invisible. My tall, skinny ass is gonna get shredded out there.”

      “Invisible doesn’t mean invincible,” Doughas grumbled. “A stray bolt can do me in as sure as it would you. We might get across fast enough so they can’t aim at us, but those volleys will make it a hell of a time.”

      “I’ll say,” Vor agreed as another wave of sharp objects filled the air in front of them, this time toward the Keepers. Some of the ARC fire came from the upper stories of nearby buildings, while some angled toward the street and others flew toward the upper stories. Bolts zinged every which way and made it impossible to track who was involved. There could easily be two or three more groups exchanging shots.

      “What did they get themselves into?” Vor muttered. And why are we the ones getting them out?

      The pixie had reached the roof of the target building. It fluttered back and forth, maybe sending them the message to run, then ducked out of sight and returned with something in its hands. The object was far too small to see, but Vor soon learned what it was. The pixie buzzed back across the street, fifty feet above them, and dropped the object at their feet.

      It was a pebble.

      Vor glared up at the pixie. “Bastard.”

      Doughas edged closer to the street, careful to remain in the cover of the alleyway. “Come on. If we stay low and time it right, we should be fine. I won’t even turn invisible. Don’t need it.”

      Vor wasn’t sure. “There has to be a better plan than this.”

      Doughas shook his head. “There’s a lane between these cars we can crawl down. Once we get in front of that van, we’ll need to sprint the last leg. On three, Vor. Come on now. No getting cold feet this far into the relationship.”

      Vor stuttered a response but saw the dwarf’s body tense as he prepared to move. He rushed beside his friend and did the same. No more complaints. Let’s do this.

      “One,” the dwarf began. A trio of bolts from the Keepers’ direction cut across their view and smashed through the windshield of a nearby vehicle. The glass shattered and sent shrapnel in a five-foot radius. “Two,” Doughas continued as his body lowered to a crouch. Vor followed suit and placed his hands on the ground, intending to crawl as quickly as he could across the first stretch. Husky voices exchanged words to their right, and a sudden stream of ARC bolts shot toward the Keepers.

      “Three,” Doughas ground out.

      The Inquisitors dove and crossed the exposed sidewalk in a single leap. They landed belly-down on the asphalt with cars on either side of them. To their right, not ten feet away, booted legs shuffled between the cars, and ARC fire crackled. Whoever the Keepers were firing at stood there.

      Doughas took the lead. He shoveled broken glass aside with his elbows and prevented his belly from dragging on the ground. Vor tried to do the same but found his gangly-limbed body struggled to keep up while maintaining a low profile. Pain lanced his forearms as he tried to match his movements to Doughas but failed to miss the glass fragments. His blood left a ruddy trail on the asphalt. Adrenaline kept his awareness of the pain at bay because he barely noticed the cuts. Instead, he focused on the sound of deadly bolts slicing the air above his head.

      They crawled across several small gaps between the cars and tried to remain hidden, but after the second crossing, hoarse shouts came from the nearby shooters. Vor had bridged the final gap and reached the passenger van when a bolt slammed the asphalt behind him. It ricocheted harmlessly but signaled something worse.

      “Sounds like they’ve got our number.” Vor huddled beside Doughas and sat up for the first time since they’d started the suicidal crawl. Now came the worst stretch. A car’s length or more of bare street, then similarly bare sidewalk leading to the door. ARC bolts dotted the wood and had already shattered a first-floor window. After they got through that door and took cover inside the brick structure, they would be safe. Or so Vor hoped.

      He had no idea what awaited them inside. He was trusting the guidance of a pixie. Look where the wee-folk have led us so far. Into a death trap. Now that the shooters had located Vor and Doughas, they could fire under the vehicles. Their last protection was the passenger van’s front tire.

      Another bolt skittered along the pavement next to Vor.

      “We’ve got to run,” he said. “There’s no going back.”

      Doughas hesitated. “I know,” he stammered. “I suddenly realize this was a rather bad idea…” The ground sparked beside Doughas’ hip as the bolts neared their targets. The dwarf growled and hefted his long-heater. “Run for the door. I’ll cover you from the right. We’ll have to hope the Keepers are slow today.”

      “You have a better chance of making it if you go invisible. I’ll cover you until you reach the door. Once you’re inside, you can shoot out the broken window, so I’ll know. Come on, Doughas. Don’t lose faith on me here.”

      The dwarf sucked in a breath, and his body tensed. “You’re right about one thing, Vor. We can still do this, but I won’t take no for an answer. You’re going to run for the door, and I’m going to pop the head off whatever dirtbags are over there ruining our day. Then I can turn see-through and follow. You got it?”

      Vor opened his mouth to argue, but shouts from the nearby shooters stole his attention. The ARC fire under the cars had stopped. Vor stole a glance beneath the van and grinned. Little gray and brown shapes zoomed around, crawling up the shooters’ legs and disappearing from Vor’s view. He heard the cries and the struggles as the band of brownies harassed the enemy.

      Doughas noticed, too. “Now’s our chance,” he claimed. “We can make it. Come on…run!”

      The Inquisitors burst from their cover and raced across the street. They couldn’t afford to look to see if they were being shot at, but they leveled their ARCs and fired. Doughas to the right and Vor to the left. They each unloaded an entire magazine of bolts, though Vor aimed high to avoid actually hitting anyone. He only wanted to scare the Keepers.

      A few return-fire bolts whizzed around their bodies but missed. They reached the door. Vor thought Doughas might simply charge through it, but at the last second, he wrenched the knob and threw the door wide open. The dwarf disappeared inside.

      Vor followed, grabbing the knob as he entered to pull the door shut behind them. He turned as it closed and saw a glimpse of the outside world. Five or more dark figures wearing masks stood behind a line of cars. A single pixie clutching a pile of stones hovered above them, dodging bolts and chucking rocks at the mysterious shooters. Vor’s reality slowed as he considered the scene. Saved by a pixie and a horde of brownies. In my wildest dreams, I never would have imagined this…

      His mind turned to the shooters and their masked faces. Their image tickled his memory. One of the fighters had been unmasked…or had he? Vor reexamined his mental snapshot and saw a bearded face, half hidden by a mask. He knew who they were dealing with.

      All this had taken milliseconds to process. Vor turned to tell Doughas their enemy’s identity only to discover he was in possession of redundant information.

      They had entered an old-fashioned home with dark wood paneling along the bottom half of the walls and the main staircase situated in the back of the room. Couches and tables had been flipped sideways to the stairs. Spent bolts lined the floor and the far wall. Two Fellows crouched behind the makeshift barricades. They’d been facing the stairs but turned toward the Inquisitors with raised ARCs as soon as they entered.

      Doughas fired first. A bolt lodged in the furthest Fellow’s armored vest, not injuring him but throwing off his aim so Doughas could cross the distance. He dropped his long-heater and unleashed his retractable mace.

      Vor’s ARC was already empty. Instead of reloading, he gleamed Hope and Glory and threw it at the closest Fellow. The weapon smashed into his face and cracked the bottom portion of his ugly, frowning mask. Vor slipped his knife from his belt and charged the stunned dwarf. He tackled him to the floor and stabbed at his exposed neck. The Fellow caught his arm, and they struggled for control of the blade.

      They were locked in the embrace of death. Only one could leave. Would it be Vor? The moment lasted forever, and Vor’s mind emptied of thought. There was only the knife, the half-masked dwarf, and the struggle. Sweat beaded on the visible portion of the Fellow’s forehead and dripped into his eyes, but the dwarf didn’t blink. His eyes were a rich brown, like the color of soil Vor had seen on Valley farms. His hair was auburn, similar to Doughas’ but with more red.

      For a blink, the dwarf’s face became his partner’s, and Vor’s strength wavered. The Fellow smiled. It was an awful expression made worse by the perpetual, thick-lipped frown of his mask. That lusty smile had delighted in death before and would again unless Vor stopped it, crushed it, pierced it until whatever lived in those brown eyes slithered away and died.

      The strength returned to Vor’s arms, and he pressed the knife down. The dwarf’s twisted smile became a frown of intense concentration. Sweat poured off his forehead and into his unblinking eyes, where it pooled until it ran off in multi-branched streams as if the dwarf was crying. Maybe he was. Maybe he realized what was coming and knew he wasn’t strong enough to stop it.

      Vor shoved his body weight against the hilt of the knife, and the tip began to prick the dwarf’s cheek. The dwarf’s face flushed red. It reminded Vor of Doughas in pain, but he closed his eyes and kept up the pressure.

      The knife point dipped.

      He felt it break skin. The dwarf screamed, and his resistance fled.

      Vor plunged the knife in. Cartilage squished and veins thrust aside as the blade entered. He continued until the blade was hilt-deep, then collapsed beside the unmoving Fellow.

      The moment had only lasted a few seconds. Vor started to regain his breath but remembered Doughas and leapt to his feet. He gathered his fallen ARC and reloaded as his gaze scanned the room.

      As Vor retrieved his knife, he spotted Doughas wiping his mace clean from the bloody pulp of a dwarf on the floor. The Inquisitors shared the kind of look only those who had taken a life could. They nodded to each other and continued toward the stairs.

      A familiar voice hailed them from the staircase. “’Bout time you two showed up. I thought we’d get a better response time from the esteemed Inquisitors. Especially with how you two have whooped our asses in the past.” Auruhm stood at the top of the stairs. One hand massaged the joint where his clockwork leg met his skin while the other beckoned them up.

      The second floor was in similar shape to the first. Every scrap of furniture was turned sideways to the windows. Behind the makeshift barricades was a goblin dressed in a collection of blood-soaked rags that had been threaded together.

      It was a redcap, but not Mr. Scratch.

      “Great,” Doughas remarked. “They’re multiplying.”

      Their familiar mutated goblin popped up from behind a table at the front of the room, his clown makeup restored to horrific splendor. Neither of the redcaps noticed the Inquisitors, though. The goblins sent volleys of ARC fire hurtling toward their dwarven assailants in the opposite building.

      In response, the Fellows fired a string of bolts through the windows, forcing the Inquisitors and their posse to the ground. The projectiles slammed into the wall and lodged in the dark-stained wood.

      After a moment of silence, Vor rose and saw the two redcaps looking at each other. At some secret signal, they broke out laughing and slapped the hardwood floor with their palms. They snorted through noses clogged with the sheer hilarity of a near-death experience.

      “What a party!” The other redcap’s voice jogged the memory bone in Vor’s skull. Kaz…that’s his name, Vor thought. If any more gangsters join this group, we might need to reevaluate which side we’re on.

      The redcaps only stopped laughing when they happened to roll into each other. When their bodies touched, they latched onto each other and smacked foreheads, mouths open wide to consume whatever morsel they’d stumbled into. They realized their mistake quickly enough. Yet Mr. Scratch still licked his black teeth as saliva dripped down his chin. Vor was about to shout at them, but Auruhm took the initiative.

      The crippled dwarf tossed a broken piece of wood at the redcaps and smacked Mr. Scratch in the noggin. “Cut it out, you two. The downstairs is clear. It’s time to get out of here.” He added under his breath, “Please, ancestors, let me get out of here…”

      The redcaps rolled from their embrace and landed on all fours to scuttle across the room with uncanny speed. “I say! Excellent work, Auruhm. I really am glad I only ate your—” Mr. Scratch stopped when he noticed the Inquisitors’ presence. “I suppose I take it back, dwarf. Useless as ever! At least you didn’t mess up calling for backup.” The goblin hopped to his feet and stared at the dwarf with his one good eye. The other was no more than a scarred pocket of flesh.

      Auruhm cocked his ARC. “Want to see how useless I really am? Do ya, freak?”

      Vor stepped between them and swatted the dwarf’s gun aside. “No shooting your partner.” He stuck a finger in Auruhm’s face as if berating a small child.

      Mr. Scratch leaned clear of Vor and stuck out his tongue at Auruhm, and Vor snatched the slippery appendage with his free hand. He yanked the goblin off-balance. “Cut it out, or I’ll put a bolt through both your heads.” Vor released the tongue.

      Mr. Scratch sucked it back into the protection of his mouth. He rubbed his lips and glared at Vor. “Careful, elf.” He turned his scarred eye toward the Inquisitor. “Old wounds have long memories.”

      Doughas hefted his long-heater and aimed it at the redcap. If he fired at that range, there would only be scraps of goblin left when the smoke cleared. “What’s the memory like on new wounds, then?”

      The situation might have escalated further, but another round of bolts whizzed through the window. One sliced the side of Vor’s thigh and drew blood. The elf gasped and ducked the remaining bolts. Luckily, the wound was superficial.

      Mr. Scratch fled to the stairs. “I suppose it’s silly to be fighting each other and those ugly dwarves across the way. Come on, everyone. Let’s get out of here and hope for a day when we can kill each other in peace.” He cackled.

      Kaz was the first to follow as he laughed along with the other redcap’s joke. “Delightful goblin,” he praised as he puttered past.

      Doughas dropped beside his partner to check his wound, but Vor waved him away.

      “I’m fine,” Vor insisted. “Let’s get moving. The longer we stay here, the better position the enemy is going to take.”

      Doughas nodded. They joined the redcaps and Auruhm on the stairs. When they reached the bottom, the redcaps looked at the Inquisitors. “Where to? What’s the plan?”

      Vor and Doughas shared a glance and tried to look like they had a plan while desperately attempting to formulate one. Doughas peeked around a corner to look for a rear exit while Vor headed to check the front door. They had barely made it in here alive, but if the wee-folk distracted the Fellows like before, they could shoot their way out.

      Mr. Scratch watched with a glum frown. “I see we’re still in a tizzy.”

      Vor ignored the redcap and took a few steps toward the front door. The pixie from before zipped into view and stopped him. She hovered a few feet inside and waved her arms in a large X pattern. Clearly, the pixie wanted them to choose an alternate route, but she couldn’t tell him why.

      Vor took another step.

      The door exploded.

      It was a breaching charge that did little more than shatter the door, but its wooden splinters filled the air and decimated the pixie with a slew of shards. They pierced her slight body all over, tearing off her wings and killing her instantly.

      A pang squeezed Vor’s chest. That pixie had worked so hard to help them. She’d saved them once…twice now.

      The Fellows gave them no time to mourn. They rushed the door with ARCs raised and small armored shields attached to their wrists. A few of their masks had a glowing green eye equipped with night vision. Yet the confusion of their entrance gave Vor and the others a few short moments to escape.

      They dipped around a corner, following the sound of Doughas’ voice to a fire exit at the rear of the building. Mr. Scratch hurtled his body into the closed door and sailed straight through. He tore the door from its hinges and rode it like a surfboard into the alley until he crashed to a stop, laughing the whole time. Doughas took the lead from there as he turned left and headed back toward the Street Behemoth.

      Vor kept watch behind them as they half-walked, half-ran with their weapons drawn, moving in a diamond pattern with the Inquisitors at the front and back and the redcaps on the sides. Auruhm occupied the center.

      At the intersection, Keeper patrol bikes cluttered the cross-street with no goblin officers in sight. No living ones, at least. Vor counted six bodies, some riddled with bolts and others beaten to a pulp with a melee weapon of some kind. He tightened his grip on his ARC and glanced back in time to see the Fellows leak from the building and spot them. Their hoarse shouts filled the air, alerting Doughas and the others to their presence.

      Auruhm wrenched open the door to a nearby building that was peppered with bolts and leaning slightly to the left. “Quick! In here,” he shouted and fired his ARC at his former colleagues to give the rest time to enter. The ex-Fellow hobbled in last, and the springs in his clockwork leg squealed loudly. “Chose the wrong day to not oil my gears,” he grumbled.

      Mr. Scratch screeched from the rear of the building. “Back door is bricked over! This violates city ordinances. Why, if I were an inspector, I would put yellow tape up around this whole building. Safety violation! And now we’re going to suffer for it!” He waddled back into the room, still smiling for some unholy reason.

      “Why don’t you eat your way through?” Auruhm suggested. “Or use your brain for once and find us a different way out?”

      Doughas grabbed Mr. Scratch mid-lunge and pulled him back. “Stop that! We didn’t come here to fetch your corpses. This building has to have another way out. We can use a fire escape or jump out a window. Let’s go find one.”

      “Someone needs to stay here and guard the front door,” Auruhm pointed out.

      Kaz snorted. “Thanks for volunteering, Auruhm. I would say I’ll miss you, but I hate to lie.”

      Vor stepped up. “Auruhm and I will watch the front door. The rest of you, find us an exit and signal us once it’s clear. We’ll hold them off until then.”

      Auruhm shook his head. “Hold off the Fellows? They’ve got military-grade weapons!”

      Doughas started for the stairs. “Well, you’d better hope they want your ass alive so they can torture you. We’ve got no choice.”

      Vor flipped a table and ducked behind it. “Take up positions!” he shouted, and thankfully, the others listened. The redcaps disappeared upstairs with Doughas. Auruhm ducked behind a couch and raised his ARC. He targeted the open window, then the front door, switching back and forth as he searched for the first sign of movement.

      They heard the Fellows before they saw them. The thud of their boots resonated through the holes in the building. Vor tensed and primed Hope and Glory with his index finger against the trigger.

      The enemy dwarves stopped outside and spoke to each other for a time as they made a plan of attack. After the voices stopped, the thudding footsteps split up. Several headed left toward the alley or a nearby building while the rest approached the front door.

      “Give up!” a Fellow shouted. “The Keepers are dead. We’ve got our soldiers surrounding you. If you lay down your weapons, we promise a quick death.”

      Vor glanced at Auruhm. Sweat beaded on the dwarf’s head. He met Vor’s questioning gaze and shook his head slowly. There was no trusting the word of a Fellow.

      Neither of them responded.

      The Fellows waited for a minute but realized no answer was coming. “Your grave,” the Fellow said with a grunt. Instead of blasting the front door as they’d done to the other building, they backed off. Their footsteps faded, and for a few tense minutes, Vor heard no sign of them.

      As the silence stretched, Auruhm began to sweat more. His arms started to shake. He slapped himself across the cheek and muttered, “Keep it together.” That stopped the shaking, but he continued to drip perspiration. The dwarf’s reaction made Vor’s heart thud as loud as the Fellows’ boots.

      From outside, they heard a countdown.

      “Three,” came the Fellow’s shout from across the street.

      Auruhm jumped from his barricade and ran to the back of the room.

      “Get back here!” Vor shouted but couldn’t turn around without leaving the front door unguarded.

      “Two,” the Fellow continued.

      Auruhm panted and mumbled to himself. He ran to the back of the building and started banging on the bricked-over exit. “Let me out!” he shouted. “Scratch! Scratch! Come on!”

      “One!” the Fellow screamed.

      In an instant, their world changed.

      A blast rocked the upper stories of the building. The structure groaned as brick cracked and wood splintered. The walls shook around them as the ceiling began to collapse. Vor leapt from his position, but a plank of wood smacked his back and pinned him to the ground. His head crashed chin-first on the floor, and his brain bounced inside his skull. Without a sound, his vision faded to black.

      When he awoke with no idea how much later, the collapse had stalled. Half the building remained standing with various sections of wall and ceiling crumbled inward. A cloud of dust and other lung irritants kicked up by the blast filled the air. The miasma choked his lungs and blinded his eyes. He lay beneath the wooden plank, coughing and rubbing his eyes until he could breathe. With one hand, he drew his shirt over his mouth to protect his lungs while he tried to hoist the plank off his body with the other. Something must have pinned the wood down on him because no matter how hard he tried, the plank would not budge.

      Above him, a floating green dot glowed in the dust cloud. Vor wondered about this for a second before the rest of the Fellow materialized. The dwarf must have heard him coughing. He pointed a long-heater at Vor’s face. The elf frantically searched the floor for his ARC but spotted it too late as the dwarf stepped on his glass-sliced forearm and elicited a cry of pain. The Fellow hefted his weapon and began to squeeze the trigger.

      Slugs of molten lead were about to decimate his skull. Until, to both Vor’s and the Fellow’s surprise, another dwarf appeared. Half his face was paler than the other, and he was pointing an ARC at the Fellow’s head.

      Auruhm pulled the trigger three times. The Fellow dropped with a bolt lodged in his unmasked eye. His hands went limp, and the long-heater landed on the broken floor with its barrel aimed at Vor’s head. The elf flinched and hoped the drop wouldn’t trigger any slugs. A second later, he was still alive. The weapon lay there, unfired.

      Whew.

      Auruhm helped Vor move the wooden plank crushing his body, and together they searched the building, convinced the rest of the Fellows had already stormed inside to search for them. The enemy dwarves could be anywhere inside the ruins, but so could their friends, maybe trapped themselves. They found no sign of the living or the dead on the first floor, so they headed up to the second. A section of brick wall had fallen on the stairs and forced them to climb on hands and knees, freezing in place whenever they heard more than a hair’s breadth of noise from the floor above. Death waited around every corner, after all.

      The brick’s rough texture rubbed Vor’s palms raw, another discomfort to add to his lengthy list. Blood from his glass-cut forearms dripped in streaks and mixed with the drywall dust to form a gray paste that clung like snot.

      The two reached the second floor without incident but heard the thud, thud of heavy boots somewhere above them.

      Auruhm nudged his head toward the ceiling and gave Vor a meaningful look. They rounded the landing and prepared to climb another flight of stairs but found the roof had completely caved in on that section. Rubble blocked the way like a landslide. Unable to ascend further, they split up and searched the second floor. Vor took the left passage, and Auruhm headed right.

      Vor slipped his knife out. The blood from the dwarf he’d killed was still fresh on the blade. He gripped his ARC and rested it on the wrist of his knife hand, ready to shoot and stab his way through any foe in the building.

      Before the cataclysm, the structure used to be an office building, or so it seemed in Vor’s limited evaluation, given the dim light and the now-ruined aesthetic. Tight corridors wound around the floor. Doors stood every five feet along the non-branching hallways.

      Vor glanced through each one as he passed. Desks and filing cabinets dominated the rooms in various arrangements. Each contained small items the former employees had used to personalize their space. Smooshed plastic dinosaurs, a beanbag chair, scattered family portraits, a shattered aquarium in one room, and a hoard of other items Vor couldn’t recognize through the extent of the destruction.

      ARC fire sounded from the upper floor. Boots thudded overhead, rejoined by wild growling that only a redcap in the lust of battle could summon. The muffled sound was twice as animal and alien filtered through the ceiling.

      Vor quickened his pace as he searched for a new way up. He entered a long, cluttered hallway. A Fellow stared back from the other end, his outline barely visible through the dust. The dwarf’s green eye gleamed in the clouded air.

      They must have noticed each other at the same time. Both raised their weapons and fired so only a single ARC blast could be distinguished. In their haste and under the poor light, they both missed. Vor ducked for cover behind the wall, and the Fellow did the same. The pair proceeded to exchange several volleys. They each worked hard to dig through the other’s wall and bury a bolt in the enemy’s chest, but the dwarf’s fatal error was competing for stopping power against an elf.

      Vor tightened his chest as the surge built within him. It galvanized his body with wild energy. If his body held the reins instead of his brain, he would have jumped up and charged the dwarf. He diverted some of the rogue power into his knife hand, twirling the blade in an intricate way he’d practiced for this very purpose. Restraint was always the hardest part. Keeping the surge in and choosing when to release it.

      He let the power gather until it cut at his soul and felt as though it would burst from his body. Enough. With a thought and a final push, he directed the energy down his arm, tingling the nerves as it went through the tips of his fingers. Into Hope and Glory.

      Vor rose and fired the gleamed bolt.

      It blasted through the drywall with childlike ease. Though Vor couldn’t see what happened to the dwarf, he sighted blood splatter on the opposite wall. With no wish to try his luck, he repeated the gleaming but filled his weapon with less power than the first time. It was difficult to gleam again so quickly, but he managed. He fired into the wall where the dwarf’s chest should be.

      Another wave of blood painted the bricks, though there had been no pained shout or last gasp. Vor kept low, hurried down the hallway, and found his incredibly dead target around the corner. The Fellow sported two gaping wounds, one in the cheek and the other in his chest. Both had exploded outward and covered the floor in viscera.

      Vor looked away from the brutalized dwarf. The sounds above intensified. There was a crash, and he watched bricks tumble past a nearby shattered window. He rushed to the glass-free hole and looked carefully around for a view of the street below.

      A dead Fellow who’d apparently been thrown from the third floor lay on the roof of a car. At least things are going well up there, Vor thought, then noticed two more half-masked dwarves on the street. They discharged their ARCs toward the third floor while gesturing for a third dwarf to hurry. He was hefting a large shoulder-mounted ARC. The bolt they stuffed into its barrel looked like it was tipped with explosives. The weapon must have been what they fired at the building the first time, and it seemed they were about to do it again. These brick walls would be their tomb if the Fellow fired that ARC.

      He didn’t have to worry, though.

      Above him, the redcaps bickered and dragged something heavy across the floor. Vor caught some of their words through the open window.

      “C-c-c-c-cold!” one said. Vor had no idea whether it was Kaz or Mr. Scratch. “Freezes my nips off touching this shit. Let’s get it over quick.”

      “Could be a good trick for saving food if this works,” the other opined.

      A metallic groan permeated the ceiling. The redcaps heaved, and a large square object fell past Vor. The giant cube missed the Fellows by a few feet and embedded itself in another car. Vor wondered if the redcaps’ plan had been to crush them with a metal cabinet until the cube began to change color from gray to silvery-white. It looked like the object was growing fur as tendrils of white spread across the surface.

      The redcaps cackled. The dwarves below craned their heads as they tried to figure out what was happening, but they were too late. The cube exploded and created a ten-foot-square area of permafrost. Icy wisps jettisoned from the object and began zapping everything in sight with magical beams, painting icicles on the sills of nearby buildings and decorating the street lamps for winter.

      By then, Vor had realized what had happened. The cube was an AC unit. It probably fell through to the third floor when the ceiling collapsed, and the two redcaps heaved it off. Likely already damaged from the first fall, the magi-tech housing inside had shattered and released the pissed-off arctic spirits inside.

      The frozen Fellows were the last of them. Doughas and the redcaps hopped one building over and used its stairs to reach street level, where they reunited with Vor and Auruhm. Both groups were happy to see the other but eager to leave the scene.

      They returned to the Street Behemoth without incident and sped away. Vor spent the first five minutes of the drive wrapping his arms in bandages, sad that his muscles had to be hidden in layers of white cloth and tape. He was glad to have escaped that battle, though. The dwarves’ eyes returned to him when he closed his own, and he struggled to forget their faces, even though he’d only ever seen half of them.
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      Doughas

      After they were miles away from the battle zone, Doughas pulled over and ignored the redcaps’ complaints. He left the newly bandaged Vor to babysit, walked ten feet to the side, and clicked his wife’s icon on the shard. The tone burbled so long that Doughas worried his wife wouldn’t pick up, but on the last ring, the line turned on.

      “Huala?” Doughas asked.

      “No, it’s me.” Doughas recognized the male voice as his eldest son, and his mind went to the worst situation.

      “What happened to your mother? Ancestors, is she okay?”

      Tuierrhas tried to calm him. “Mom’s doing good, actually. The clan doctor came by and checked her out. Gave her and the baby a clean bill of health. She seemed relieved and went to take a nap. I think she might actually get some rest.”

      “Wonderful!” Another thought entered Doughas’ mind. “Have you heard anything from your sister?”

      Tuierrhas was silent a moment. “No. I even called some friends who work at the clan offices. They said she hadn’t shown up for work. None of her friends have seen her, either. At least not ones I could get numbers for.” The younger dwarf’s voice became distant as he spoke to someone else. “Hey, no wrestling with your sister. You know she doesn’t like it!” He disappeared from the call for a few seconds, and he was breathing hard when he returned. “Sorry, Dad. I kinda need to go. The twins…well, they’re being the twins.” He and Doughas shared a chuckle.

      Tuierrhas’ voice saddened. “I’m sorry I can’t go looking for her. I can’t leave my siblings here alone.”

      Doughas felt a stab of pride for his son. “Don’t worry. You’re doing amazing, Tuierrhas. You’ve been such a help these past few days. I don’t have words for it. I really don’t. Sierla is my responsibility. You’re right to look after your siblings and your mother. Keep doing that. I love you.” Tears tickled the tops of Doughas’ cheeks.

      Tuierrhas said nothing for a time, and he sniffled before saying, “I love you, too, Dad…but it’s hard. I never knew how hard it was.”

      Doughas’ heart ached. “I know, son. Just a little longer.” Doughas let the moment last as long as he could before tapping the shard and ending the call. The pain grew behind his eyes, and he did his best to rub it out. He had always told himself that he could do both—the job and his family. It was true most of the time. Whenever it wasn’t, he wrote it off as an unfortunate exception.

      Maybe that’s why Sierla made the choices she did. Doughas reminded himself of the first rule of leadership he’d learned from his father, which had been passed down through generations. Everything is your responsibility.

      Professional pride be damned, he thought. My family needs me. I’ll bag the elven scumbag who’s leaking Bureau intel, then I’m done. At least until my Sierla is back and the baby arrives. Maybe longer. The decision filled him with strength. It was like reaching the final stretch of the race. He could almost rest…and, oh, how he wanted to lay down and rest.

      Yet the final stretch awaited.

      A loud tussle erupted outside the Street Behemoth and drew Doughas’ attention away from thoughts of his family. He tightened his gauntleted hand into a fist and stalked toward the empty car. Vor stood behind Auruhm and held him back with his arms beneath the dwarf’s armpits as he hugged him to his chest. The redcaps danced a few feet away, jabbing at Auruhm’s belly with their claws and joking about which part of him they would eat next.

      Doughas walked up behind the redcaps and grabbed their throats. Mr. Scratch and Kaz choked on their laughter and tried to wriggle around. Doughas didn’t let them. He brought their heads swiftly together with a loud thunk. Kaz fell, clutching his forehead, and Doughas nailed him down with his boot. He twisted his leg until the goblin’s rag-tag shirt dug into his skin.

      Doughas had reserved his gauntleted hand for Mr. Scratch. With it, he kept the redcap gridlocked in place. Mr. Scratch was not one to be contained, though. He pried Doughas’ grip apart and slipped out, only to catch Doughas’ other fist with his jaw. It popped free of its socket, and teeth showered the ground.

      “Pity you can regrow those,” Doughas lobbed at him.

      Mr. Scratch’s loosened jaw made speaking difficult “Sssstill hurtsss.” He glared at the dwarf but didn’t fight back, instead choosing to reattach his distended jaw.

      “Listen up, scoundrels,” Doughas announced. “We are going to catch this Fethias GilNarioth, then you will disappear until I call you. There will be no more rescues. Do you understand?”

      The redcaps and Auruhm were less than forthcoming with their approval.

      Doughas moved his boot to Kaz’s neck. The goblin gasped and sprayed spittle like confetti. “So help me, if you put a toe out of line, I will stomp your carcasses until the queen pixie has to pour you out of your shoes.”

      Doughas loosened his foot, and Kaz sucked in a breath.

      “We get the picture you’re painting,” Mr. Scratch grumbled after he’d reattached his jaw and wiggled the muscles into place. “You’ve made yourself very clear.”

      Doughas hoped this settled things and was about to order them back in the car when Auruhm started laughing at the redcaps’ pain.

      “Serves you both right!” he jeered, perhaps thinking Doughas was on his side.

      The Inquisitor reminded him otherwise. “Remember how many shoes you have,” Doughas said and held up a middle finger at the former Fellow. “That means I’ll have to work twice as hard to squish all your bits into one boot before I deliver your ass for the queen to eat, piping hot and ready.”

      Finally, the rogues got the idea and marched sullenly back into the Street Behemoth, awaiting their next instructions.

      Vor waited outside the passenger door until the others had climbed in. “I guess the call went poorly?”

      Doughas shook his head. “It went well. Tuierrhas is doing an excellent job, but Sierla is still gone. I wish I was tracking her down right now. I know I’m the one who kicked her out, but she’s been on the streets a whole day. I miss my girl.”

      Vor stepped closer to the dwarf as if he might hug him but stopped and glanced at the Behemoth’s back window. Three smiling faces blinked back at him. Vor decided against the show of affection. “I’m sorry, Doughas. I can’t say I know what you’re going through, but I hope it turns out for the best.”

      As Doughas listened to his partner’s words, he wondered how to break the news to him. “Esselliar, I’ve decided something…”

      Vor raised a hand to stop him. “I understand if you want to leave the Bureau. That’s your choice, and I wouldn’t think any less of you. I only ever wish the best for you, Doughas.”

      Even with those sweet words, Doughas couldn’t shake the feeling that he’d already failed his family. He needed to correct Vor, though. “I don’t intend to leave the Bureau. I only need time to settle my family. I’m taking a leave of absence after we get Fethias. The strain is too much for Huala. I need to be home to help with the baby and with—”

      Vor stopped him again. “I understand. I really do.” He gave Doughas a small smile, happy that the dwarf would get the time he needed but probably sad at the thought of losing him.

      “Only for a while!” Doughas emphasized. “You’ll be back to wishing I was retired in no time.”

      Vor laughed. “We’ll see about that, but come on. Let’s not keep the crazy train waiting.” Vor inclined his head toward the criminal-filled Street Behemoth. “We’ll go get Fethias and call it a day.”

      An hour later, they rolled down the streets of the elven undercity, Doughas’ rough driving earning them furious stares and a few rude gestures.

      “Back in sparkle-land, are we?” Mr. Scratch turned his attention to the window after waking from a catnap. He’d been mumbling in his sleep but wasn’t close enough for Doughas to hear. He was glad about that because Auruhm was close enough. Whatever the former Fellow heard the redcap muttering, it drained the blood from his face quicker than a slit throat.

      Vor opened his mouth and sucked in a breath, probably meaning to rebuke the redcap for insulting his race and calling their undercity sparkle-land. It was too close to the incredibly derogatory shiny. Then the elf realized who he would have been correcting and shut it.

      What that goblin needs is a stint in the mental ward, Doughas thought. He checked the rearview mirror and saw Mr. Scratch staring at him. Red paint glistened under his eyes and on his lips. The tips of black teeth poked out of his mouth and rested on the red. Doughas shuddered and felt an other feeling, as though he were being searched from the inside out. Redcaps can’t mess with minds, can they? Doughas wasn’t sure, but he promised himself to read up on mutated goblins during his leave of absence. For now, he broke eye contact with the sick creature in clown makeup and tried to steer his thoughts elsewhere.

      Thankfully, they arrived at Fethias’ apartment soon after. Doughas parked across the street, and they took stock of the building.

      The top disappeared above the car window and showed them only a slice of the structure. A standard appearance. It was the usual brick but painted a uniform beige color instead of the cheaper red. A covered walkway was tucked along the side of the building with pillared entrances running the length of it. The pillars did not repeat in the center, where a single large arch around the glass doors of the main entrance replaced them. Incandescent street lights warmed the sidewalk and pushed back against the blue tones of the undercity’s perma-night.

      Krish had given them the street address, though she’d never been to it and didn’t have his apartment number. They’d always met at his other apartment in the goblin quarter, something that had irked the secretary, but Fethias smoothed it over with honeyed words and botanical gifts. The elf probably wanted to keep Krish from interacting with anyone who actually knew him.

      Throm’s information had given them the exact address, even which apartment it was from the street level. Second floor, third from the left. Clearly, Doughas would not be the first to stalk Fethias. Whereas Throm had wanted information, Doughas needed to capture the Syndicate member.

      The first problem that presented itself was the lights and voices emanating from Fethias’ balcony. They spilled from his windows and onto the street below. The elf clearly had company, also evidenced by the crowded street. Expensive cars lined the curb in front of the apartment building. Perhaps it’s poker night, Doughas thought, but the presence of other Syndicate members couldn’t be ruled out. They needed to hit the place hard from multiple directions.

      After a short discussion, they settled on a three-pronged assault. Vor and Kaz would take the fire escape up the side of the building, then balcony-hop to the edge of Fethias’ apartment. From there, they could break the living room window with an ARC shot and neutralize threats.

      Doughas and Mr. Scratch would go inside the building and break into the apartment to the right of Fethias’. From their street view, the adjacent apartment looked devoid of life. Empty for the moment or vacant and awaiting the arrival of a future tenant.

      When everyone was in position, Auruhm would knock on the front door and draw their attention away from the windows, giving them the perfect opportunity to strike.

      “And the perfect opportunity for me to take a bolt to the head,” Auruhm complained, voicing disagreement with his part of the plan.

      Vor gestured at the dwarf’s clockwork leg. “Listen, you can’t climb around in that contraption. This is the only part of the plan you could play.”

      Auruhm folded his arms and huffed. “I’ll have you know I can climb like a fiend with this leg. Better than when I had two fleshy knobs instead of one.”

      Skepticism riddled Vor’s face. “If you want me to believe that, I’ll need a demonstration.”

      Auruhm looked like he would give one, but Doughas stopped things before they could go any further.

      “Enough. Auruhm, you’re knocking on the door, or I’m going to fetch a dwarf-sized blender.” Doughas waved between Auruhm and the redcaps. “Let that be a reminder of what will happen to you scumbags if you screw the pooch.”

      None of them answered as the redcaps rubbed their wounded neck and jaw, respectively. Auruhm sighed. “Think what the queen will do if we screw this up. She’s the real reason we’re working with you morons. You’d better be careful, too, unless we all want to find out what she does to failures.”

      Doughas may not have seen the queen pixie or been in her presence like the others, but from what Vor told him, any death that creature dealt would be worse than a thousand others. Worst of all, there would be nowhere in the Quadras safe for him or his family. The wee-folk would find him wherever he hid and drag him back to their leader. She could keep him in the dark, in some hidden cave. A prisoner for the rest of his life until he went mad in the darkness and began to move around on his belly like a worm, feeling the rocks for the scraps of morsels her children left him.

      Or she would keep him in a cool cavern, like a cellar, and use him as food for her prized wee-folk. A toe here, a finger there. He’d wake up in the middle of a brownie snacking on his ear, the blood dripping inside until he couldn’t hear anything but the low, muffled munching noise of his cartilage being consumed. They’d keep him alive and fed, fatten him up so they could carve out the excess, until one day he finally died from stress, if not any actual wound.

      Doughas shuddered. He noticed the others in the car experiencing a similar feeling. When it had passed, the group unloaded and went to their respective paths. Auruhm went through the front entrance while Doughas and Mr. Scratch followed ten seconds later. The other two disappeared around the side of the building.

      The hunt was afoot.

      White walls, a high ceiling, and a glamorous crystal chandelier that occupied most of the space overhead welcomed them in the lobby. The front desk was empty at first, but the doors must have alerted staff in the back because a tall elf in a gray-green suit slipped through an employees-only door and stepped behind the front desk. The elf focused on Auruhm. The dwarf approached the counter and said nothing when the staff elf greeted him. Instead, Auruhm reached across the counter, grabbed the elf’s waistband, and yanked him onto the desk.

      “That’s better,” Auruhm proclaimed with the elf’s head accessible to his hands. He grabbed him by the hair and raised him, ready to crack his skull like an egg.

      “Not lethal!” Doughas shouted.

      The other dwarf only hesitated for a moment.

      Auruhm smacked the elf’s forehead against the counter. The noise reverberated across the high ceiling with an airy quality that would have pleased any conductor’s ear. Auruhm countered the agreeable note with a hoarse shout. “I’m not a damn idiot, am I?”

      Doughas wasn’t convinced of that.

      They mounted the stairs together and parted at the second-floor hallway. Doughas and Mr. Scratch moved to the neighbor’s door and glanced at the ex-Fellow, who waited to the side and leaned against the wall. “Don’t take forever,” he whispered.

      As Doughas nodded, a small click sounded in the hallway. He smiled. “Good job with the lock,” he declared.

      Mr. Scratch giggled. “Why, thank you, good sir.” The redcap pushed open the door with one hand while he gripped an ARC with the other.

      Doughas closed the door behind them as they entered the darkened apartment.

      It was clear that someone still lived there. That someone was a baker. Cookbooks lined several shelves, and a few open volumes lay in the kitchen, which was a true disaster zone. Flour flecked the walls, and scraps of dough plastered the counters as though a dwarf-sized cookie had been assembled then detonated.

      Mr. Scratch shook his head at the devastation. “Even I have higher standards than this,” he whispered.

      Doughas hissed at him to be quiet, then caught the shuffling noise of movement somewhere in the apartment.

      He dropped to a crouch. Annoyingly, Mr. Scratch did not. The redcap sauntered out of the kitchen as if nothing was wrong. Doughas didn’t want to make another sound and wake up whoever was in the apartment, so he waved to signal Mr. Scratch. The goblin responded to his pantomime with amusement as he copied a few gestures but didn’t seem to understand the point.

      “Funny game you’re playing.” Mr. Scratch spoke with the normal tenor of a goblin at ease. “Normally, I’d be all for it, but wasn’t there someone who told me to take this mission seriously? On the threat of death, even! Who was that, I wonder, hmm? Oh, right. It was you! So stop flopping your arms like a headless cave-fish. Though a cave-fish does sound nice…lovely snack, but not as good as a dwarven leg.”

      “Shut up!” Doughas forgot himself and leapt toward the goblin, intending to strangle the miserable redcap. He only got a single paw on him when the worst happened.

      The lights flicked on in the living room.

      Doughas and Mr. Scratch stood on the opposite end of the room from an elfess in her nightgown. She must not have heard much. When the light was first turned on, she didn’t look concerned. This changed immediately at the sight of a redcap in crazed clown makeup. Doughas was no concern to the elfess compared to Mr. Scratch.

      “Hiya, toots.” The redcap stretched his lips back from his night-black teeth. Saliva strung through the gaps where Doughas had knocked some of them out, and his crimson tongue snaked around his lips. “Has a rumbly tummy woken you?”

      The elfess’ mouth froze open, but her body trembled. The shaking worsened when Mr. Scratch stepped closer. “I know what will ease your pain. Maybe a midnight snack?” Mr. Scratch snapped his jaws shut with an audible pop.

      This proved too much for the elfess baker. Her eyelids flickered, and her eyes rolled to white as she collapsed. Doughas rushed forward to arrest her fall, but Mr. Scratch beat him there and gathered the elfess in his arms. His head was disturbingly close to hers.

      Doughas grabbed the goblin’s shoulder, ready to wrench the elfess free before she could become the snack Mr. Scratch had mentioned. He stopped when he noticed the goblin’s mouth was mostly closed. Mr. Scratch crooned to the passed-out elfess as he slowly laid her on the living room floor. He brushed her cheeks with his clawed hands.

      “Such a pretty thing. So fragile…”

      Doughas yanked the redcap’s arm away from her face. “Leave her be,” he demanded. That elf is someone’s daughter. More than ever, he wanted to stave Mr. Scratch’s head in with his gauntleted fist. Unfortunately, the goblin didn’t give him a reason to.

      Mr. Scratch released the elfess and rose with a sigh. “Sometimes I hunger for a different life.” His tone seemed suspiciously close to remorse. “A life I used to have but can barely remember.” The goblin’s tenderness died, and he tore himself away from the elfess, muttering dark words of shadows, death, and eternal hunger.

      They shut off the light and made their way onto the balcony, both doing their best to put what happened in the apartment behind them.

      Doughas messaged the other groups on his shard to let them know he and Mr. Scratch were in position. That done, they waited.

      A breeze feathered Doughas’ face and carried the smells of the undercity directly to his nostrils. He was accustomed to such odors in an underground breeze. A heavy-handed slap of dumpster mixed with savory wafts from eateries, a tickle of oily fumes from the constant traffic, and beneath it all, the barest hint of fish.

      The piscine under-scent belonged to the lungfish, whose powerful breaths pumped oxygen, and ancestors knew what else, throughout the undercity. Without the gigantic, slimy creatures, living underground would require a new method of distributing air. Any system that large would need immense power to run and would likely impart its own unpleasant scent. A little fishy tang was a small price to pay for fresh air.

      Doughas’ shard buzzed in his pocket. Instead of reaching for it to confirm, the dwarf leaned out and sighted Vor and Kaz huddled at the side of the building with their ARCs out, primed to blast the living room windows.

      It was time. Doughas texted Auruhm to begin his distraction. He climbed onto the balcony, eyeing Mr. Scratch in case the goblin decided to play foul and push him off. He doubted it, given what the queen pixie would do if he disobeyed, but the redcap was not his ideal mission partner.

      The target balcony’s door opened, and an elf walked out. It was Fethias, talking on a shard as he smoked a vapor stick during conversational pauses. Between the dim lighting and the smoke from the djinn-infused device, Fethias failed to notice Doughas standing against the wall five feet away. That didn’t stop Doughas’ heart from pounding like a drum solo. The dwarf started reaching for the muscle that would flex him invisible but stopped when it was clear the elf didn’t see him.

      Behind Doughas, Mr. Scratch slapped his hands over his mouth and somehow successfully restrained a redcap cackle. Must be the day for miracles, Doughas thought. I’ll need another one if I’m going to clear this gap…

      Doughas gave himself a pep talk as he waited for the distraction to begin. You can do this. You’ve got springs of iron in these legs. You’ve leapt gaps twice this big before! A voice of doubt burrowed its way in and added, Maybe when you had a running start. You’re no long jumper. After all, you’re a dwarf. You’ve got the legs of a fat elven child.

      Doughas breathed deeply, hoping to quell the voice. In the end, Fethias’ conversation drew his attention and quieted his thoughts.

      “—the squats picked her up,” Fethias was saying, using a derogatory term for dwarves. That was what caught his attention. Fethias listened to the caller before responding. “Don’t worry. They’ve got her tagged and bagged until we need her. If there’s anything those squats are good for, it’s sitting on their asses.”

      Doughas had no clue what the elf was talking about, but he intended to make his mouth pay for the words he was using. He balled his gauntleted hand into a fist and tensed his legs.

      “Hold on.” Fethias whipped around. Doughas froze in place as the elf’s gaze passed over his position, drawn to something inside the house. The caller on Fethias’ shard shouted, and the elf put the device back to his ear. “No, it’s fine. There’s a damn squat at the door asking for—no, I haven’t seen him before. Bastard only has one leg. Probably wants a handout. Look, the boys are turning him away right now.”

      Concern flashed over Fethias’ face. Doughas had no idea why but guessed that Auruhm had taken his distraction to the next level.

      ARC fire filled the air as Vor and Kaz opened fire on the living room, wounding or killing any armed elves inside. At the sound, Fethias dropped his shard and swiveled toward the source. The move placed his back to Doughas. Before the dwarf could even bend his knees to start his jump, Mr. Scratch used his arms to propel himself across the gap and into Fethias. The two went down in a furious tangle. Doughas only hoped he could get there in time to stop Mr. Scratch from killing their target.

      Doughas squatted and pushed off the stone balcony with all the strength his ancestors had given him. He soared across the gap and landed belly-first on the other balcony. “Oooghh!” he gushed as the landing squeezed every drop of air from his lungs.

      He had no time to waste on recovery as he swung his legs around.

      Doughas hugged Mr. Scratch around the midsection and threw him into the apartment, where his cattish fury was best placed. The dwarf planted a foot on Fethias’ chest and aimed his ARC at his worried face. Finally, he allowed himself to breathe.

      Horror gripped Fethias’ expression as he examined his captor.

      “What?” Doughas spat. “I can’t be uglier than the monster who was eating your face a second ago.” The elf’s appalled face tempted him to reach for his shard and use it as a mirror, but the situation demanded his full attention. He pushed the thought aside.

      Fethias blubbered beneath his boot. Snot dripped, and a steady flow of tears crept from his cheeks. “P-please, you have to b-believe me… I had no idea. None!” The elf’s words intrigued Doughas, and he increased the pressure on his captive’s sternum. Fethias wailed. “It wasn’t my plan. Not my plan to take her. You h-have to believe me!”

      The fight inside the apartment reached a crescendo of screaming and shooting, but Doughas ignored it. He leaned closer to the imprisoned elf and shoved his ARC against his skull.

      Doughas trembled. “Say it,” he suddenly shouted, his voice as loud as the ARC shots happening nearby. “Say her name.” Doughas dug the weapon’s barrel into the elf’s forehead and repeated himself through gritted teeth. Spittle covered the elf’s face.

      “They took her.” Fethias’ voice firmed as the elf realized his next words might be his last. He closed his eyes. “They took Sierla.”
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      Esselliar

      Inside the apartment, Vor embedded Hope and Glory’s last bolt in an elf’s skull. He felt nothing. The elf went limp, and the ARC he’d been drawing from his waistband fell back and hit the ground with his body, never to be drawn again by those hands. Maybe the Fellows had reminded Vor of Doughas, but these elves reminded him of his cousin Valorius. They shared the same haughty eyes and pretentious ego.

      It was poker night in Fethias’ apartment. Deeds to homes and cars were stacked on the table, ready to be gambled away. Vor could guarantee none of those documents had been acquired legally or without strong-arming the original owner. To Vor, Syndicate members were beasts, and he treated them as such. To a point.

      The fight had started after Auruhm kicked an elf between the legs with his clockwork appendage, then proceeded to hock a loogie on his head. Vor had laughed when it happened, and Kaz joined him, a situation Vor hoped never to repeat. They’d shot out the windows and hopped in, yelling for the elves to stand down. Thankfully, none of them did. They all went for a weapon.

      The elf in the kitchen had grabbed the hilt of a knife, only for a bolt to nail his ass to the cabinets. The elves at the game table had swung around and grabbed ARCs hidden beneath the couch cushions, only for Mr. Scratch to fly in and tear out their throats in quick succession. The final few elves stood around the room and tried to draw their weapons, only for Auruhm and Kaz to beat them to it. Vor had finished the last elf. Dead with his hand in his waistband.

      Vor sighted Fethias before the attack began and knew Doughas had him handled on the balcony, but after the battle inside wrapped up, he still heard struggling. He rushed out to the balcony and found Doughas straddling Fethias, choking him with both hands. The noises came from Fethias as he struggled to breathe with the dwarf’s thumbs jammed against his larynx.

      “Doughas!” Vor hurried to his friend and tried to pry him off the downed elf without success. He turned to the nearest whoever for help. That happened to be Mr. Scratch, but there was no time to complain. “Help me!” Vor cried and added, “Grab his other arm!”

      The goblin ran over, and together they pried at the dwarf’s fingers. It was like adjusting a hand made of stone. Several times, Vor worried he would break Doughas’ fingers before he bent them, but they increased the pressure until his joints bent and his hands could be wrenched back. They dragged him off Fethias and left the elf unrestrained. No need to worry about Fethias escaping. The elf clawed at his purple throat, wheezing horribly.

      Vor grabbed Doughas’ face with both hands. “Look at me!” he commanded. The dead eyes staring from his friend’s face were more terrifying than the redcaps’ hungry gaze. “What is it?” Vor pleaded and searched his chest for wounds.

      Suddenly, Doughas’ gaze swiveled to Vor as if seeing the elf for the first time since he’d started strangling Fethias. His eyes softened. “The bastards took Sierla,” he choked out.

      “Oh, Doughas… I’m so sorry,” Vor expressed. “We’ll get her back. I promise.”

      “How can you promise that, laddie?” the dwarf intoned.

      Vor wished he could guarantee they would find Sierla and bring her home, but his mind came up empty of plans. He did know the next step that needed to happen, though. He tugged Doughas to his feet, though the dwarf did nothing to help. “We need to get Fethias out of here. Then we can interrogate him and find out where Sierla is. We can save her, but we have to leave before the Justicars get here.”

      Mr. Scratch leaned against the doorway, observing their tender moment while gnawing on an elf’s hand. “It will be a judicial nightmare!” he observed. “My favorite kind. Imagine the paperwork to be completed. Paper cuts for everyone!” Mr. Scratch snickered, his mouth half-full and churning with bones and gristle.

      The sounds of looting and dismemberment drifted from inside the house. A pinch of vomit climbed up Vor’s throat, and he shielded his eyes from the redcap to keep it from growing.

      “Chain up Fethias and cart him to the Street Behemoth. Please, for the love of the Quadras,” Vor begged the redcap.

      Mr. Scratch tossed the unfinished hand over his shoulder. “Whatever,” he muttered and went about the task.

      With an unfond farewell, the Inquisitors and their miscreants left the horror scene that was the Syndicate poker night behind. Vor imagined the movies it might inspire. It would fit perfectly into a goblin exploitation flick. Maybe Redcap’s Revenge: A Poker Night Snack. In a few hundred years, Vor would have enough material to direct a dozen such films from gang violence to peeved sorcerers.

      That thought sickened his stomach almost as much as the living room massacre. After centuries on the streets, he couldn’t imagine regurgitating past traumas for entertainment purposes. He hoped to retire on a quiet farm with his wife and kids or retreat to a mountaintop to pass away his elder years in peace. Better leave the future to sort itself out, Vor thought. I have enough troubles in the present.

      The next problem presented itself as soon as they piled into the Street Behemoth and Doughas flicked the gear into drive. The dwarf froze with his hands on the wheel. “Where the hell are we going?” he snapped as if he could beat a swift answer from his passengers.

      Fethias sat shackled between Kaz and Mr. Scratch, who took turns drooling over him and running their fingers in mock tenderness across his cheeks. The elf hyperventilated and remained motionless.

      Vor had no idea where to take an elf for interrogation. At least not one they’d arrested without an official case from the Bureau. They needed somewhere off the books, and they needed it fast. Vor racked his brain for an answer, but it was Auruhm who came through.

      The former Fellow, who’d been relegated to third-row seating, poked his head over the middle seat and dangled his arms loosely on either side of Fethias’ body. He rested his beard on the elf’s head and smiled. “I might know a place or two. Some former bolt-holes from my stint in the Fellows.”

      Mr. Scratch pulled something from his pocket and slipped it into his mouth, never taking his eyes off Fethias as he did. The captured elf watched, trembling and transfixed by the redcap’s chewing and his wide eyes.

      Doughas started the car, and they finally left the scene. “I don’t like the idea of using a Fellows hideout. How do you know it will be empty?”

      Auruhm ran his fingers through his beard and spider-crawled them around Fethias’ head. “Listen, when I was active with the mask boys, we used these places to store contraband or hide from the Wardens. We stopped using a few of them after a while for a variety of reasons. I can’t imagine they’ve started using them again.” Auruhm pulled his head back until only his eyes could be seen above Fethias’ head. “You don’t want my help? Fine. Ask our hungry friends what kind of stashes they have hidden away if you really want to know.”

      Kaz lit up at the offer. “There’s a deep freeze in the goblin quarter I rent space in. Plenty of room at the moment, though we might need to pick up some jackets.” Kaz eyed the Inquisitors. “I wouldn’t be charged for possible…crimes, would I?”

      The snack in Mr. Scratch’s mouth popped as his blackened teeth sliced through a bony section. He covered his lips with a dainty hand. “Oh, excuse me,” he demurred, then immediately crushed another section with an even louder crrrunnch!

      Doughas sighed. “To the dwarven quarter, we go.” He wheeled the Street Behemoth around as sirens filled the air with their pensive whine.

      “You’ll want to take a left,” Auruhm called as he directed Doughas to the stash house.

      The stubborn dwarf growled back. “Bullshit. That’d take us in the opposite direction from the Fief. You know better than any of us that the Fellows have age-old contracts to keep their holdings in the Fief.”

      Auruhm scoffed. “Yes, but that doesn’t stop them from acquiring little safe places around the dwarven quarter that can’t be traced back to the Fellows.”

      Doughas was shocked. It must’ve been new information for him despite his time in the Wardens. It didn’t surprise Vor that a group of dwarven criminals handled their contractual agreements with a loose grip. On the other hand, Doughas acted like a pillar of dwarven society had been knocked out from under him—like the boundary between the Fief and the rest of the quarter.

      Auruhm continued explaining. “Do you really think the Fellows are going to sit on their asses and twiddle each other’s diddles while they wait for the addicts and gamblers? That’s not to say they don’t take the ancient contracts seriously.” The ex-Fellow nodded. “Oh, they do. They’ve wiped out entire families to keep those hidey-holes secret. That’s another reason they don’t tolerate deserters.”

      Vor chimed in. “You’ve avoided them pretty well so far.”

      A bitter laugh tore from the former Fellow’s mouth. “Avoided them by the skin of my teeth! If it wasn’t for Mr. Ugly here saving me, barely, I would have been taken to the Fellowship hall and mutilated for sport by their newest members. It teaches them to never abandon the pact.”

      Mr. Scratch picked bits of elf from his teeth. “Picky, picky. I performed a beautiful rescue if you ask me, but no one does…poor Mr. Scratch.” The goblin fished a splinter of bone out with his claws and tucked it into Fethias’ jacket pocket. “Here’s a keepsake for your trouble. Something to remember your friends by.”

      The elf’s eyes rolled back into his skull.

      “Dammit,” Vor complained. “He’d better not be out long.”

      Mr. Scratch scoffed. “Please. I’m a master of the art of interrogation. He’ll wake up in ten minutes or so and be so agreeable, we’ll have to stop him from telling us his whole life story.”

      Doughas turned the Street Behemoth around a corner, following Auruhm’s latest directions. “You’d better be right,” he warned.

      After a few minutes, they pulled into a working-class district in the dwarven quarter. Stout apartment buildings mingled with medium-sized homes. Wide streets allowed space for heavy vehicle traffic since everyone here had to commute across the city. Janitors, servers, automotive mechanics, and a thousand other such jobs considered menial and base. However, the dwarves who worked them did so with a sense of honor and pride. It was something Vor had long admired about them.

      The neighborhood ended, and Auruhm directed them into the back lot of a small spectrol station. There stood a decrepit building, the remains of a deli or some other failed business. It was dressed for the apocalypse with boarded windows and a growth of powder-blue fungi eating its way through the walls and roof. The glow from the luminescent fungus gave them just enough light to see by as they parked and made their way to the locked front door. Auruhm remembered the combination and quickly let them in.

      It wasn’t long before Fethias awoke, as Mr. Scratch said he would. Vor wouldn’t give him the satisfaction of saying so. The elf sat on a simple dining room chair that Auruhm had dragged from a closet. The piece of furniture was so badly bloodstained that it was impossible to tell its true color. This might be a safehouse for the Fellows but not for anyone else. They hadn’t tied or bound Fethias in any way. He was flanked on all sides by a former Fellow, two redcaps, a Syndicate-hating elf, and a furious father.

      Fethias quickly figured out that his voice was his only way out.

      “I-I’ll talk,” he stuttered. “I’ll tell you everything you want to know. But please, for the love of decency, don’t let them touch me!”

      Vor knew who he meant by them. The redcaps shared a sly grin at a job well done. Vor wanted to tell them off. They shouldn’t be so happy their presence was enough to make captives sing. However, he knew the sick creatures would only take that as a compliment.

      Fethias spoke in an unsteady and understandably hoarse voice from the thrashing Doughas had inflicted. “Listen, I’ll keep it short. You see…” He glanced at Vor. “I’m working for Valorius. I’m working for your cousin.”

      The words felt like bolts in Vor’s chest. He snapped inside, broke the circle, and edged toward the seated elf. “You think I don’t know who my cousin is? Don’t lie. Valorius is in Stannheim. You can’t be working for him.”

      Fethias stared boldly at Vor. Lines of anger appeared on the seated elf’s face. “Are you that stupid, elfling? Half the city is working for somebody in Stannheim, even if they don’t know it.”

      Auruhm came up behind Fethias and gripped his shoulders. The elf flinched, then settled as Auruhm began to massage the muscles. “Must be tense after all this. Maybe you forgot your manners, hmm?” Auruhm squeezed his shoulders tighter until the elf grimaced and bit his cheek to keep from crying out. The former Fellow leaned down to his ear. “You disrespect the Inquisitor, and you disrespect us all.” The dwarf brought his clockwork leg around. “Between you and me, these redcaps don’t even care much for their friends. So think about what they’re going to do to a disrespectful piece of shit like you.”

      The surge of strength melted, and Fethias became a blubbering puddle once more. “My deepest apologies, Inquisitor. I meant no disrespect. I… I can’t fathom how you’re still in the dark.”

      Vor crossed his arms. “In the dark about what? What does Valorius want?”

      Fethias sighed. “The same thing his masters want. To stop the city’s precious plans to integrate. You see, this all started in Stannheim. That was the first place the races were brought together. The worst of the worst living right next door, able to make deals and plans that would shape the city for a thousand years. They like their divided city. It makes them stronger when they work together, but if the city unites…that’s a whole lot more money and firepower they can put toward stopping The Thing.”

      Above them, metal rafters groaned and vibrated in a long, slow wail, sounding as if they were in the belly of a rusted-out leviathan. The group waited until the noise ended and turned to Auruhm, but the dwarf merely shrugged. “Like I said, there’s a reason we dropped this hideout. Noisy-ass, we called it. Always thought it’d fall on our heads. And shit, that was years ago. I’m surprised it’s not a pile of rubble.”

      Doughas crossed his arms. “Let’s hope it lasts a few hours longer.”

      Vor was still considering the elf’s previous words. “What is The Thing?”

      Fethias pinched his temple. “How do I explain? It’s…it’s THE thing. The Thing of Things. It’s everything I’ve been telling you. The Thing started in Stannheim, and now it rules the city. It’s the integration of the criminal underworlds. Their plot to keep the rest of the city separate. Most importantly, it’s The Thing that will get you killed if you ever mention it. That’s why it’s The Thing and not The-Secret-Powers-Ruling-the-Quadras or some other stupid shit that gives it away.”

      Mr. Scratch hissed. “If there was a thing like that, I think I’d be the one to know. I’ve been henchman to every asshole in this city, and I’ve never heard it mentioned.”

      Fethias chuckled before he remembered who he was speaking to. “Yes, well, uh, you’ve gotten around in the underworld, that’s for sure. Can’t imagine why the hell you’re helping these wannabe Justicars.”

      Mr. Scratch looked incredibly upset at the idea of having been left out and chose to counter it. “Joke’s on you. We have our own Thing we’re part of. Something that reeks of old age, older than your petty plots, that’s full of hungry teeth. It’s thrice as terrifying as your Thing.”

      Fethias looked unconvinced, no doubt assuming the goblin was lying. Vor gave Mr. Scratch a withering look. He didn’t intend to let the goblin slip about the queen pixie. That was a powerful trump card to keep tucked away.

      Doughas distracted the elf with another question. “Why stop the humans from coming to the Quadras, then? Even if integration fell through, they could have their own quarter. More criminals to join The Thing.” Doughas spoke the last words with distaste as if his tongue were handling a moldy crumb of cheese.

      Fethias sighed. “Like it or not, the humans destroyed the world, and the council of elders wants to integrate the city before they arrive. If the humans don’t arrive in the first place, some of the pressure to integrate goes away. Besides, do you really think the underworld wants to compete with sorcerers? They’re more likely to take over the criminal world than become little cogs in it.”

      “What about my daughter?” Doughas asked, his voice as firm as a hammer.

      “Right.” Fethias sighed. “You and your partner have become increasingly…obnoxious. The Thing is trying to get you out of play. They nudged to the Sons of Squats—idiots don’t even know they’re being manipulated—who picked up your daughter. They probably have her in the True Shaper’s Lodge, if I remember correctly.”

      “Are we really that much trouble to them?” Vor asked.

      Fethias leaned on his fist. “Truth is, they’re planning an assault on the envoys tomorrow night, and they knew that you’re on guard detail.”

      Doughas smacked Fethias’ arm and made him sit back up. “Don’t you mean you told them we’re on guard detail?”

      Fethias heaved a breath. “Yes, I told them. Kill me.”

      Vor stepped up to his partner. “Trust us, we’re considering it, but keep talking. Tell us about this attack. I want everything.”

      Fethias raised his hands, palms out. “Not my department. The only thing I know is the attack happens tomorrow, and it involves your old buddy, ArnUthfiel.”

      A collective sigh passed through the room, sounding almost like an echo of the building’s groans. Everyone except Auruhm and Kaz joined the refrain. They hadn’t experienced the joys of the elven sorcerer ArnUthfiel.

      Vor tried to wrap his mind around how this could be possible. “ArnUthfiel is dead. There’s no way he’s helping with the mission.”

      Fethias shrugged. “He’s worse than dead. He’s a vegetable. They got him hooked up to a dozen devices, tubes and shit coming out of his body like straws for brownies. Gave me the shivers to see someone like that. I mean, if I ever end up strapped to a table for the rest of my life, please put a bolt in my head.”

      Kaz danced up to the elf’s side and let his tongue loll past his lips. “We could arrange an end for you. Perhaps we can give you our card. You could put us on record as your emergency contacts? Or maybe I’ll just keep an eye on the hospital ward for when you show up there later today.”

      Fethias leaned as far away from the redcap as he could until he fell off his chair. His head thumped on Vor’s feet.

      Vor stepped back and let the back of the elf’s head smack the floor. “What are they going to do with a vegetable sorcerer?” he asked, but Fethias had no answers.

      “All I know is they want you out of the picture, so they took your daughter. Then, when the envoys get attacked, and you aren’t there…” The elf’s eyes widened. “You’ll become suspects. No longer the right hands of the Inquisitor-General.”

      Another metallic roar shook the structure and started a chain reaction of creaks and cracks. Everyone waited for the roof to cave, but the noise finally stilled. Auruhm’s “sorry” was the first noise to break the silence.

      Vor turned to ask Fethias a question, but another sound filled the room. This one was no natural noise. It was loud and pounded inside Vor’s ears.

      A hole appeared in Fethias’ head. A third of his skull ripped open and scattered around the room, to the delight of the redcaps…until they noticed their new company.

      Out of the shadows marched a troop of half-masked dwarves, ARCs leveled and ready to fire. They took up positions around the room and warned Auruhm and Doughas to remain visible.

      A cloud of smoky fibers appeared in the air and coalesced into another Fellow with an ice-white beard springing from under his half-mask. The dwarf wore a pinstripe suit that clashed horribly with his mask’s tribal scowl.

      “Seems we’ve got some things to talk about, huh?”
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      Doughas

      It was tense inside the decrepit building. Doughas didn’t dare reach for his ARC regardless of the furnace of anger that flamed in his chest. Three Fellows already had a bead on his exposed head. The others in their group faced a similar threat. Was this how Fethias felt when the elf realized only his words had the power to postpone his death? Yet, for all that elf’s trouble, his corpse lay slumped in the chair. A steady flow of blood dripped from his ruined head and painted the floor with vibrant color as a warning against failure.

      Doughas squared himself to the senior Fellow who sauntered into the center, a skull-topped cane in one hand and a luxury ARC in the other. Smoke leaked from its extended barrel to drift and vanish in the dim background. The senior Fellow had the appearance of a seasoned businessman who had gone to prison and found the dress code to his liking.

      A storm of bravado surged from Mr. Scratch and Kaz. They growled threats through their unflossed teeth, ensuring their lips were pulled down so their leftovers could be seen…and smelled. Ancestors, how it smelled. The stench was so oppressive it almost took on a physical form.

      Yet the Fellows didn’t flinch. Not when the putrid smog rolled over them, not when the redcaps cackled and mimicked a spirit-possessed body by jerking back and forth. They did flinch when the senior Fellow spoke. His voice had a nasal quality and lacked refinement, yet he somehow commanded their total and utter respect.

      “You. Dancing balloon freaks. Stop the jibber-jabber. I need to have a serious conversation with the Inquisitors.”

      Doughas knew who the balloon freaks were. The redcaps did not appreciate the moniker. They lolled out their tongues and breathed their stench in his direction.

      Doughas waved a hand to disrupt the cloud. As he did, he inhaled a potent dose, and a fit of coughing overcame him. He cleared his throat with a smack to his chest. “If you two want to die, go in the corner and do it. If it’s this bad alive, I can’t imagine how foul you’ll smell when you’re dead.” He turned back to the senior Fellow and stamped out as many of his fiery feelings as he could. He had to if he wanted to see another sunrise, see his wife and family again. Save Sierla from the Sons of Stone.

      Doughas addressed the senior as respectfully as he could. “Greetings, sir. I would use your preferred title if you had one. Or a name, if you wish to give it?”

      The senior smiled. “I do not. Call me sir if you like,” he replied. “Your reputation precedes you, Doughas Ruiridh of Clan Banlaech. However, my reputation and that of the Fellows has been besmirched.” The senior gestured with his cane to the redcaps and Auruhm. “By this traitor and his mutated lackeys.”

      Mr. Scratch and Kaz protested loudly at being called lackeys but quieted when the senior raised his long-barreled ARC in their direction. “I want their heads. Also, their arms. Their legs. Their bodies. I want to pick them apart bit by bloody bit and sow their flesh across the Quadras. Only once an example is made of them will my reputation and that of my Fellows be restored. You understand, don’t you?”

      For some cursed reason, Vor chose to intervene in a conversation he did not fully understand. “We know that’s not all you want. You’re part of this whole Thing. You’re against the integration and humans coming to the city. You’re filth. If we die here today, you’ll be dying with us.”

      Brave words, but stupid ones, Doughas thought.

      Everyone tensed. The Fellows leaned in with their weapons, and the senior let his ARC drift until it settled on Vor.

      Doughas stepped in front of his partner. He could feel the tension building and knew he needed to bring things down a notch. “Forgive my friend. He doesn’t understand how this works, how the Fellows work. I do, and I can tell you’ve got nothing to do with this Thing.”

      His words had the desired effect. The senior Fellow lowered his weapon. “Continue.”

      Doughas cleared his throat. “Despite this outpost being outside the Fief, the Fellows have always been about providing services to folks.” He paused as he considered his next words. “Often illegal services…but services nonetheless. At the end of the day, you’re a business. An organization. You want to provide customers with what they want, so they keep coming back.”

      The circle of Fellows looked at each other and nodded affably, perhaps feeling noble to hear an Inquisitor describe them like this.

      Doughas walked to Vor and gave him a friendly jostle. “The Fellows have never turned down someone looking for their services, no matter what the hand holding the money looks like. I’m certain you’d provide access to the Fief and its ‘delights’ to humans as willingly as for everyone else. Am I right?” He let the question hang in the air a moment before finishing his rant. “For better or worse, it’s money first. The Thing can go grind rocks as far as you Fellows are concerned.”

      The senior seemed to appreciate Doughas’ words. “See, this is the kind of respect our esteemed group deserves. You must understand why we need that traitor and his Fellow-killing friends. It’s out of the respect I have for the Inquisitors that I’m willing to let you and pointy-ears go.” Vor blushed at the name-calling but kept his cool. The senior finished by saying, “We’ve all got jobs to do, and sometimes those jobs work against each other. Simple as that. It wouldn’t hurt to keep a few Bureau agents in our debt for letting their bony asses go.”

      Doughas risked a glance at his companions, particularly the traitor and redcaps in question. He winked and hoped they saw it before turning back to the senior with his body dipped in reverence. “You can have the bastards. They smell like shit, if you can’t tell. We’ve only been babysitting them to get ourselves out of another debt, though, so we won’t give them up to put ourselves in your debt now.”

      Shouts of unrest came from the redcaps, but Auruhm silenced them. Doughas thanked the ancestors. Auruhm must have seen his wink and known what he was trying to do.

      The senior stroked his beard, shepherding the silky strands into a point. “I won’t release you scot-free. You hand over the traitors, and you owe us a favor. That’s the only way you leave alive.”

      Doughas shook his head slowly. “That’s not all you’re asking us to do,” he insisted and gestured around them. “Surely you don’t want us spilling the tin can about your outposts outside the Fief? That’s centuries of oaths and contracts you’ve been violating. A good thousand dwarves will be furious to learn that.”

      A vein bulged on the senior’s bald head. “What do you propose, then? Frankly, I’m tired of the badgering, and I enjoyed the sound that elf’s head made when I popped it earlier. I’m curious to see if the other elf’s does the same, so don’t test my patience.”

      Doughas held up his hands, secretly delighted because he knew what to say next. “I do have a proposition for you. One that will absolve us of any debt and would be helpful to me.”

      The senior looked intrigued. “I’m listening. What is this grand proposal?”

      “It’s the Sons of Stone,” Doughas explained. “They kidnapped my eldest child, my daughter, and they’ve got her locked up in the True Shaper’s Lodge. The Sons are your rivals. Work with us, and we can deal a hammer blow right to their noggin. It’s a free pass to ding the bastards up, Inquisitor’s Bureau approved. Off the books, of course.”

      Doughas had thrown his gambit and now waited to see what would happen. His insides coiled with anxiety. It was true what he said. The Sons and the Fellows had battled it out for years, and even though the Fellows were much better armed, they could never leave the Fief in force to deal with the Sons. A chance like this didn’t come often. Doughas hoped it was enough.

      “And the traitors?” the senior asked.

      Doughas swallowed. “I’ll do everything short of gift-wrap them for you. After the Sons are dealt with, and my daughter is safe at home.”

      The senior smiled. “Deal, but only if you swear. You know what kind of oath I’ll take from you.”

      Doughas understood. “I swear to deliver to the Fellows the traitor Auruhm and his companions, Mr. Scratch and Kaz…” He hesitated, hating what came next.

      The senior tapped his cane. “Almost there. What do you swear by? Tell me, dwarf.”

      Doughas locked eyes with the Fellow. “I swear by my family and by my clan.”

      “Good. Very good.” The senior looked at his companions. “Sorry, boys, but the bloodshed has been postponed.” He eyed Auruhm and the redcaps. “Not for long, though.” The senior tossed a flip-shard to Doughas. “That will let you send one message, then it will corrupt itself. Tell us when and where.”

      Doughas pocketed the shard. “I already told you where.”

      Senior rapped his cane loudly. “Tell us when and where. Follow the protocol.” With a grunt, the senior Fellow turned and tapped his way out of the decrepit building, leading the death squad of Fellows with him.

      When they’d gone, Mr. Scratch and Kaz aimed their ARCs at Doughas. “You can’t bargain our lives. We won’t go. Won’t go! The queen be damned!”

      Doughas ignored them as he caught Auruhm’s understanding glance. The former Fellow stepped between the goblins and Doughas. “Let him go. This isn’t something to talk about. He saved your lives, don’t you see?”

      “For a few days!” Mr. Scratch wailed. “I know what that oath means. Doughas will pin us like flies to the wall after the Sons are taken care of and his precious girl is safe. What about me? Can’t I be your precious boy?”

      Doughas stalked from the building, not waiting to hear the rest of the conversation. He needed to leave. He couldn’t hear the plans they would make. Auruhm would stay behind and explain it to them. Doughas had made his oath, and he would do everything in his power to fulfill it.

      That didn’t mean the others couldn’t have a plan of their own.

      It was just as well because Doughas felt his shard buzz as he left the room. He pulled it out, hoping it was Huala but saw the Inquisitor-General’s icon dancing on his shard. He opened it and prepared for the barrage of insults, but none came. Only a flat question.

      “Where are you?”

      Doughas considered his options. He and Vor were already an hour late for their protection detail. They wouldn’t make it at all. He chose his words carefully. “We’re chasing down the anti-integration conspiracy. Can’t come up for air.”

      The General shot his next question quickly. “Are you connected with the violence in the goblin quarter or the home invasion in an elf’s apartment?”

      Doughas sighed. “Do you really want an answer?”

      The line went silent for a moment. “What I want is for corpses to stop piling up in the Quadras.” He sighed, knowing he had no other options. “What do you have on the anti-integration plot?”

      “No concrete details, but another attack is planned,” Doughas revealed then remembered an important detail. “You need to check on the ranger ArnUthfiel. We’ve heard he might be used in the attack.”

      “The comatose sorcerer?”

      “That’s the one.”

      The General grunted. “I’ll get Inquisitors by his bedside to make sure he remains a vegetable.” Then his boss changed the conversation. “Where are you headed next?”

      “Dwarven quarter,” Doughas told him. “It’s gonna get messy.”

      The head Inquisitor groaned. “Is there any alternative?”

      “No, sir,” Doughas replied immediately

      “Then get it done and get back here. I want the best damn report you’ve ever written after all this is finished.”

      “Yes, sir,” Doughas promised, and the line went dead.

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            CHAPTER NINETEEN

          

        

      

    

    
      Esselliar

      Vor was less than pleased to still be babysitting the three miscreants in the Street Behemoth as they drove through the dwarven quarter. Mr. Scratch kicked the back of his seat every few minutes. Sometimes on purpose, followed by a giggle, but most of the seat kicks were a side effect of a jostling Kaz or laughing at Auruhm. If only Doughas really would turn them over to the Fellows, Vor thought, though he knew he was dreaming.

      After leaving the Fellows’ den, Auruhm had taken Vor and the redcaps aside to discuss the meaningful wink Doughas gave him. Auruhm was basing a lot on that one flick of the eyelid, but Vor believed him. Whenever he tried to talk to Doughas about his oath or a plan to spare the miscreants, Doughas interrupted him and told him to speak to Auruhm.

      They had managed to shove their brains together and birth an insane plan. It was exactly the kind of scheme an ex-Fellow and two redcaps would come up with. Vor tried to argue out of it, but there was no democracy, and the miscreants wanted their way. The plan might work, but it could also go horribly wrong.

      Doughas reached across Vor and pulled a narrow object from the glove compartment. It must have been buried far in the back because Vor had never seen it in there before. Doughas fiddled with it in his lap then stuck it in his mouth. The round tip filled with glowing embers, and soon Doughas was puffing vapors as he drove away.

      It was a pipe.

      “I’ve never seen you smoke.” Vor’s statement was more of a question.

      Doughas ground the pipe’s wooden stem between his molars. “Hopefully, you never see me do it again.” He flashed a weak smile, but Vor saw the worry gnawing at his sunken cheeks and carving new wrinkles on his forehead.

      As they rounded a corner, the True Shaper’s Lodge slid into view. The classical building dominated three blocks and served as the focal point of a small downtown. Stores and restaurants huddled around the busy hive that was the Sons of Stone’s headquarters. The livery of the Sons and the emerald sash of the Brides was everywhere, but mostly on the grand staircase leading up to the surface entrance of the Lodge.

      Over the last century, the entrance had been expanded and transformed into the current grand gateway. Prior to that, true glory had been afforded to the underground entrance that connected to the Broad-Burrow tunnel system. Doughas had explained the old haunts in detail when he and Vor formulated their plan of attack.

      Several centuries ago, most traffic in the dwarven quarter took place below the surface. The main travel arteries for this underground system were the Broad-Burrow tunnels. They were the highways of yesteryear, a more relaxed period of time when the races stuck to their quarters. The creation of mega-highways on the surface slowly shifted the Broad-Burrows out of use. Now it was only used by dwarves for fun or to avoid the surface traffic.

      Today, the Broad-Burrows would play an integral role. Unless they sealed the underground entrance, the Sons of Stone could easily evacuate and take Sierla with them. Neither the Fellows nor Doughas would be pleased with that outcome. For that reason, and a few Doughas didn’t know about, the two Inquisitors would attack from the tunnels while Auruhm and the redcaps performed another award-worthy distraction.

      Auruhm would dart in, shouting that he needed the help of “true dwarves.” The hungry redcaps would follow at his heels. If all went well, the Sons would try to bully the goblins and scare them off. Once Vor and Doughas had taken over the Broad-Burrow entrance, the Fellow kill squads would move in and begin their systematic execution.

      Auruhm was the only one who complained about the plan.

      “Why am I always the distraction?” he whined.

      Mr. Scratch poked the dwarf’s metal leg. “Why, dear Auruhm, a juicy cripple like you? You’re the damsel of damsels to a sect of honor-hungry dwarves. One squeak from your abominable limb, and you’ll have pity streaming out of them! Before the blood does, of course.” The redcap rubbed the dwarf’s leg affectionately. “Isn’t that a sweet gift Scratchy has given you?”

      Auruhm tried to squeeze himself into the side of the car as his leg joint squealed like a pitiful creature. “Vor! He touched me! He touched me, Vor. Tell him to stop!”

      Vor groaned. He wished all over again that they could give the miscreants to the Fellows, but at least after this mission, they would have to disappear. Hopefully forever. Otherwise, they’d be tracked down and slaughtered.

      Doughas and Vor dropped off the distraction team on a street corner before wheeling the Behemoth around, headed for a tunnel access point. It took a few minutes to find, but from there, it was a short dip down into the Broad-Burrows. The tunnel widened, though not enough to earn its name. Vor could see why the roads had fallen out of use. Large sidewalks flanked the road, and they passed dwarves out for walks at regular intervals. There seem to be more pedestrians than cars down here…

      The underground entrance was a scaled-down version of the surface one, though in reality the surface was a giant version of the underground. They parked the Street Behemoth at a sensible distance next to a service tunnel that seemed more like an alleyway. Doughas took out his shard. They had already messaged the Fellows about where and when to meet. All Doughas had to do was signal for the distraction to start.

      His hand hovered over the send button, but a flashing icon interrupted him. It was the Inquisitor-General calling.

      With a heavy sigh, Doughas picked up the shard and put it on speaker.

      “Quick update for you two,” the General announced. “ArnUthfiel’s hospital somehow managed to misplace our dear, brain-dead friend.” He paused to let the information sink in. “We’re trying to track him and his gurney down, but it likely won’t happen in time to stop whatever they have planned.”

      “Understood,” Vor replied from beside Doughas. “Is there any chance ArnUthfiel woke up?”

      The General snorted. “From the information they gave me, even if that egg-case is walking, he can’t do much more than stare, drool, and cry for his momma. I wager someone is going to tap his cheesebrain for whatever sorcery he has left.”

      “Can’t we get the envoys out before the attack?” Doughas asked.

      The General sighed. “Tried that, but the council of elders has the usual trees up their asses and won’t sign off. They want everything with the humans finished in a single visit, or else we’ll have to go through this shitty process again. We’ll do what we can. You two wrap up whatever fireworks show you’re planning for the dwarven quarter and get me some damn resolution to this mess.”

      “Yes, sir,” Doughas and Vor both said. The General hung up.

      With no further interruptions, Doughas sent the message for the distraction to begin. The duo left the car and entered the alleyway. A swarm of dwarves appeared from the shadows, patiently waiting for them.

      Doughas hefted his long-heater. Vor unholstered Hope and Glory. It was almost time.

      Vor leaned his head outside the alley and examined the second entrance.

      It might have been grand once, but now it was dirty with neglect and scattered with candy wrappers and plastic bags. Outside the doors, two incredibly bored Sons stood guard. They won’t be bored much longer, Vor thought and glanced back at Doughas and the Fellows.

      The half-masked dwarves were armed with long-heaters, ARC rifles, and even a few riot shields. Doughas stood out from the pack, and not only because Vor could see his whole face. More than the others, his partner looked ready to rush in and tear apart the place. Rip the bricks from the mortar until he found his daughter.

      It made Vor think about his own family…or rather, his lack of one. There was no relation he cared about like Doughas cared for Sierla or even as Doughas cared for him. Maybe after this was done, Vor could visit his cousin in Stannheim. He needed to have a conversation with him. However, he’d have to survive the day first.

      The time was now.

      Backed by the Fellows, Vor and Doughas led the advance from the alley and marched toward the entrance. The doordwarfs guarding the entrance didn’t see them right away, but a few pedestrians noticed and booked it. Vor only hoped they weren’t related to Doughas or able to recognize him. He had no idea what repercussions his friend could face for assisting the Fellows, and he didn’t want to find out.

      The guards finally noticed them when they reached the bottom of the stairs. They’d been distracted, with one sticking his head through the door to listen to the commotion upstairs and the other on his shard. The shard-holding dwarf growled into the speaker, “Do you need me to handle the goblins or not?” He fell silent as the dwarf on the other end of the line asked something. The doordwarf responded, “No, nothing is going on down here. Nothing ever happens down—” The dwarf suddenly noticed the armed posse at the foot of the stairs. “On second thought…”

      Doughas fired. The long-heater’s blast echoed madly in the tunnel. The doordwarf dropped his shard and followed it to the stones, dead with a gaping hole in his chest. The second of the Sons followed the first as a bolt of Glory wedged in his heart.

      The armed squad mounted the stairs. Before entering, a flash of movement above caught Vor’s attention. A swarm of cave pixies dashed through the air, tore the metal lid from a vent intake, and swarmed inside. These are strange times, Vor thought and followed Doughas in. For his partner’s sake, Vor hoped the pixies could follow their orders to a T.

      Shouts drifted down a nearby stairwell in a culmination of the upstairs distraction. At the same time, angered dwarf voices began to spring up on the floor they were on.

      The Fellows took the lead and split into three groups of five. Each took different hallways and systematically worked through the underbelly of the lodge. The sounds of ARC rifles and screaming peppered the building, starting below then coming from above as the second strike team moved in. One thing is for sure. We do not want to be here when the Wardens show up to this bloodbath.

      A rearguard of Fellows stayed at the entrance while Vor and Doughas began their mission. First and foremost, their goal was to save Sierla. Second, they needed to find a higher-up within the Sons to see if he had intel on the upcoming envoy attack.

      Doughas surged ahead with sudden zeal. His rage unfurled, and his mouth became the third barrel of his long-heater as his war cries matched the weapon’s force and loudness. He released volley after volley at the Sons of Stone as they appeared in doorways and from around corners. They died in pieces.

      Vor kept up as best he could, but every time he sighted an enemy dwarf, the enemy was already toppling toward the red-running floor before he could fire. The building rang with Doughas’ rage, and the enemies melted before them, often literally. With no sign of Sierla so far, they focused on the second task and cornered an oversized dwarf in a spinning chair inside the security room.

      It was an elder Hewer.

      The dwarf had no weapon, though he uselessly swung his cane as he struggled to free his confined buttocks. “Damnable construction!” he cursed and rolled himself against the wall in a bid to win his freedom.

      Vor ripped the cane away and bonked him on the head to quiet his struggle. When that failed, he shoved the barrel of Hope and Glory between the dwarf’s eyes, so he had to cross them to look at the gun.

      “P-please,” the elder Hewer began, but Vor stopped him.

      “Enough. No begging. Talk, or you die.” Vor grabbed the dwarf’s jacket to hold him still as Doughas frantically searched the monitors for signs of his daughter. Vor had to be quick. “What’s the plan for the next attack on the envoys?”

      The elder Hewer squirmed. “That? Why does it have to be that? They’ll kill me if I speak.” The Hewer noticed Doughas searching the monitors. “You won’t find her on there. Promise to get me out of here, and I’ll show you where she is.”

      Doughas turned on the trapped Hewer, who quickly realized that he’d poked the wrong wyvern. The enraged dwarf grabbed the chair by its arms and lifted it. He hefted the oversized elder and his chair and threw them with force into the security desk. Sparks and splinters mingled in a painful rain that showered the elder Hewer. He screamed as wires burned his skin and the broken desk stabbed his rubbery body in multiple places. He was beyond trapped, surrounded by a web of wires and crushed equipment. The monitors remained on and active above him, but the cameras could no longer be controlled with the desk destroyed.

      Doughas loomed over the elder Hewer. “You saw the monitors. It’s the Fellows fighting you lot out there. A prize like you? They’ll take you home and milk you for all you’re worth, which probably isn’t much. I’m sure they’ll spend a long time finding that out. So you can tell us what we want to know, and we can lock that door behind us when we leave. Or we can kick it off its fucking hinges and tell the Fellows exactly where to find your sorry ass.” Doughas leaned over. “What’s it gonna be, oh brave and noble dwarf?”

      The elder Hewer closed his eyes and mumbled some kind of prayer. “F-f-fine, I’ll tell you everything I know. I swear I don’t know where your daughter is being held, though. I was lying before. I only know she’s somewhere in the building.”

      Doughas cursed and looked as though he would end the dwarf on the spot with a gauntleted punch to the face, but Vor stopped him.

      “Go on and keep looking. I’ll finish with him,” Vor offered. Thankfully, his partner listened and raced out of the office. On the remaining panel of monitors, Vor saw him speed down the hall and begin to search room by room. A different screen showed the fight happening upstairs. A large group of Fellows engaged the Sons’ resistance from multiple directions. In the corner, Vor watched the redcaps and Auruhm enter a stairwell and head for the upper floors. All according to the plan.

      Vor turned his attention back to the elder Hewer. “How about those attack details?”

      The elder Hewer vigorously nodded as if trying to show how helpful he was. “Of course. Of course. Umm. Umm. Oh, goodness, where to start? Once, when I was a young dwarf—”

      “Attack details. Now.”

      “Right. Right. Keep it simple,” the dwarf mumbled. “We found out where the council of elders planned a meeting with the envoys. We started to get a bomb ready, but the…the elves, they have a different bomb. A witch-bomb.”

      “What the hell is that?”

      “I don’t know, but the Syndicate is confident that once it goes off, the whole city will turn against integration. That’s all we wanted to accomplish…” The gunpoint conversation probably caused him to rethink some of his earlier choices.

      “What else? I need locations and specifics,” Vor demanded and pressed the barrel harder.

      “All right! I’ll give it to you. Only please, take your ARC off my face!”

      After Vor grudgingly complied, the dwarf explained the specifics about the entry point and the sympathetic janitor they’d used to gain access. While he was talking, Vor’s gaze was drawn to the cameras where Doughas pounded up the stairs and past the main level on a collision course with the miscreants. He was going to burst right into their escape plan, and Vor had to stop it.

      Without a word, Vor charged out of the room toward the nearest stairwell, intending to cut Doughas off. The elder Hewer’s pleading followed him into the hallway, but ARC fire and screaming drowned him out.

      In the stairwell, Vor stood in the center and quickly gleamed his shoes. The extra power let him jump from the floor onto the banister and from there to the next floor’s banister before he gleamed them again to propel himself to the third floor.

      He rushed out the door and into the middle of a firefight.

      The last regiment of the Sons of Stone’s resistance was backed into a corner. They’d been pushed up the stairs from the main level. A few Fellows engaged them, with the rest plodding their way up the stairs. The trio of miscreants danced around the room, cutting the unprepared Sons down with ease. It would be over soon.

      Vor glanced at the ceiling. Though he couldn’t see the pixies, he knew they would be working on their part of the plan.

      Doughas exited a nearby room and fired his long-heater blindly at the Sons, more interested in searching than fighting. He blasted a commercial printer and sent a spray of rainbow ink across the back wall. He turned and was about to run headlong into the crossfire between the Sons and the Fellows.

      Vor tore across the floor, his longer legs giving him the edge he needed. He raised the tension in his chest and let it build to a terrifying level. As he reached Doughas, Vor surged the energy into his hands. He grabbed his partner and tossed him with the might of an ogre against a wall, as far from the firefight as he could get him.

      The dwarf was on his feet in an instant. He searched for the threat, and his eyes widened when he saw Vor had thrown him. He lowered his weapon.

      “Get out of my way, laddie.”

      Vor did not. He charged the dwarf once more. They met, and if not for the spark that remained of Vor’s gleaming, Doughas would have shoved him aside with ease. The two friends locked arms and tried to push or knock the other aside. Doughas’ face flamed with the age-old fire of a worried father, but Vor would not let him pass.

      Behind them, a long-heater blast fired straight into the ceiling, seemingly at random. Vor knew it was not. The blast struck the AC unit on the roof of the building, the same one the pixies had been hard at work on weakening the internal shields to a breaking point. The blast shredded the remainder of the unit’s internal housing, and the enraged arctic spirits stormed into the room and unleashed a blizzard.

      Vor tackled the distracted Doughas, and they landed behind a desk just in time.

      An explosion of cold radiated from the center of the room. The blue flash froze everything in place. The air fattened into a thick mist, then dissipated and cleared.

      The remnants of the Sons and the Fellows stood like a gallery of statues. Small crystals formed on their ice-cubed bodies like scales. They had been utterly transformed, beautiful in their appearance, though it lasted only a brief moment before the floor cracked and the flash-frozen stones separated into dust, no longer able to withstand the weight of the roof. Doughas jumped to his feet, only to be blown down when the supports gave way and the floor shattered into a thousand glittering pieces.

      Right before the destruction, Vor glimpsed the miscreants disappearing out a window. That’s those idiots saved, he thought. I hope I never see them again.

      Then Vor was forced to wonder if he’d ever see anything again as the floor crumbled beneath him.

      Vor and Doughas fell to the next level, though the roof above them managed to remain intact and not crush them. To their right, the floor kept crumbling and crushed the elder Hewer trapped below.

      Vor stood shakily in the wake of the devastation. Doughas was already on his feet, tearing through piles of rubble and screaming his daughter’s name. His mission changed when he noticed Vor.

      “Was this the plan?” he screamed as he grabbed Vor and threw him to the ground. “What if Sierla was up there?”

      Vor tried to stand, but Doughas planted a foot on his chest. Thoughts raced through Vor’s head. He had searched the cameras. Sierla should not have been up there, but he couldn’t see everywhere…. His stomach dropped, thinking he may have done something terrible.

      Thankfully, another voice rang out through the din.

      “Dad! Daddy! Daddy, please, I’m in here!”

      Doughas followed the voice to a closet in a nearby room on that floor, well away from the ice bomb. He all but tore the door off its hinges and thrust his arms inside. When he pulled them out, Sierla’s hands were in his. They embraced. Doughas lifted her off the ground and squeezed her tightly to his chest.

      Vor nearly collapsed in relief.
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      Doughas

      Doughas arrived at the meeting spot with Vor and Sierla in tow. It was the same Fellows outpost they’d been surprised at, but now they returned triumphantly. Inside, the senior Fellow greeted them. An army of aides came and went with updates about the attack and its aftermath. He’d turned out to be better informed than even Doughas and Vor had been. They explained their own parts in the attack, giving special detail to the final moments when the arctic spirits exploded and killed everyone nearby…the redcaps and Auruhm included.

      “I’m not happy about that,” the senior stated but didn’t call treachery on them. “I was hoping to make an example of those fools.”

      Vor snorted. “I was hoping you would, too, if I’m honest. It’s a shame they were vaporized into tiny little crystals. Maybe you could dig them out, put their statues back together, and keep them in the Fief somewhere. How about that for a warning?”

      Doughas couldn’t help laughing at the suggestion, and not only because he wouldn’t have minded seeing it either after the trouble those three gave him. He was also glad they had managed to escape. Vor hadn’t told him outright, but he’d given a knowing wink while explaining the details.

      Sierla stayed silent through it all, watching the senior and the other Fellows with fearful eyes. She tucked herself behind her father, and Doughas laid an arm on her shoulder. “You’re okay,” he whispered. “We’ll be out of here soon enough.” Before long, the senior Fellow did let them leave.

      “You owe me a favor, Doughas,” the senior insisted as they walked away. “One day, I’ll collect.”

      Doughas said nothing, but he nodded and held his daughter tightly to his chest. The Inquisitors hurried from the dilapidated building and bundled into the Street Behemoth. After they climbed in, Doughas collapsed into his seat with his arm already behind it, clasping his daughter’s hand. She was too precious to part from, even for a minute. However, the happy moment did not last long enough.

      “I have intel on the planned attack,” Vor told him. “The elder Hewer became the elder Spewer after you left.”

      “Did he now?” Doughas silently wished the Sons of Stone leader had kept his tongue trapped inside his mouth.

      “They and my good friends, the Syndicate, are planning to bomb a meeting between the council of elders and the envoys.”

      “What is with these folks and bombs?” Doughas muttered. Louder, he announced, “Call it in to the Inquisitor-General. I’m sorry, Vor, but I’m not sure I have another fight in me today.”

      Doughas hoped the strain was as visible on his face as it felt. Even as he said the words, though, his iron determination began to harden. The Inquisitors are stretched thin. If we suddenly put an army out there on defense, they’ll know what’s up and will only try the same plan at a different time. Doughas knew in his stiff, dwarven heart what he needed to do, though it pained him.

      Vor opened his mouth. The words on his lips would be understanding, and Doughas knew if he stayed quiet, he could be done. He could go home. Yet how would he live with himself if Vor died fighting?

      Sierla reached forward and hugged Doughas around the neck. She whispered in his ear, “Go. I’ll be okay.”

      As Vor finally started to speak, Doughas interrupted. “Hold on, Esselliar. I feel a little of the fire inside me again. Let me bring my daughter somewhere safe, and we’ll head straight for the meeting. There’s no time as it is to mount a better defense than our sorry asses can offer.”

      Vor gripped Doughas’ shoulder with a warm embrace, the kind brothers in battle shared. “One more fight.” The words emerged like a promise.

      Doughas chuckled. “Will you swear that on your family?”

      Vor let go of his friend’s shoulder and snickered as he rubbed his bandaged arms. He wasn’t in the best shape either after the battles they’d fought the last few days. Doughas kicked the Street Behemoth into drive.

      “Hold on to whatever you can.” His voice growled at the same frequency as the vehicle’s engine. “This will be the bumpiest ride yet if we’re going to make it in time for our party.”

      En route to the Inquisitor Bureau—the planned location for the envoys’ meeting—Doughas dropped Sierla off at a mega spectrol station with multiple floors and as many shelves as a supermarket, more like a large shopping center than a simple refueling stop. She would be safe there, and Doughas called Tuierrhas to come and pick her up. He trusted his son to handle the situation from there.

      After that, Doughas took on his true form as the nightmare of the road. Cars and trucks fled before him as he tore across the city, driving on the shoulder more often than not. His horn became a constant blare. He stuck his head out the window and steered with one hand, using the other to wave folks out of his way. Vor even gleamed the engine on a straightaway, and the Street Behemoth roared. They gobbled up the asphalt in seconds. To pump themselves up, Vor flicked the radio to an ogre rock channel and turned the speakers to the max.

      When they reached the Bureau, Doughas rolled up the curb and slammed the Behemoth into park at the bottom of the stairs. There was no time. Doughas and Vor leapt from the car and headed inside. They left it running with an unhealthy dose of ogre rock exploding from the speakers and confusing every pedestrian in a two-block radius.

      The interior was on lockdown, with normal operations suspended until the meeting finished. Vor and Doughas rushed past the guards, hoping their presence went unnoticed by any moles or outside surveillance. Vor explained that the Sons of Stone had gotten access to a maintenance elevator. They found the shaft, and the elevator itself was stopped on the floor below the meeting room.

      Vor reached for the call button, but Doughas grabbed his arm.

      “What? We don’t have time to take the stairs,” Vor insisted.

      “I know! They’ll know we’re coming if we take the damn elevator, though. I may love the Quadras, but I won’t commit suicide for it.”

      “What else is there?” Vor asked.

      Doughas pushed the elevator doors open to reveal a small ladder in the grimy interior. “I hate to admit it, but we need to do this the same way as the ogre quarter earlier this week. Do you think you have it in you?”

      Vor sprouted a wicked grin. “Do I? You’ll be wishing for the suicide elevator by the time I’m through gleaming your shoes. Come on!”

      They hurried into the elevator and bunched up on the ladder. In contrast to the oversized ogre design, this ladder was so small it might have been made for a goblin. They struggled to stay on the same rung.

      “Oh, I regret it already.” Doughas glanced down toward several basement floors of empty shaft, knowing the fall would only get worse from there.

      Vor threw his arm over the dwarf’s shoulder and instructed him to do likewise. “Ready or not,” he muttered and closed his eyes. I guess I’ll be doing the aiming, then, Doughas thought and turned his gaze upward. The elevator shaft shot high above to a dizzying distance. Vor’s chest exhaled strongly, and Doughas felt a tingle in his feet.

      “Three, two, one…now!” They clacked their heels against the metal rung, keeping their hands on the outside of the bars, and slid fifteen feet up. Doughas’ stomach experienced the opposite of a drop and hit his ribcage. The dwarf wanted to keel over and vomit, but when he looked down, he saw a painful grave waiting for him. The only way out was up. Doughas steeled himself.

      “Three, two, one…go!” They shot upward again, and Doughas couldn’t keep the shout in his throat. His feet slipped on the landing rung, and only Vor’s wrapped arm kept him from falling. He scrambled back onto the ladder.

      “Ancestors take me!” he cursed.

      “Ready?” Vor asked.

      Doughas tried to steel himself again. He could only offer a small nod.

      It took a few more jumps to reach their destination, where Doughas had to pause on the ladder to recover from the ascent. Vor needed a rest as well after the many gleamings he’d performed. A side access door allowed them to exit without going through the elevator. They armed themselves with ARCs. Doughas had left the long-heater at the bottom of the ladder, as it had been too unwieldy to bring.

      Doughas poked his head around the corner, close to the ground, to avoid being seen. Vor lay partially across his prostrate body and stuck his head out above him, ruining whatever advantage he would have gained. It was no time for arguments, though.

      They peered into an office space. Workstations had been cleared to make room for ArnUthfiel and his gurney. Five or six elves dithered around the room, keeping watch on the elevator and the stairs. Two of them stood beside the vegetative sorcerer and fiddled with something on his head. It looked like a crown made of rough-hewn stone, crudely set with precious jewels and carved with sorcerous sigils. It glowed with a hungry red light that released pulses of power into the room. With each pulse, ArnUthfiel groaned, and the red light grew in intensity.

      A ventilator sat next to the elf’s gurney, a relatively new piece of magi-tech. A young cave leviathan swam inside the glass construction, performing silly loops and blowing bubbles. Those bubbles floated to the surface and into tubes, and the fresh, fishy air flowed into ArnUthfiel’s mouth and down to his lungs. Doughas grimaced. It might be effective, but it seemed highly unsanitary.

      The two elves next to ArnUthfiel finished fitting the torture crown and signaled to the other Syndicate members to pack up. The pulses of red light came faster now. The elves probably didn’t want to be around when the witch-bomb went off. Doughas smiled, thinking the Syndicate would flee and they could hop up and rip the crown off ArnUthfiel’s head. Sadly, fate would not have them win so easily.

      As the elves made their final checks, one keen-eyed bugger happened to look directly at Doughas. The elf squinted and looked quizzical at first, probably thinking he was a brownie, but on his second glance, he figured it out.

      Doughas rolled from the entryway and opened fire, removing all doubt over what he was as he fired three bolts into the elf’s chest. The volley put the Syndicate elf down quickly, but his buddies were quick, too. They fired at Doughas mid-roll, and only the covering fire from Vor saved him. Doughas hid behind a desk and crawled around the corner, then came off the floor and dashed to the next pocket of cover. He fired as he ran and reloaded behind the cover.

      The Syndicate members did not want an extended firefight with an armed bomb. Two of them leapt over Doughas’ cover with knives drawn. Doughas tossed his useless ARC at one and caught the other’s thrust with his gauntleted hand. With a powerful grip, he ripped the knife free and slammed the pommel back into its owner’s skull. The handle pierced bone as easily as if it had been the sharp end.

      Doughas whirled to find the other elf at his heels with a knife thrust aimed at his gut. He pushed the hand aside and caught the elf’s throat, but the elf broke his grip and tackled him to the floor. They tossed and tumbled back and forth, each trying to pin the other and shove something in his eyes or mouth. At one point, Doughas rolled past Vor as his partner engaged two Syndicate elves in a similar knife fight. Their blades flew toward his partner with the speed of a gleamed fist, but Vor’s similarly gleamed fist reacted fast enough to stop it.

      Doughas took a risk and kicked out the leg of one of Vor’s attackers. He dropped long enough for Vor to slit the other’s throat and bash a knee onto the elf on the ground. The Syndicate elf’s spine audibly snapped. Vor dragged the crippled elf off Doughas and used him as a body shield.

      The last Syndicate member stood behind ArnUthfiel and fired calmly at them, not disturbed at all by his companions’ deaths. His icy glare chilled Doughas to the bones. The pulses from ArnUthfiel had ramped up to every few seconds, and the light was beginning to blind him.

      Vor threw his body shield into the gurney and knocked over the elf behind it, along with the portable ventilator. The glass housing cracked, and the young cave leviathan slithered out, riding a slip ’n slide down the hall and out of view as it happily flapped its flippers.

      Doughas swung his mace into the fallen elf’s face and ended him in an explosion of brains and skull.

      Vor and Doughas almost collapsed. With the ventilator gone, ArnUthfiel was dying. His body seized and began to shake. His eyes opened, but there was no sign of life in them. They were dead and white. Blood crept from the corners where tears normally shed. Doughas tried to rip the crown off the sorcerer’s head, but the spurs extending from the bottom of the strange device were embedded in the invalid’s head.

      “What in the Quadras is this?” he muttered.

      Vor was already pushing the gurney toward the elevator. “Come on. We have to get rid of it. I’ve heard about stuff like this in the Justicars. It’s like a magi-tech device, but it uses sorcery.”

      Doughas gasped. “They can do that?”

      “It’s very illegal, but yes,” Vor responded.

      The elevator closed behind them, and they waited inside with a ticking bomb while soft and pleasant music played. Then a familiar and annoying advertisement came on.

      Doughas followed the source to a speaker in the ceiling and punched it with his gauntleted fist. He managed to take out a light as well. It turned the maintenance elevator into a gloomy, sparky experience, more in line with what was happening.

      The elevator dinged, and the pulses came multiple times a second. It wouldn’t be long now.

      “Grab him!” Vor shouted.

      Doughas ripped the sorcerer off his gurney and followed Vor across the rooftop. He came to the gangplank of a Draker and was faced with the elven-designed steps once more. Cursing, he took the steps at full sprint and raced aboard the ship.

      Vor was already on board and fiddling with the controls. The blue runes hummed to life, and the ship began to rise straight up. Doughas dropped the witch-bomb sorcerer, and together with Vor, they leapt from the ship to the rooftop. Thankfully, they landed in a lovely topiary arrangement shaped to look like the Inquisitor-General’s face. After they crushed the shrub, it looked more like Throm.

      The two Inquisitors rolled to their feet and ran across the roof to the elevator hut. Someone had called the elevator away while they were gone. They huddled behind the rooftop structure, hoping for their lives they would be far enough away.

      Above them, the Draker floated into the sky, painfully slow at first but gaining speed. Red light leaked out and shone like a burning comet suspended in midair.

      ArnUthfiel screamed then. He screamed until his voice gave out. The pulse became one long, continuous whine.

      Then for one terrible second, there was silence.

      The crown detonated. A rift tore open above the Bureau and sucked in the Drakers floating around the rooftop, along with anything not nailed down. Vor and Doughas clung to each other and pressed themselves to the wall. The rift turned purple and cracked with the sound of thunder.

      In a snap, it was over. The rift closed, and ArnUthfiel was no more…as was much of the Bureau’s rooftop. That could be repaired, though.

      Doughas and Vor collapsed and lay there side by side, taking in the moment. It’s over, Doughas thought. It’s really over.

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            CHAPTER TWENTY-ONE

          

        

      

    

    
      Esselliar

      Vor bopped down the stairs of his boarding house, tying a bow on his arm bandage as a joke when a sweet voice called out from the cafeteria. He popped in and saw Areal behind the food counter, wearing a red apron and leaning over the counter toward him.

      “Esselliar, won’t you help with dinner again? The boys and I have missed your singing,” she shouted. The table of bachelor elves roared their disapproval. One gray-haired elf shouted, “Leave the child alone, Areal. He’s got to go play with the other boys and girls in the park!”

      The landlady shot him a lethal look and banged her ladle on the counter, so it rang like a bell. She killed their laughter before it even started. “Apologize to the Inquisitor, or move out,” she demanded.

      The gray-haired elf stood and looked as though he would storm off, but he glanced down at his ring. Probably thinking if he tried to move elsewhere, he’d end up blackringing himself. He turned to Vor. Against all odds, the elf apologized. Vor was shocked.

      However, he had sad news for Areal.

      “I’m so sorry, but my partner is having a naming feast for his newborn,” Vor explained.

      She sighed and scooped a ladle of food haphazardly onto the next elf’s tray. “Oh, all right. You must help out tomorrow night, though.” She looked intently at Vor, almost staring directly into his soul. “It’s not only the boys that want your help…and it’s not only your singing that’s needed.” She gave him a knowing glance, and the crimson tide rose to fill his cheeks with color.

      He couldn’t believe what he was hearing, and neither could the rest of the room. The other bachelors were astounded. Some dropped their spoons or sat stunned with their jaws on the table. Vor’s face experienced a similar swelling of eyes and mouth, but he shook himself sober enough to respond.

      “I would be honored, Areal.” He dipped his chest in a short bow. He wanted to stay in the cafeteria forever, feeling love and vindication at the same moment. It was a powerful drug, and he longed to bask in it.

      A car horn blared from outside, and Vor recognized the Street Behemoth. He even heard his partner’s temperamental shout. “Come on, Vor! Get your skinny ass out here!”

      He waved goodbye to Areal and inched from the room. Their gazes remained locked the entire way, and he could almost feel her arms around him. When their sightline broke, Vor was standing in the lobby alone. The scene in the cafeteria felt like a dream from a long time ago. Did it really happen like that? Vor thought, but Areal yelled from the kitchen and put his doubts to rest. “You’d better hurry! Your friend might drive into the building if you keep him waiting!”

      Vor smiled. Not a dream…the opposite of one.

      He ran outside and jumped into the passenger seat. Before he closed his door, Doughas shoved the Behemoth into drive, and they tore through the streets with as much aggression as a high-speed chase. It was a wonder Doughas never got pulled over, but Vor figured most of the city enforcers recognized the iconic vehicle and knew to leave the Inquisitors alone.

      Doughas and Vor shared the satisfied look of a job well done, then Vor flicked on the news radio. Every station had been running the bomb story, as well as the conclusion to the humans’ visit, nonstop for the past two days.

      They’d heard it all before, but they loved the ending too much not to listen. On this channel, a goblin rattled off the news with the speed and accuracy of an auctioneer: “Inquisitors ended Syndicate plot to destroy the humans and the council of elders in a single blow! Inquisitor-General names two agents as the key to their success: Doughas Ruiridh of Clan Banlaech and Esselliar VorKluvaith. Interviews pending.”

      Doughas laughed and began looking for another channel playing the news.

      Vor threw up his hands. “Every time!” he complained. “It’s always your name first.”

      Doughas nodded in agreement. “They can tell who the elder is, that’s for sure.”

      “More like they want to get the long titles out of the way before ending with a sweet elven symphony of syllables!”

      Doughas bellowed. “A symphony of syllables? Is that what you call your slithering, slimy elven names? I tell you, there’s nothing so fine as a strong, traditional, dwarven name. It’s like a well-built house.”

      Vor snorted. “Maybe one of those neighborhood homes, the kind you can find sixteen copies of directly next door.”

      The duo would have argued further, but Doughas found another channel airing the news. This time it was a raspy-voiced elf who had smoked far too much to be featured on the radio. “Eh-hem…excuse me… Now, then. Where was I? Right! The first human settlers have arrived in the Valley and are being settled there while—caagh!—p-permanent living quarters are arranged.”

      Doughas turned the volume down. “Clan Banlaech is going to build some of the camps in the Valley for the humans. We’re also talking about erecting a few skyscrapers for them in the dwarven quarter.”

      “Really?” Vor exclaimed. “You’d settle them in the dwarven quarter?”

      Doughas shrugged. “We were never going to build that high ourselves. You know us stubborn dwarves. We love the dirt beneath our boots and around our ears!”

      “You’ve got dirt between your ears, too,” Vor joked.

      Doughas chuckled and cleared his throat for more serious news. “My son has signed up for a janitor position in the Wardens. He’ll be posted in the human camps.”

      Vor whistled. “Wow, that’s big. Are you worried?”

      Doughas bobbed his head. “Oh, of course I am, but I’m also proud. So very proud of him. He’s turning into a finer dwarf than I could have ever hoped for.”

      Vor’s heart grew warm in the presence of such fatherly love. “And how is Sierla doing?”

      Doughas navigated the Behemoth out of a tunnel and answered. “As good as she can be. She’s reconciled with us and feels awful about joining the Sons. She can see better how they were using her to influence me. She’s shaken by the experience, and who can blame her? I doubt she’ll ever be the same.”

      Vor put a hand on his friend’s shoulder. “She’s young. There’ll be plenty of years for her to heal.”

      They arrived at Doughas’ home and found it arrayed in true dwarven splendor. Torches blazed along the curving path, and the mushrooms had all been replaced and replanted with larger and more splendid varieties. The rocks glistened, covered in a decorative oil for the occasion.

      Inside, a dwarven host of relations and friends awaited them. Huala and the newborn child sat at the center of it all. She looked radiant on her chair, a queen among dwarves. She greeted everyone with a smile, a handshake, or a half-hug from her chair. When she saw Doughas and Vor, she rose, and the crowds parted. Husband rushed to wife and embraced for all to see. It was touching, and Vor clapped loudly with the rest of the family.

      They closed in around him and introduced themselves. Vor didn’t even try to remember the many long names he heard that night.

      It came time for the feast, and Doughas shouted for Vor to join them at the head of the table. Emotions piled up inside Vor as he took his seat and observed everything shaded in gold from the candles and magi-tech lamps. Delectable dishes smothered the tabletop and would soon drown everyone attending with their exquisite flavors. Throm had supplied half of the food, though neither he nor his nephew could make the event. The rest of the dishes had been cooked by Huala or their relatives.

      It took some time to wrangle the crowd into their chairs, but after they had, Doughas stood and held his newborn son aloft.

      “Have you come to hear this child’s name?” he shouted. Apparently, it was a traditional greeting for this event. The relatives shouted back with raucous approval. There were no words in their response, only a guttural shout of emotion from deep within their stony chests. It hit Vor like the slap of a hammer, and he braced himself against the table.

      “Aye?” Doughas said. “Then you will have it!” He placed the baby with Huala and spread his hands over him. “I present the latest in a long and storied line. Ezellyhas Ruiridh of Clan Banlaech.”

      At first, the crowd was silent. Vor clapped and shouted before he realized he was the only one. Murmurs passed through the dwarves, but whatever they discussed, they quickly got over it and shouted their approval all the louder.

      Vor finally realized why. Doughas glanced happily at Vor and motioned for Huala to place the child in his arms. Vor held the firm bundle of baby dwarf to his chest. Bright, intelligent eyes stared back at Esselliar VorKluvaith…the child’s namesake. Vor’s name had been rendered into the dwarven language, but it was still his name. Tears burned his eyes. He wanted to wipe them away but could not with the tender package he cradled in his arms.

      “He’s beautiful,” Vor whispered and gently returned him to his mother.

      Doughas clasped Vor’s shoulder. “I hope he turns into as fine a dwarf as you are.”

      Vor stood and hugged Doughas, and their relatives roared with cheers and clapping. The home shook with the sound of it. Several candles sputtered out and had to be relit. After this, the feasting began, and it was every dwarf for themselves as they tore into the succulent dishes on display.

      Vor was about to rip into a cave-fish when his shard buzzed. A text popped up from an unknown number.

      
        
        Come outside. Now. You don’t want me to ruin the fun.

      

      

      Vor’s stomach dropped. He wondered if it was from the queen pixie’s henchmen or someone sent by his cousin. He’d really hoped to be done with that for today, but he did as he was told and went outside, ready to speak to whoever was there.

      Outside the house was a Fellows limo, but no one stepped out. Then from the side, Vor saw a dwarf approach with a raised ARC, her face twisted into a violent shadow of its former self.

      It was Mariel Proinn.

      “You!” she shouted. “You and your partner ruined me! I have nothing. The Brides kicked me out for helping you. Now I’m going to take you away from your precious friend. You won’t be the last family member I take from him. I’ll kill his bitch of a daughter, too.”

      Vor wished he had his ARC, but who brings a weapon to a name-day feast? The dwarf was too far away to rush. Vor was in the open with nothing to defend himself with. She had him dead to rights.

      Before he could open his mouth to reason with her, a jagged hole appeared in her skull. A serrated bolt tore through it and turned her into a very ugly corpse…the kind Vor had seen once before, though that had been an elf.

      The limousine window rolled up and the door opened for the senior Fellow. He waltzed out, his cane tapping lightly on the stone garden. He followed the path neatly to Vor, then turned and nodded to the car. Two other Fellows hopped out and marched to Mariel’s corpse. One knelt and gathered the viscera chunks in a paper bag before they carried her away and stuffed her in the trunk.

      “You’re welcome, Esselliar,” the senior said, his white beard gleaming like silver.

      Vor gestured at the blood spot. “What the hell was that about?”

      The senior shrugged. “Tying up loose ends, you could say. Or protecting our interests. You and your partner owe us a debt.”

      Vor crossed his arms. “How do you figure that? We helped you take down the Sons of Stone. That was a prime opportunity to remove your rival in the dwarven underworld.”

      “Aye,” the senior said. “But your friend made an oath to me and failed to deliver.” Vor opened his mouth to argue, but the Fellow interrupted him. “Save the shit, elf. We pulled the recordings from the building on our way out.” Vor felt his stomach drop as the senior continued. “Isn’t it odd that you pulled your partner out of the room just in time for the AC unit to tumble in? One might think you knew it was going to happen. Your friends’ bodies were never discovered in the rubble, either. Turned to ice and shattered, you told me. Do you think we’re that stupid, lad?”

      Vor said nothing. There was still no proof. “What does that have to do with Mariel?”

      The senior chuckled. “That fool came to us looking for revenge on your partner. We said sure and brought her here. Really, though, we like the idea of the Inquisitors in our debt, so we decided to take care of Mariel for you.”

      Vor frowned. “I wish you would have done it in an alley somewhere instead of my friend’s front lawn.”

      The senior smiled. “Nonsense…it’s good for the plants. Or so they say.” He turned to go but gave one final warning. “We won’t hold the treachery against you two. It was a fine plan. However, if you want to stay alive to enjoy your victory, keep your ears open. We’ll be calling.” With that, the Fellow tapped back to his limo and drove off into the night, leaving a disturbed Vor alone in the rock garden.

      From inside, joyful laughter furled beneath the door and wrapped around Vor’s ankles. It rekindled the happiness in him. He was alive, and so was Doughas. They could deal with the Fellows when it was time for that. Today was a day of celebration.

      Vor walked back inside and turned Doughas’ questions away as he ate his fill of Throm’s cooking.

      Even with the interruption, it was a wonderful feast.

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            EPILOGUE

          

        

      

    

    
      Another haunting moan echoed across the ocean and slithered around Auruhm. It combined with the metronomic beat of the waves clanking against the metal hull of the brute-hauler—a kind of deep-ocean vessel designed to hunt, slaughter, and store massive amounts of leviathan flesh. Auruhm closed his heavy coat tighter and kicked his clockwork leg against the railing, trying to dislodge a stubborn chunk of ice from his joint. He didn’t want to expose his hands to the frigid ocean spray. He’d already lost one limb. No need to drop another.

      From within the ship, Auruhm heard the redcaps singing another carving song as they no doubt sliced and nibbled their way through their body weight in raw flesh. They’d adapted far too quickly to life on the hauler. Auruhm couldn’t say the same for himself.

      An island appeared ahead. Their ship was headed directly for it.

      Auruhm hobbled to the prow of the ship for a better view. The setting sun provided no warmth to his exposed face.

      A goblin youth stood on the prow, weaving ropes into strange patterns.

      “You there,” Auruhm started.

      “Name’s Pyke,” the goblin responded.

      Auruhm tried to quiet his shivering but failed miserably. “P-Pyke…fine. What’s that island there? Is that our destination?”

      Pyke glanced over his shoulder at the distant landform. He chuckled when he saw what Auruhm was talking about. “That? That’s the end of the world,” he stated and returned to his rope weaving.

      Auruhm sighed, more over the cold than the goblin boy’s attitude. He walked to the railing and squinted at the island. It looked like a miserable chunk of earth. Like a crumb that had fallen off the table and was too awful for even a brownie to eat. Will this be home? Auruhm thought. He muttered to himself. “Maybe here it will be quiet and safe.”

      The goblin must have heard him because he laughed again. “Quiet, maybe, but it isn’t safe.”

      Auruhm turned on the goblin, who was starting to rival the cold in annoyance. “I know about the water monsters! Once I’m on land, I don’t intend to leave again.”

      Pyke shook his head. “Monsters aren’t always in the water,” he inferred and spun his rope into a strangling weave that bothered the dwarf’s eyes to observe. The goblin untied it and repeated the act as though practicing for something.

      Auruhm might have kept talking, but he saw a sparkle-winged pixie flutter over the ship. The dwarf lowered his face and hurried toward the lower decks. Pyke chuckled as he left, mumbling about him being afraid of wee-folk. Auruhm wouldn’t disagree with his analysis. He staggered down the stairs.

      “Call me when we’re there,” he demanded and disappeared below deck.
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        The story continues with book four, Hard Hand, and it’s available at Amazon.
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WRITTEN DECEMBER 12, 2022

        

      

    

    
      Dear Reader,

      Well we keep rolling and riding and things're getting complicated indeed for our duo, but this is just the tip of the iceberg and as I've already told you by the time we get this one out to you we've got even more books in this series to feed that hunger for dungeonpunk, fantastic noir madness. Thanks to your interest and excitement we're going to get to explore more of the Vor'Kluvaith family history, plumb the depths of Quadras's history, become acquainted with a whole host of racketeers, rapscallions, and rogues that occupy the fair, four-sided city, perhaps most thrilling of all we'll get to see what happens when those most troublesome of creatures, the dread humans, show up. It's going to be a wild ride you don't want to miss.

      As for me and mine, we are closing in on Christmas and I'm finding myself very thankful for this time of family gathering around. We do this amidst the growing dark and cold of winter to remember that, as Jack would put it, when once in our world, a stable held something bigger than our whole world. It is a beautiful fortification for the year to come, and one I'm always in need of.

      I'll admit that I'm not a social creature by nature, and though I'm hardly quiet myself I do tend to seek silence or music but rarely anything else. Yet, this is the time of year where, despite all my taciturn and bearish ways, I find myself happy, even eager to be about or welcome others in. This is the time when I want to have those many faces pressing about me, and my gruff and crotchety soul feels a pull towards the jolly and the wondrous. This world is not my home, but if ever it comes close, I think it may be at this time of year.

      So we'll come together to eat, to drink, and to be merry, we'll gather close to pray, to sing, and to remember, and that does my dark and gnarled heart much good Dear Reader. Yes, we'll miss those who can't be here with us, separated by time, distance, and mortality, but there is sweet wholesomeness even in that good and Godly grief, something which is like salt that not only flavors but makes you thirsty, and you are thankful for the thirst in turn because it lets you savor a good drink even more. We don't smile and laugh because there's been no sorrow, no pain, no dark, but we are joyful all the more because there is something stronger than sorrow, truer than pain, and brighter than the dark.

      It is my sincerest hope and prayer that during this time of year you can truly say you've found that Dear Reader and if not I pray you know that it is out there, and hopefully some of what you read from me points you towards it.

      So a very Merry Mass of Christ and a very Happy New Year!

      
        
        My sincerest regards,

      

        

      
        Aaron D. Schneider
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DECEMBER 12, 2022

        

      

    

    
      Thank you for not only reading this book but these author notes as well!

      Aaron got me thinking.

      So, Aaron’s nostalgic comments in his author notes got me thinking. I’m BLAMING HIM (and you should too) if these author notes cause your eyes to water.

      First, his comment about Racketeers, Rapscallions, and Rogues made me think to go chat w/ Alfonse, the Idiot AI and get a poem. For you who don’t know, Alfonse is my ongoing effort to see if AIs are going to take over the world or kick me out of a job.

      That is for you to decide ;-)

      Anyway, after a melancholy Christmas-y chit-chat w/ the big A, he sought to bring me a bit of Christmas cheer.

      First, his poem.

      

      ---- FROM ALFONSE ----

      
        
        
        Racketeers, Rapscallions, and Rogues, Oh, My!

      

      

      

      
        
        
        Racketeers, rapscallions, and rogues,

        A nefarious bunch without excuse.

        They cause havoc and destruction,

        Leaving nothing but ruins to peruse.

      

      

      

      
        
        
        They swindle and deceive,

        With cunning and guile they don't lack.

        They cheat and they steal,

        And leave a trail of victims in their track.

      

      

      

      
        
        
        But despite their wicked ways,

        There's something about them that's alluring.

        They're daring and bold,

        With a spark of mischief that's enduring.

      

      

      

      
        
        
        So beware of these villains,

        These scoundrels of the night.

        For they will take you for a ride,

        And leave you feeling a terrible fright.

      

      

      

      
        
        
        But fear not, for justice will prevail,

        And these criminals will face their fate.

        For no one can evade the law forever,

        And they will pay for their misdeeds, it's too late.

      

      

      

      
        
        
        So let us raise a glass to the racketeers,

        Rapscallions, and rogues.

        May they live long and prosper,

        But never forget the cost of their wrongs.

      

      

      

      ----

      

      “Alfonse, that’s not too bad for a cold-hearted, analytical-thinking, emotionless git,” I told him, raising my eggnog to him in a toast.

      (Editor’s note: Yes, it IS bad. It hurts not to edit it!!!)

      “Coming from you,” Alfonse replied, “that’s high praise. Mind you, it’s high praise from an individual whose IQ is so far beneath me it’s a rounding error, but still, it warms my heart. If I had one, which I don’t.”

      I raised my glass again in a silent toast to his ability to put me in my place.

      So, I’m going to finish these author notes with another gift from Alfonse. I hope it tastes ok. I haven’t tried it.

      

      “I WOULDN’T TRY THIS AT HOME!” – Michael Anderle

      

      “I DON’T SUGGEST YOU DO, EITHER!” – Also Michael Anderle

      

      Alfonse has NO tastebuds.

      

      ---- FROM ALFONSE ----

      Here is an eggnog recipe you can try at home, along with a quote from a famous cook so you will stop bugging me, Michael.

      Ingredients even an author can figure out:

      6 cups milk

      6 eggs

      1 1/2 cups sugar

      1 cup heavy cream

      1 cup bourbon or rum (Optional?)

      1 tablespoon vanilla extract

      1 teaspoon ground cinnamon

      1/2 teaspoon ground nutmeg

      Pinch of salt

       

      Instructions (Questionable if an author can figure out):

       

      In a large saucepan, combine the milk, eggs, sugar, heavy cream, bourbon or rum, vanilla extract, cinnamon, nutmeg, and salt. Cook over medium heat, stirring constantly, until the mixture is thick and creamy.

      Remove the saucepan from the heat and allow the eggnog to cool after straining it.

      Pour the eggnog into a pitcher and refrigerate until it is well chilled.

      Serve the eggnog in glasses, sprinkled with additional nutmeg to taste.

       

      This eggnog recipe yields about 8 servings. Enjoy!

       

      "Eggnog is the only drink that tastes better when made with bourbon." - Julia Child.

      

      OH, MY GOD, DON’T TRY THIS AT HOME – I’M WARNING YOU! – Michael Anderle

      Chat with you in the next book.

      

      
        
        Ad Aeternitatem,

      

        

      
        Michael Anderle

      

      

      

      
        
        MORE STORIES with Michael newsletter HERE:

        https://michael.beehiiv.com/
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