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      Glav Furst had known deep down in his tired goblin soul that restarting life in the Valley would be a challenge, to say the least. It had already proven that much and more. He knew it would stretch him and his wife. Maybe even break them. It was a chance they had agreed to take together. However, Glav hadn’t expected disaster to find them so soon.

      They weren’t even a day out of the Quadras. Its behemoth outer wall and glittering ornamental towers had barely vanished behind the smoky horizon when Rezy trolled out on the back of their convoy truck.

      Out of nowhere, she reared up and ripped through the covered canopy, sending streamers of canvas flying like parade ribbons. She snatched one of the canopy poles and snapped it like glass. She roared, screamed, and ended her tirade by stomping the suitcase of a gobliness who must have committed some vile, heinous act against his wife.

      Upon Rezy’s furious eruption, several young goblins drenched their pants legs and collapsed, screaming for their mothers as she threatened to squash their “pitiful, pea-sized bodies.”

      If Glav hadn’t been sitting beside his wife, he wouldn’t have believed it happened should someone else have told him later of the event. He hadn’t heard the conversation with the other gobliness that ignited Rezy’s atomic fuse. Whatever button she pressed, I do not want to get anywhere close to that.

      While explaining the incident to the ranger guiding their all-goblin convoy, the other gobliness would not say a word within ten feet of Rezy. As opposed to Glav, who would not stray farther than five feet from his now very swollen wife.

      What madness possessed us to leave at a time like this? Two long days, two bumpy rides, then a lifetime of peace in a goblin commune. That’s what I promised her… but I’m not sure I can deliver.

      “It was an argument. It doesn’t matter why it started.”

      That was Rezy’s response after the ranger hiked up his belt and kicked his way over to fetch her side of the story. In an odd moment of pride, Glav noticed that even the ranger kept his distance. He was a gruff, one-eyed ogre with claw marks scarring half his face. Which seemed a popular kind of makeup in the Valley.

      Let the ranger be wary. The incident proved Rezy would unleash unholy devastation on any threat to their unborn child. Glav had never loved her more.

      The ranger’s conversation with Rezy was short, and so was the remainder of their time in the goblin convoy.

      They stopped at a waystation several miles off the main thoroughfare. It traversed the whole length of the Valley but not the breadth. Near the end of that stately road had been their original destination. Paraxton, a goblin paradise. Free from the prejudice of elves. Too small and poor to sustain the kind of corruption that pervaded the Quadras and that had haunted Glav during his nightmarish career as a safety inspector. The spectrol station was not on the way but was the closest available and served the convoy’s purpose.

      With a farewell squeal from the truck’s tires, Glav and Rezy watched from inside the cramped general store as their hopeful future abandoned them to a life of corndogs, waiting, and more corn dogs.

      “I’m going to murder someone if I even see another stick of this breaded shit-meat,” Rezy stated on the third day. With unfortunate timing, her words came as the store attendant reentered from the back with a box of the dreaded frozen food. He was probably the owner’s son, an unusually thin ogre half Glav’s age. The boy must have picked up some gossip from their convoy before it dumped them because he dropped the container. Corn dogs skated across the floor in all directions.

      “Sorry! Sorry!” he kept repeating as he dashed around, recollecting the fallen meat and shoving them back into the cardboard box. He was about to shelve the tainted dogs in a for-sale freezer when he caught a death stare from both goblins.

      Slowly, the ogre inched away with the box in hand. “Guess I’ll throw these in the trash, then… Yeah, that’s what I’ll do.” He disappeared into the back of the store, where Glav heard the distinct sound of the walk-in freezer open then close after a few seconds.

      The ogre returned. “All gone,” he claimed proudly and snatched a bag of candy off the shelf before resuming his perch behind the counter.

      That’s his fourth bag today. Glav was beginning to understand why the young ogre looked like a shriveled gumdrop. Candy seemed to be the only food he ever crammed into his gaping mouth.

      Glav knew what came next. He had been waiting for it for the last hour.

      Skerrriiip! went the top of the candy package. The ogre dug in with his unwashed hands like a giddy grandma, searching for the perfect sticky treasure. After he popped in a piece, out came the headphones. His body became suddenly and irreversibly slouched and would remain that way for the next three hours if history was any indication.

      A second later, ear-curdling screams sizzled from the headphones, clearly audible to Glav and Rezy. Loud enough to hide their conversation from the ogre’s prying, ever-present ears.

      “Oh, Glav… You must hate me. I’m a monster, or something worse. I’m not sure what is worse than a monster. Whatever a monster’s monster is, that’s what I feel like. I have no idea why I exploded at that poor goblin. There! I said it!” As Rezy stroked her swollen belly, the stress of the trip brought tears to the corners of her eyes.

      Glav reached across the table and clasped her cheek. Soft shudders traversed her body and tingled down his arm until he shivered, too. “Don’t be crazy,” he replied. “This is all my fault. I can’t imagine how stupid you must think I am for suggesting this move. Then I had the gumption to go through with it.”

      Rezy’s face shuddered again but with a giggle. The sensation carried down Glav’s arm and into his chest. He chuckled, too. Their shared vibration knocked a tear loose. Glav caught it on his thumb as it tried to wiggle down her cheek.

      “I love you, Rezy.” Glav leaned across the tiny table and rested his forehead against hers.

      Sniggers burst from her nose. “We’re quite the pair, aren’t we? You wrestled an ogre, and I almost murdered a truck. I can’t wait to see what sort of wrecking ball our child becomes. It will be quite the show.” She nuzzled against him. “For all the trouble, this has still been a wonder—”

      The ogre attendant’s back became suddenly erect and overextended. His arms hovered in the air like a form of worship. Fright turned to disdain when the song morphed into a drum solo, and the ogre gleefully joined in. He banged along with two frozen corn dogs for sticks, spinning on his chair and hitting every smackable surface in reach. The furious display turned the goblin couple’s shuddering chuckles into full-blown, lung-bursting laughter.

      It hurt so good. Glav never wanted it to fade. Yet both the performance and the day, their third at the waystation, eventually ended. As they’d done the past two nights, they huddled together under blankets at the back of the store, where a few magi-tech machines produced a smidgeon of heat. Combined with their bodies, it was enough.

      Sleep came and went. The bright new dawn emerged and heralded good fortune in the form of hissing brakes and a din of strange voices. Glav’s ears perked up and angled toward the noise as a hopeful spirit rose in his chest.

      Rezy stirred. Her eyelids fluttered open, then she groaned and closed them again to ward off the dawn. However, her maneuver was useless.

      “No, no, no. Not back to bed! You have to get up, Rezy, or we’ll miss our chance to leave.” He tugged on her sleeping form but didn’t move her an inch. Glav’s gaze flicked toward the heavens in search of help. “Oh, Fruitful Mother…”

      A car horn beeped twice, and two more vehicles repeated the call.

      Glav tore his gaze from the sky to his sleep-struggling wife. He dropped beside her and shook her. “Come on, Rezy! I will not eat another damn corndog at this waystation! I will not listen to another random drum solo! Or sleep curled up behind a pipe!” Glav kept listing reasons, though he could have stopped after the first.

      At the words corn dog, Rezy’s eyes flung open and stayed that way, as alert as if she’d downed a pot of coffee.

      Clawed hands attacked Glav’s chest and shoved him away. By the time Glav regained his balance, Rezy was on her feet and tugging their luggage behind her.

      “No dilly-dallying, husband!” she cried. “Run and catch us a ride!”

      Glav raced around the corner, his sleep-addled legs struggling to keep up with his racing mind. Faster. Faster. Gotta get out of here. His heart went from zero to sixty and skipped a beat as it tried to figure out what in the high hell was happening. Clearly, someone was trying to kill Glav again.

      That was how it felt, at least.

      In front of the waystation, a caravan of three trucks was moving out after having refueled and restocked. They were ramshackle vehicles, older than old, and the black stench of oil belched in small explosions from their sputtering engines. The lead truck jostled and jumped up and down like a sick carnival ride. Some of its poor elven passengers looked terribly ill.

      Glav rushed ahead, wiggling his arms in the air like streamers and shouting with the loudest voice he could muster. Even this was small and piping, like a sparrow trapped in a bush. The roar of trucks drowned him out, and the passengers showed no pity toward the frantic goblin. They only stared and whispered among themselves.

      The lead truck began to pick up speed as it exited the waystation lot. Glav had to do something, anything, to get the ogre driver’s attention. He was busy looking over his shoulder in the opposite direction of Glav as the goblin ran abreast with the iron titan. His shouts and gestures did nothing to alert the ogre, and the other drivers wouldn’t stop unless he did.

      The truck growled and accelerated. Glav couldn’t keep up much longer. There was so much he couldn’t do. Couldn’t stop Nadorine’s death, even if she deserved it. Couldn’t stop his wife from trolling out. Couldn’t stop the damn station attendant from reusing soiled corndogs. Now, he couldn’t convince this caravan driver to stop.

      Why am I always the weakest? The slowest? The quietest? A spirit-fueled flame kindled inside Glav. Growing up, his mother had told him he had mending hands, that he could fix and heal. In doing so, he would make the world a better place. Yet the world didn’t want to be a better place. It wanted to hurt, to break, and to destroy. Glav was tired of being the one to keep everything together.

      Salt burned his cheeks, and a tightness strangled his heart.

      Suddenly, a wild growl split the air, like a vargen beast on the prowl. But it was not a vargen, nor was it the truck.

      Glav's body began to swell, starting with his legs. As his stride lengthened and volcanic fury consumed his being, he tore twenty feet ahead of the truck before turning directly into its path. Fat and muscle exploded inside him. In a blink, he was three times the size and five times the weight.

      He was strength. He was power. He would make the world pay attention or break it between his hands.

      Glav roared. Flecks of spittle rained off his teeth.

      The truck driver ripped his wheel to the right, brakes hissing, eyes so wide that Glav saw their whites. As he passed, Glav held up a fat thumb and gave the ogre his best grin. The truck narrowly avoided squashing the now-deflating Glav and whipped back the other way, seeming to pick up speed.

      Glav’s lungs froze.

      The truck’s engine sputtered and belched out a powerful cloud that obscured Glav’s view. He coughed and waved away the stench before it could invade his nostrils any deeper. I guess that’s it, then. Back to the waystation. Defeat was not the entirety of Glav’s feelings. A singular pride shone like a constellation within him. He had done all he could.

      Then through the smog came a piercing scream. Not of flesh, but of metal. A hiss followed the noise, and Glav charged through the dense cloud of black. Ahead of him, the truck had stopped, and the ogre driver was already out, headed his way.

      Elation pierced Glav’s heart like a lightning bolt, but the feeling was short-lived. The ogre’s hand rested on a holstered weapon at his hip. A golden badge glistened over his heart.

      Not only an ogre…a ranger.

      Glav’s feelings of power and rage turned brittle and shattered. He was a stuttering, quivering worm by the time the ogre reached him. If it was possible for a goblin to go through a reverse trolling, Glav did it. His back hunched, and his eyes could not meet the unblinking glare of the lawman staring spears into his face.

      “Well?” The ranger’s voice pounded on Glav’s pitiful form like a rockslide. “What do you want?”

      In his effort to avoid eye contact, Glav stared at the odd, sickly passengers in the back of the truck. With this second look, Glav realized why they appeared this way. It was not the bumpy ride. He sucked in a surprised breath at the many round, worried faces looking his way from the truck bed.

      “Humans?” Glav uttered without thinking, then looked back at the ogre. “You’re taking humans to the Quadras.”

      The ogre’s grim eyes narrowed on Glav. “I asked you a question.”

      Something about the situation felt wrong to Glav, though he could not say what. He took a tentative step backward, ready to sprint back to his wife and hide in the woods. They wouldn’t get far with his wife in her current state. She needed him. And they needed to get home.

      The ogre’s shadow darkened the morning as he leaned over Glav.

      Glav drew a deep breath and stared the ogre in the eyes. They held a calm storm, powerful but contained. Glav’s fear faded in his chest. “My wife and I need a ride to the Quadras. She’s pregnant. Please, can you help us?”

      On cue, Rezy trundled up behind Glav with their worldly possessions in tow. “Did you ask him? What did he say?”

      The ranger scanned the two goblins. His gaze lingered on Rezy’s distended belly, and his silence lasted for an age. Rezy shared a worried glance with Glav, and he moved beside his wife and held her hand. Whatever happened, they would endure it as one.

      The ogre’s mouth twisted into a smile that shone with a dull warmth. “You will ride in the cabin with me. Put your bags in the back.” He spoke simply and quickly, but those few words sent a thrill through Glav. They were some of the sweetest his ears had ever received.

      Glav accomplished the errand with due haste. He approached the truck bed and tried his hardest to avoid locking eyes with any of the passengers. They stared bolt-holes at him, some concerned, others angry. Fear rose in Glav as he tossed his bags and subsided as he scuttled around to the front, ducking along the side to escape the humans’ sorcerous gazes.

      No, thank you, he thought and hopped into the cabin with Rezy. The ogre jumped in a moment later and tapped his horn twice. The other cars repeated the ridiculous meep-meep, and the convoy rolled out.

      Finally, Glav and Rezy could rest.

      “Name’s Odumog,” the ogre mentioned without taking his eyes off the road. The trees flashed by as they picked up speed, and the truck’s wild, bouncing gait began to smooth. “Apologies for the stern welcome, but there’s little trust for strangers in the Valley. If you didn’t have a baby, I wouldn’t have risked bringing you aboard.” Odumog glanced at Glav. “You have to be stupid to travel these parts at a time like this.”

      Rezy leaned back in her seat, and her belly stuck out even more. “We can’t thank you enough for helping us. You would not believe how long we’ve been stuck at that wretched little hovel.”

      Odumog snorted. “I once spent three months at a waystation with an injured leg, waiting for some poor trucker to come my way. I was halfway through their cellar when a hunting party popped in for some beers.” Despite the horrible events he described, the ogre smiled as he told the story. A chuckle percolated from his lips. He shook his head, no doubt lost in a stampede of memories.

      Glav hoped he could one day feel the same.

      Safe in the cabin, Rezy was soon napping against Glav’s shoulder. With every mile closer to the Quadras, the fear and worry of their trip faded until a rare peace settled over Glav. His eyelids fluttered, and a haze clouded his mind. The rhythmic jostle of the road lulled his eyes shut. A mantle of sleep draped over him, cutting out the world and ushering Glav Furst into the most peaceful slumber he’d ever experienced.

      Yet that was not the end of their trip. Not by a long shot.

      “Wake up,” the rockslide voice commanded, and a rough hand shook Glav. It battered through his dreams and shocked him upright. The sights and sounds of a bright afternoon pummeled his eyes even as Odumog spoke a barrage of instructions. “You’re a shepherd. You and your wife were caught leading rogue humans over the mountains. You were headed for the Quadras when I caught you.”

      “W-what? What’s going on? What is this?” Glav stuttered.

      Between the shaking and the shouting, Rezy also woke.

      Her head whipped from side to side and almost battered Glav, but she locked onto something in the road. “What’s that up ahead? Are we there?” She’d asked the last question because the walls of the Quadras rose clear and strong in the distance, but the road was narrow. They had left the main thoroughfare for a side road. Glav couldn’t imagine why that would be, nor why a checkpoint had been erected in the road.

      A wooden blockade walled the avenue, and a swarm of agents bustled behind the barrier. There were tents and a few vehicles parked beyond.

      Odumog brought the truck to a hissing, squealing halt some twenty yards from the checkpoint. He turned to Glav and repeated his earlier instructions, then added, “I’m taking you to my ranger station in Burb-burg, along with these humans for out-processing. You’re going to stick to that story if you want us to survive this. Do you hear me, goblin?”

      Glav did. He nodded firmly to the ranger. The ranger returned the same and popped out the side door. He didn’t head toward the blockade. Instead, he sauntered around to the back of the truck. The whole vehicle rocked to the side before settling again.

      Fast as a whip, the ogre tore away in front of the truck. Not on foot, but mounted on a magi-tech beast. It had four hoofed feet and pounded the earth with long, powerful strides. Glav marveled at the creation and even more at Odumog’s skill in steering the titan one-handed. His other hand rested casually on his belt.

      The two remaining transports pulled up alongside theirs. The drivers, one human and one elf, climbed out in preparation for the checkpoint agent’s interrogation. Even some of the humans hopped down from the back to stretch their legs.

      An uneasy feeling tickled Glav as he examined the checkpoint.

      Rezy spied the others leaving their cars and dragged herself up, intending to do the same.

      “Rezy, wait!” Glav cautioned. “I think we should stay in the car until the ranger comes back.”

      She wouldn’t be contained. “I need a stretch, and I’m going to get one. Why are you so worried? Can’t you see the walls? We’re almost back! We did it!” She exited through the driver’s door and left Glav with the option to wait or follow.

      “Hold on. I’m coming…” Glav slid across the seat. As his boots touched the ground, a shout erupted from the checkpoint. All eyes whipped toward the ranger as he spoke with someone near the blockade. He shouted again and whirled his mount around, not headed back to the caravan but aimed toward an open field on the side of the road. Odumog tucked his body against his mount and dug in his heels. The beast tore away from the road, the checkpoint, and the swarming figures, into the field of tall golden grass.

      Glav’s uneasy feeling kindled into a wildfire.

      Rezy saw everything at the same time. “Where is he—Oh, Fruitful Mother!” Her voice changed as the peaceful scene morphed. Loud pops like fireworks shot from the checkpoint.

      Glav grabbed his wife and practically carried her off the road and into the ditch on the left side. The air around their heads filled with an almost playful buzz. There was a ping! and a pong! as several somethings bounced off the truck. A tire squealed when it suddenly and irreversibly deflated.

      Only then did the screams commence.

      The first was deep and powerful, like a mountain falling over. Its source was the ranger as he tumbled from his mount, clutching his chest as the golden grass swallowed him whole. Next came the wails of the humans as the ARC fire reached its full fury.

      Images flashed in Glav’s mind. A hotel lobby, an elf shooting at him with an oversized pistol. Glav’s legs swelled, and his strides became long and powerful. He scooped up his wife. Together, they disappeared into the woods as a gang of goblins, elves, and dwarves swarmed from the checkpoint and surrounded the caravan, firing without mercy on everything that moved.
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      Esselliar

      The sky above the Quadras swirled. Not because of a storm drifting from the Valley or a hurricane flung in by the coast. To everyone else, the sky appeared still, pure, unaltered sapphire save for a few puffs of white that lingered at the edge of the horizon as if to remind everyone that clouds did still exist.

      To Vor, the sky was a kaleidoscope of twisting blue lines.

      “Wahoo!” he shouted from the deck of his Griff, gingerly holding the steering rudder as he let the force of the craft’s spin lock his feet against the deck. He was in freefall. The magical runes that kept the Griff afloat were purposefully dormant.

      The wind tore at Vor’s hair as the world twirled by. He dropped past the tips of the tallest skyscraper. Still he fell, still he spun, cackling like a drugged-up brownie. He adjusted his weight with small, careful movements in order to maintain his control of the offline vehicle. Even tethered to the deck, he wasn’t sure of his safety. With his current speed, would the enchanted clip hold if he came to a stop? If the clip held, wouldn’t the violent deceleration perform an equally violent act upon his waist?

      Vor could already hear Doughas’ response when the news reached him. “It takes a special kind of stupid to mount one of those flying death-craft. Esselliar VorKluvaith did one better. He put his mobile coffin into a nosedive and severed his body in half with the safety tether. If he wanted remorse, he should have chosen a less stupid-ass way to die.”

      The daydream faded, and clear, sweet laughter burbled up from within Vor. The image of a peaked roof belonging to an apartment complex a few hundred feet below replaced the dream, approaching fast.

      Vor puffed a weighty sigh.

      The fun never lasts. He twisted the control rudder, and the board sprang to life. Purple runes flared across its surface, though some remained dormant and gray. The ones that activated must have experienced collective panic as they realized the speed at which they were hurtling toward the earth.

      A sound like a string snapping struck Vor’s ears. The runes flashed red and hovered further off the decking, the strange letters vibrating faster. A pair of runes near the prow exploded off the deck and flew into the sky. The Griff wobbled as Vor tried to pull it up and out of its nosedive. Another rune at the back jumped ship, but the rest held firm.

      With a few feet to spare, Vor arrested his mad descent and pulled his Griff level. The craft breathed a sigh of relief. The runes returned to their usual purple and settled closer to the deck. Some of them were slightly tilted. Vor almost felt they were looking at him as if to say, “If you do that again, we will let you die.”

      Point taken, Vor thought. That was a little too close. With a few careful twists of the rudder, he aimed the prow skyward and climbed to a safe cruising altitude before setting a course across the city to a certain dwarf’s home.

      Vor was already late to their rendezvous, but how could he pass up a clear sky and a jaunt through downtown on his new Griff? Well, new to him, at least. He’d purchased it from a friend of a friend of a friend, someone upgrading to the latest and greatest in hover-tech and ditching their ten-year-old board for a pittance. After all, they had been planning to toss it in a dumpster before Vor caught wind of the aged contraption's existence. Now he was the far-too-proud owner of a Flutter-Pix Mark III. Though it could be a Mark IV. The logo on the side displaying the brand had faded to nothing by the time Vor purchased it. Now, the new name he’d slapped on completely obscured the logo. Temperance.

      Vor couldn’t look at that name without breaking out in laughter.

      He loved his new ride, and it came at the perfect time. Doughas planned to take Vor into the mountains to go hunting. It was some rite of passage for males in the Ruiridh family. Vor would have thought they’d bonded over enough killing in their work, but no. He had to go with his dwarven papa and beat the shit out of a carpelsnuff. Then, there would be a feast where the whole family dined on the creature together. How sweet.

      A carpelsnuff was a whimsy adversary to hunt, not much bigger than a brownie and no more of a threat than one. Vor had refused the hunt for weeks, but Doughas insisted. He’d explained it was no regular carpelsnuff they were after.

      “It’s the ones in the eastern range,” Doughas regaled him between bites of fried cave-fish. “They’re the size of a car, and they’ve got a shell tougher than the Street Behemoth!” Bits of fish and bread splattered on Vor’s face, then Doughas shoved in another mouthful. “You really think we care about a common carpelsnuff? Ancestors take you! Have you learned nothing of dwarves?”

      Vor had agreed if only to avoid another deluge of half-chewed fish.

      The sky was still clear when Vor reached Doughas’ home and began a spiraling descent, though he kept the Griff online.

      Today was the day of the hunt in question and also the reason Vor had made a single demand when he agreed to go. He would provide travel arrangements to the eastern range.

      He dipped the prow into a steep dive for the final stretch and pulled up at street level, sailing down the road past Doughas’ home and his open garage. Past the dwarf himself, who stood in his driveway with a pile of gear on either side of him and his arms crossed. A look of utter betrayal flared behind his beard.

      “What do you think?” Vor called from the deck, knowing exactly what the dwarf thought but still smiling at his own question. He hovered five feet off the ground and towered over Doughas like a harbinger of death. “Let’s hear it!”

      Doughas slowly raised a fist and flipped a single finger. Without another look at Vor, the dwarf turned away, picked up a few bags of gear, and marched back into the garage.

      Vor’s chuckle morphed into disbelief as Doughas continued to pack away the hunting gear. “You can’t be serious.” He lowered the Griff to a few feet off the ground. “You won’t even try it?”

      Doughas wagged a finger. “You know very well I’ve already tried it! You’d have to drag me onto another Draker, orders be damned. Now you want me on a pint-sized one? Ready to be blown out of the sky with the first strong gust? I may not shirk from danger, but I’m nowhere near the level of crazy needed to board your flying death trap. If my wife has to bury me, I want it to be as close to my usual self as possible. Not a pancake. Not squashed into jelly. Not splintered into a hundred bloody pieces and sprinkled over the mountainside. No, thank you. No honor in that. No honor at all.” Doughas snatched an antique weapon and resumed his march to the garage.

      Vor piloted the craft between his partner and the dwarf’s destination. “Don’t be ridiculous, Doughas. I’ve flown these plenty of times. We’ll go slow. There’s nothing to fear.”

      “Oh? I’ve never seen you with this Griff before. How many times have you flown this particular beast? Hmm?” Doughas asked, but Vor did not want to answer. “That’s what I thought. Trying to trick me onto your maiden voyage. It will be your first and last flight, by the look of this shit-heap.”

      Vor slammed the flight rudder in and dropped the craft onto the driveway. Four springy legs kicked up in time to save the Griff from losing a few more runes to the concrete. “You should be honored that I saved the maiden voyage for our hunt.”

      Before the argument could escalate, the door to the house opened, and Huala hurried into the garage, probably having heard their raised voices. “Esselliar, you’re here!” she greeted, then noticed the Griff. She froze, and her welcoming expression soured. “Doughas, come here. I want a word.”

      Doughas stomped away from Vor, still toting an oversized cannon, though he set this down in the garage before reaching his wife. The two talked in hushed whispers, rising in volume until they sounded like bickering brownies. They kept it quiet and hissy enough that Vor couldn’t tell what was discussed, but he knew.

      So much for that plan. Huala’s put an end to it…

      Except their conversation ended with Doughas tearing away from her and scooping his antique weapon back up. Without looking at Vor, the dwarf hurried to the Griff and placed the weapon on the deck.

      “Help me get the rest of the gear stored on here,” Doughas grumbled in a tone that suggested he did not want to discuss the Griff anymore.

      Vor could hardly believe it. He hopped off the deck and ran over to Huala. She smiled and opened her arms for a hug, and he embraced her. “Thank you so much! You have no idea how much this means to me.”

      Vor squeezed her tightly and tried to pull away but found he was trapped.

      Huala’s arms locked him in place. She pulled him closer and tighter until his back strained and his spine hurt. How was she so strong? After she’d wrenched him down, she whispered in his ear.

      “You know how much my husband means to me. If he dies on that thing, you had better hit something hard. Because unless your remains are so scattered that your specter never forms, I will gather up the pieces and make your spiritual eternity a never-ending nightmare.”

      Huala released her death grip and took a step back. “Have a good trip, you two!” she called cheerily, though Vor was still too stunned to move. It took a few more seconds before he could blink or wiggle his toes. By then, Huala had moved to the driveway, where she waited to send them off.

      “You gonna help me with the gear or what?” Doughas asked. The words shocked Vor from his stupor. Five minutes later, the Griff was fully loaded with camping gear and weaponry. It turned out the antique firearm had belonged to Doughas’ father’s father and was made specifically to hunt eastern range carpelsnuff.

      “What do you call it?” Vor asked as he beheld the brass monster.

      Doughas shrugged. “Your standard carpelsnuff rifle. That’s all.”

      “Standard? I can almost fit my head inside the barrel!” The only word Vor could think of to describe the weapon was suicidal. It was an ancient artillery tube with a shoulder stock, though the brass work did have some impressive filigree.

      Doughas nodded. “Of course it’s big. How else do you think we’re gonna blast through the damn shell?” He shook his head sadly. “So much to learn, but don’t worry. There’s time. You’ll understand it all once we’re done.”

      “What’s in here?” Vor hefted a sealed bucket onto the Griff and fiddled with the latch.

      “I wouldn’t do—”

      Vor opened the bucket, and a column of fetid air wafted into his nose. It was like moist death mixed with eggs, the perfect kind of hangover cure. It burned his nostrils with the first whiff and threatened to knock him out with the second.

      Doughas slammed the lid shut and re-latched it. “That, my dear boy, is the bait. Don’t want to waste that precious smell. I’ve been fermenting this baby for months in my cellar.”

      Vor leaned against the Griff until his mind stopped swaying. “What did I get myself into?” he muttered, not quietly enough.

      “You’ve got me thinking the same,” Doughas remarked. “Come, now. We’re wasting daylight. I don’t want to be setting up in the dark.” He offered a hand to Vor, who gladly took it and hopped from the driveway onto the deck. They secured the baggage with straps and clipped the safety tethers to their belts. All that remained then was to say goodbye.

      It was not only Doughas’ children who came to see them off. Word must have gotten around about their manner of travel because dwarves from all the nearby houses streamed toward the Griff. Doughas stepped down, and each dwarf threw their arms around him and clasped him tightly, acting as if this was their final goodbye. Vor waved or said howdy to them all, but they paid him no mind. Either they thought he would be fine, or they deemed him responsible for their friend’s upcoming death. Vor didn’t know, and by then, he didn’t care.

      Doughas would be fine. They had nothing to fear.

      With the goodbyes finished, Doughas reboarded the Griff, and Vor started her up. The purple runes flared to life and hovered a few inches off the deck, except where their feet or the gear pressed them down. Temperance rose shakily off the ground, and Vor struggled to keep it level. The craft wobbled in place as he adjusted the rudder. So far, he had only flown solo and unburdened. Now, loaded down with baggage and a hyperventilating dwarf, the Griff was unwieldy and slow to respond.

      The crowd of sightseers cried out, on the verge of a funeral dirge to see them off to their rickety deaths. Vor steadied his breath and familiarized himself with the new feel of the Griff. The ship stabilized with him, and the crowd went still. Doughas clung to the center railing where his tether was attached.

      With a final breath, Vor twisted the rudder and sent them skyward.

      Doughas almost collapsed to the deck at the sudden increase in elevation, and Vor rolled his eyes. That was hardly a sharp maneuver. To show the family all was okay, Vor brought the Griff around for a fly-by. He took it slowly and carefully, offering the gathered dwarves a jaunty wave.

      No one waved back. They simply stared in silence as their neighbor, friend, and father vanished into the sapphire sky. Sheesh, Vor thought. How exactly did I join a family of dwarves again?

      “Whoa!” Doughas exclaimed and wobbled wildly.

      Vor tried to gain altitude. Every time he did, the dwarf acted like the ship was about to tip over. This meant Vor had to raise them gently at the perfect angle so they gained height without the dwarf noticing. It was a narrow margin, and Vor was still getting used to the craft’s new balance.

      He had thought using the Griff would save time, but if they had to go on like this, that would cease to be the case. No matter. He let the breeze wash the worries from his face and soon noticed Doughas doing the same. The sun warmed them as it rose in the east, and the world spread out beneath them, unraveling like an intricate map.

      Doughas watched with fascination as they passed over the many neighborhoods and districts of the dwarven quarter. Next, they glided across the goblin quarter’s many winding streets and towering apartment buildings with sparse yards and parks. To their right, the Quadras downtown area’s magnificent skyline ate up their attention. The Inquisitors’ Bureau stood tall and proud near the center, sunlight glistening off its thousands of windows.

      The shadowed forms of mountains loomed like daydreams in the distance. Vor could never really tell if they were real. No matter how far he traveled, they always seemed to remain the same, never growing closer or farther. Like the moon or the stars. However, the mountains were the goal today, and Vor was eager to see them up close. The last time he had seen them, the last time he’d flown a Griff, was with his own father.

      Vor glanced at Doughas. The dwarf leaned against the central railing and stared contentedly down at Burb-burg and the rapidly approaching Quadras wall. Being there with Doughas filled Vor with a special buzz, a thrill of excitement, and something else. Something he couldn’t quite name but felt like alcohol, like a warm hand around his heart.

      He angled their craft east but off-center to avoid the direct glare of the morning sun.

      Doughas spared a look at Vor. “Well, have you named her yet? I’ll admit I had my doubts, but she’s a fine ship and deserves a fine name.”

      Vor pointed to his hasty paint job. “Yeah, I named her Temperance. I thought it’d be a nice joke, you know?”

      Doughas didn’t seem pleased. “Like I said, she’s a fine ship. She deserves a real name, not a joke. What else you got?”

      For once, Vor saw what the dwarf meant. He already felt a bond with the Griff, a kinship that would only grow stronger. It did deserve a better name. He gazed into the blue sky and briefly thought he could see the wind, like white trails of air running alongside them.

      “I’ve got it!” he announced. “How about the Gwuellihyn?”

      Doughas chewed on the name. “Gwuellihyn…I feel like I’ve heard that before. Is it from something?”

      Vor nodded. “It’s the name of a wind spirit. Gwuellihyn is said to help the lost find their way home by taking the form of an eagle during the day and a star at night.”

      Doughas rubbed his chin in thought. “Hmm…yes, I think the Gwuellihyn is a fine name for a fine ship. That will do us well.” A wind from the south passed through Vor and warmed him to his center, rustling his hair as well as Doughas’.

      “Perhaps the spirit agrees with the name!” Doughas laughed.

      The moment was too good to last.

      A subtle ringing split the air, first from the front of the ship, then from below Vor. Something buzzed in Vor’s pocket. He slowed the Griff and dug out his shard only to see Doughas doing the same. Vor looked at the number, then at Doughas.

      “It’s the General.” Doughas clicked answer and switched the phone to speaker so they could both hear.

      Their boss’ gruff voice burst from the phone, clearly audible despite the roaring winds. “Listen up, Inquisitors! All hands on deck situation! You will be sent coordinates on your phone. I need everyone en route. More information will be given upon arrival. This is not a hot zone, so please keep your weapons holstered. I don’t want another bystander getting a bolt in the leg for no damn reason. You hear me, slugs? If you do shoot some poor shit, make up a good reason!” The line went dead, and the cheerful voice of the Inquisitor-General faded from their eardrums but not their memories.

      Vor stopped the Griff and left it hovering. The only sound was the wind as it ruffled their coats and pulled the straps holding down their hunting gear. All hands on deck meant everyone, right now. A string was plucked in Vor’s heart, and the sad vibrations filled his body.

      “I guess the hunt will have to wait.” The same sadness colored Doughas’ voice. The day had been looking up, but now they were forced to look back down to the earth, to the Quadras. Except the coordinates that appeared on their shards weren’t in the Quadras but a mile or two outside the city walls. Vor’s curiosity stirred, and he twisted the Griff around to soar in the new direction.

      It wasn’t long before they saw their destination, made obvious by the train of circling scavengers. Far above them, a pair of common wyverns formed the crown jewel of carrion eaters. Vor started their descent, eager to leave the airspace associated with those whip-like dragons. Even with their presence, he couldn’t help leaning over the edge to stare at the scene below.

      Three wrecked trucks dotted a secluded roadway, though there was no smoke from the ruined vehicles. It must have been some time since they were destroyed. Then Vor noticed other objects lining the earth, spots of color here and there where bodies lay. The stench wafted up and invaded his nostrils, reminding him of the carpelsnuff bait bucket. This was fainter and less concentrated but still sent a tingle through his skull.

      An older attack, based on the ripe smell and the lack of smoke. Yet the number of carrion suggested there was a lot of meat left on those bones. Hardly typical for dead bodies after days under the Valley sun, especially after a couple of nights exposed to the vargen.

      Vor dipped the Gwuellihyn’s prow and entered their final approach.

      There among the corpses, he spied movement.
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      Doughas

      A constellation of death smiled up at Doughas from the roadway. Three bolt-riddled trucks formed the epicenter, but the destruction spiraled out further. Smaller corpse piles dotted the earth, shot down en route to cover in the forest or the field. None made it more than ten feet.

      Doughas had seen a lot in his time, but this was brutality on another scale.

      Yet as they circled down from above, the crime scene struck Doughas with an odd sensation. The morning sun painted the roadway a lush orange that mingled with spots of bright red. The colors were crisp and smooth, like an oil painting, but deceptive. As Doughas looked closer, the red gleamed brighter, and the beauty faded. Exposed viscera.

      It wasn’t beautiful. It was a nightmare.

      Vor steered the Griff toward the grass field. As they descended, an ogre bounded from the road’s drainage ditch and raced toward them with an awkward gait. He held down his wide-brimmed hat with one hand and pumped like mad with the other. Beige smothered his body from hat to boot.

      More movement caught Doughas’ eye. Several figures detached from the wreckage and headed after the beige ogre in his quest, though with considerably less hurry. Two were disturbingly tall Inquisitors, an ogre and an elf. Doughas knew which pair it was even from a distance, but there was no need to worry. Well, not much. They were the ones who’d reported the massacre to the Inquisitor-General, which necessitated the all-hands-on-deck shout-out.

      Ahead of the Inquisitors, though far behind the overeager giant, walked a goblin with a brown-billed hat. Perhaps he was a rancher who had discovered the kills? Doughas would know soon enough.

      When the Griff finally touched down and crushed the golden grass beneath its purple-inscribed bottom, an overwhelming peace soaked through Doughas’ bones and into his soul. Ah, what refreshment! Ancestors take me before my feet are forced to leave blessed ground again. Yet Doughas knew the feeling wouldn’t last. He’d have to endure far too many rides on Vor’s damned Griff. May I survive them all, if only to curse that contraption to my grandchildren, he thought as he savored solid earth beneath his boots.

      Vor hopped down beside Doughas.

      The ogre finished his final bound and skidded in front of them, struggling to arrest his gargantuan form and abundance of momentum. Doughas helped him out with a stiff palm on his belly.

      “Thank you!” The ogre sounded so annoyingly chipper that Doughas wanted to scrape out his ears. A ranger badge gleamed on his breast. Not full-fledged but a deputy.

      Doughas could believe that. An official reason must have sent the deputy charging toward them because, after his cheerful thank-you, the ogre became all business. He soured up and put on a show of looking tough, but a smirk tried to dig its way onto his overeager face.

      “Halt! This zone is off-limits. Please turn your pleasure board around and leave.” The deputy shoved a sweaty palm in Doughas’ face to further his point. It was so close the salty liquid threatened to drip onto his forehead.

      Doughas slapped the deputy’s wrist aside. “Calm down. We’re Inquisitors, for ancestor’s sake.”

      The ogre yanked his wrist back to his chest so fast and sharp that Doughas thought it had disappeared into his body. Then he howled as if Doughas had chopped off his hand.

      “Oh, come on,” Doughas muttered.

      “What the hell is happening?” The stern voice came from behind the ogre, and a gruff goblin appeared beside the deputy. The ranger’s badge over his heart glinted with a deadly sheen.

      The ogre’s boss. Doughas readied himself for a less-than-delightful interaction.

      Vor started to respond, ready to defend Doughas’ actions, but this soon proved unnecessary.

      The goblin ranger jabbed a threatening finger at his deputy. “Orlech, I told you to count bodies, not bark at strangers. Go wait with your mount.”

      “But Pyren, I’m—”

      The goblin ranger stepped belly-to-belly with his subordinate. “Go, you oaf! Go! I won’t say it again. I’ll drag you into the woods like a toddler and leave you for the vargen! Save me a whole mess of trouble, it will.”

      Deputy Orlech yelped and fled the scene as fast as he’d come, headed for a giant magi-tech goose on the far side of the road.

      Ranger Pyren watched with barely veiled disgust as his deputy bounded away. “My apologies, Inquisitors. Recruits these days are all flabby idiots from Burb-burg. I ain’t had a serious deputy in six years.”

      “They can’t all be that bad, can they?” Vor asked

      Pyren snorted. “To tell the truth, Orlech is one of the better ones. The other rangers and I think he’ll last at least another year.” The goblin flashed a few teeth in a curling smirk. “He’d better. I’ve bet my favorite mount that he will. That’s why I’m so supportive.” Pyren swiveled to eye the Inquisitors. “But you ain’t here to shoot the shit about poor Orlech nor the weeping woes of the ranger community.”

      He looked toward the road and the crimson piles dotted around the trucks. When he faced the Inquisitors again, the strength had fled his features. His cheeks sagged, and his rich green skin had paled to lime. He appeared small, sad, and weak, as if he’d aged fifty years or learned that he only had a few hours left to live.

      His lips parted. “I’ve seen a lot in my day, but this…” His voice trailed off. He blinked, and life returned to him, though dimmer than before. As if the massacre had permanently stolen some of his inner fire.

      He cleared his throat. “Your associates and I have already been discussing theories.” He led them back toward the brutal scene on the road, and they met with the first two Inquisitors.

      “Gerhosk! What a lovely surprise. How nice it is to see you,” Doughas proclaimed to the massive ogre Inquisitor who’d helped them with Medivh several months ago but desired no more involvement in their under-the-table dealings. He was very…vocal about his disapproval of Doughas and Vor’s methods.

      It’s a good thing neither he nor the Inquisitor-General knows about my debt to the Fellows. Doughas twitched nervously as the thought passed through his mind. At the same moment, Gerhosk fixed his gaze on the dwarf as if he understood the twitch’s deeper meaning.

      “Goodest greetings to you, Inquisitor Ruiridh.” The ogre dipped his forehead. “To you also, Inquisitor VorKluvaith, I give the goodest greetings.” He raised an eyebrow. “A wonder it is that you are the first to arrive of our esteemed brethren. But then I see the Griff laden with boxes. Gear. An old gun.”

      Gerhosk spoke without looking at their vehicle, yet he couldn’t have been closer than twenty feet to the craft at any point. He smiled. “Hunting the carpelsnuff. A good time, or so I hear. I wondered when you and your elven son would take to the mountains. Is this case a fortune, then? Or the opposite?” The ogre laughed loudly for a long time.

      Doughas was convinced that Gerhosk faked his awkward speech pattern, for a deeply cunning mind hid behind his stilted words. He and his elven partner had one of the highest effectiveness rates in the Bureau. This was measured by dividing each case by the number of workdays until closure and adding the numbers together over a set time period. Normally, partnership rankings were kept confidential and used for purely internal purposes. Bonuses, raises, and the like. Still, word had a way of getting around.

      Plus, Doughas had once seen the form open on the Inquisitor-General’s desktop. The urge to take a peek proved overpowering. While Doughas didn’t catch the actual percentage, he did see Gerhosk and his partner situated at the top. Directly below a certain pair of Inquisitors.

      Other knowledge tempered whatever pride this fact might have given Doughas. Namely, that Gerhosk could have them fired any time he pleased. All the ogre had to do was say ‘howdy’ to their boss and tell him the story of Medivh. With the Bureau’s ongoing struggle to lock down corruption, Doughas’ and Vor’s necks would be on the block and chopped before lunchtime.

      This added an uneasy excitement to their interactions. Gerhosk’s strange laughter added even more.

      “Oh, stop jilting their giblets!” Gerhosk’s elven partner rebuked in a piping voice. She was tall, even for an elf. Next to her partner, she might have been mistaken for a wafer-thin niece if not for her long, enchanted locks that shone as gold and brilliant as the sun yet somehow didn’t blind them. It was a magi-tech hair treatment, and the style changed every few years. The glittering radiance remained the same, but the color and the particles that floated around her changed. Currently, pixies made of golden thread fluttered around her shoulders.

      To call it distracting was an understatement.

      Vor performed the greeting ritual. “Hey, Inquisitor VenTessen. Love the hair. Though I think I liked the skull version you had for the spirit festival better. The tiny ghosts were a nice touch.”

      “Pleasant to see you, Vor. Call me Maia. I only go by VenTessen to my enemies.” Her eyes flashed with a cold light.

      Doughas fired a column of hot air from his hairy nostrils. “I’ll say. My kids thought you were a ghost. Then you pretended to be one and threatened to haunt them for the rest of their lives. I had to pull up photos of you before your…you know.” Doughas gestured at her shimmering hair. “I would appreciate it if you’d never do that to my kids again.”

      Maia giggled. “Oh, of course, Doughas. I’ll never haunt your kids again.” Her gaze flicked toward Vor. “How’s it coming with you in the children department? Am I ever going to see a tiny VorKluvaith appear at your heels?”

      Vor’s cheeks flushed. “Oh, um…” He fell silent and glanced at Doughas.

      Maia’s second giggle was somehow more piercing than the first. “Don’t worry, Esselliar. There’s plenty of time for you and your lady.” Vor continued to blush as she spoke. It looked as if he’d been slapped violently on both sides of his face. Doughas was sure his partner would have preferred that scenario to his current one.

      Doughas broke up the craziness. “All right. What the hell is going on with the dead humans, hmm? Or are we gonna talk about kids all day? I certainly won’t.” He stormed past the other Inquisitors.

      Ranger Pyren waited for them further along, beside the epicenter of death. Doughas and Vor rushed toward him while the other Inquisitors followed at a distance. They learned why when a steaming, stinking wall of fetid stench hit them like a gauntlet to the face, then a follow-up to the gut.

      Doughas wished he was back on the Griff, high in the sky. Anywhere but here. However, he muscled through. He tightened his chest and stubbornly refused to care. Vor seemed okay, but the color had leached from his skin.

      “Yup, I had the exact same reaction,” Pyren noted. “Junior over there emptied himself from both ends when he saw the mess. Sent him home to change. Only he came back looking like a damn safari guide.” The goblin spat a glob of saliva onto the road, close to one of the bodies.

      Doughas and Vor shared a look. He clearly isn’t worried about preserving evidence.

      Pyren took off his hat and used it to fan his sweating face. “Course, it was Orlech who discovered the mess, to begin with.”

      “Really?” Doughas raised his eyebrows. “How did our young hero manage that?”

      Pyren gestured with his hat to the east, where a thin metal shoot rose from the forest. “That’s a skywatch tower. The boy was on carrion duty. Searching the sky for wyverns, griffons, sometimes wyrmkin. Nobody’s seen a drake, much less a dragon, since before the time of the eldest elves in the Quadras. It’s a good system, though. Gives us the quickest sign of a struggle once it’s taken place.”

      Yeah, after it’s far too late to do anything, Doughas thought.

      “If it’s a simple carcass, the boy burns or buries it. Stops them nasties from roosting anywhere close to the good city of the Quadras.” Something in Pyren’s tone made Doughas doubt he cared much about the good city of the Quadras. Still, he seemed honest enough. Better than at least one ranger that Doughas had known.

      A shiver passed through the dwarf as he remembered the tender love of ArnUthfiel, like when he tried to melt Doughas’ insides with sorcery.

      It was a low bar, but standards have to start somewhere.

      He examined the bodies closest to him. A woman, then a child. He quickly skipped over those to the decayed body of a man, though it was hard to be sure due to the state of decay and his gnawed-off face. Somehow that one was easier to look at. A corpse he couldn’t imagine as his own wife or his children.

      Close movement caught Doughas’ eye. Vor had flinched but was now stock-still. His eyes were glued open, and somehow, he’d paled even further. It looked as though he was daydreaming…or having a nightmare.

      “Vor?” He waved a hand in front of his partner’s eyes. Several seconds passed before Vor’s pupils dilated and focused on Doughas’ moving hand.

      Vor rubbed his head. “S-sorry. Bit of brain fart.”

      Doughas examined his partner with care as the color returned to his features. He doubted it was a “brain fart,” but the spell had passed. He’d talk to Vor about it later or if it happened again. For now, he drew his attention back to the crime scene.

      “The decay is extensive on these bodies.” Doughas pointed out various examples. “There’s also rust on the trucks where the paint is damaged. Why aren’t they reduced to bones by now? I can’t imagine the scavengers would have left this much after a week, let alone two.”

      Pyren snapped his finger. “Good eye, Inquisitor. That puzzled us all day until your friends showed up.” He gestured behind Doughas to indicate Gerhosk.

      Whatever Doughas felt about the ogre, he knew they were allies, even friends, in the face of this evil.

      Gerhosk pointed at one of the ruined trucks. “Spectrol tank damaged in the fight. Leaked ectoplasm.”

      Maia jumped up beside her partner. “With the excited ectoplasm filling the air, it would have kept the ‘friendly’ fauna at bay. That is until the leak exhausted itself.” She gestured at the gory scene. “Here we have the result. An old battle that has only recently been violated by teeth and claws.”

      “How old do you think?” Vor asked. “The state of decay is far from complete. They can’t have been here for more than a week or two.”

      Doughas glanced at the vehicles. “I’d put it at a week. Week and a half, tops. Those trucks were in shit shape before the battle. They can’t have had full tanks, especially so close to the city.” He risked another glance at the bodies. Some of them were painfully small. His eyes snapped shut against the horror. “Are they all humans?” he finally asked.

      “Hard to tell, but there’s at least one who isn’t. Follow me.” Pyren led Vor and Doughas back into the field.

      Gerhosk and Maia waded into the massacre scene and began examining the corpses.

      Pyren’s arm shot up, rigid at first, then wiggling like a boneless fish. He whistled and waved at the distant deputy seated on his mount. The ogre lad almost toppled from his saddle when the whistle sounded. His head snapped from side to side, searching in vain for the source.

      “Over here, you idiot!” Pyren shouted.

      That did the trick. Orlech snapped the reins on his mechanical goose and waddled their way. Upon closer inspection, the mount appeared less goose-like and more a large, lithe, two-legged bird. Doughas wondered if the deputy had simply yanked the creature from his imagination. He’d certainly never seen one and doubted such a ridiculous creature actually existed.

      As the deputy neared, Pyren signaled for him to keep going. He turned his gaze on them. “All right, grab whatever you can. It’s a short ride, but my feet are damn sore. I don’t feel like walking anywhere.”

      “What are you on about?” Doughas tried to ask, but the magi-tech bird ran them down first. Its squawk made Doughas’ hair stand on end. Not out of fear but from the small static discharge that accompanied its voice. Something in its construction must have been faulty.

      And the ranger wants me to throw myself onto this raging abomination? I thought the Griff was the worst vehicle in existence. Sucks to be proved wrong so soon.

      “Yee-haw, boys!” Pyren instantly trolled out and shrank back to normal in a blink. The burst of strength launched him through the air, soaring with little grace but good aim. He landed on the saddle in front of Orlech, bounced off the ogre’s jiggling belly, then quickly settled and took the reins.

      Vor grabbed the top of Doughas’ uniform. “Jump with me!”

      A cold heat entered the dwarf’s body, trickling in through Vor’s fingertips and sinking to his feet.

      The goblin trolls out. Vor gleams our boots. I want nothing more than to turn invisible and avoid the whole situation.

      Doughas did not turn invisible. Instead, with a deep and profoundly exasperated sigh, he jumped. This was the majority of the effort he put into the maneuver. The gleamed boots rocketed him through the air, straight into Deputy Orlech’s back. Vor’s hand on his shoulder kept him on track and guided him into the saddle. His partner landed behind him a millisecond later.

      The bird mount staggered under the sudden increase in weight but recovered in a single stride. Whatever Doughas thought of the bird’s construction, it had its strengths.

      More ridiculous than the manner of their mounting was the length of time they stayed in the saddle. Not twenty seconds passed before the bird skidded to a stop with more success than its owner previously had. Yet in that time, they’d traveled several hundred feet through dense, twisting grass. A hard trek, especially for a dwarf.

      He still could have stopped and let us mount like civilized folk.

      Their destination appeared to be a mound of white branches, or so Doughas thought. Pyren retrieved a baton from the saddle, clicked a button, and extended it into a staff. Two barbs at the tip sparked with electricity, but Pyren seemed to want the pole more for its stick-ness than its shocking ability. He led them down a trail of kicked-up earth, pointing the pole at various bits of metal and discharged goblin long-heater shot. When they reached the white pile, Doughas realized they were bones.

      Unlike the scene by the road, this body was only bones. A few scraps of cloth clung like ribbons, tucked behind femurs and under the ruined remains of the creature’s spine. Pyren tapped a nearby glittering object, half submerged in the dirt where some scavenger’s foot had pressed it down.

      It was a ranger’s badge.

      Deputy Orlech removed his beige hat and revealed a mop of dull yellow hair. If Doughas squinted, he would have said the ogre hadn’t changed at all.

      The ogre waved the hat over his heart. “A fallen hero. He will be remembered. For he died valiantly, defending the defenseless, sacrificing his life for the good people of the Valley.” Tears sprung to the ogre’s eyes and leaked down his cheeks. “See how many bolts and heater shots there are? He fought so hard!” The feelings proved too powerful, and Orlech tore himself away from the painful scene.

      Pyren smacked his own forehead and mumbled something under his breath.

      Doughas examined the skeleton, which had once been an ogre. The bones were disorganized. Jumbled. As if the beasts had torn the ranger apart, then tried—very unsuccessfully—to put him back together. Aside from the teeth marks, Doughas noted several non-animal wounds. For example, his ribcage had been shattered from back to front, as if he’d been shot from behind.

      “His name was Odumog,” Pyren informed them. “A good ranger…well, good enough, at least.”

      Vor crouched beside the ogre’s trail. “The metal scrap must be from his mount. There’s blood on some of it.”

      “The blood of his enemies!” Orlech chanted.

      “Yeah, nope,” Vor pointed out. “His attackers were nowhere near him, or the heater shot would have left tighter groupings on the bones. They’re spread out far. I doubt the heaters killed him. Must have been—”

      Doughas tilted the corpse over so his spine was clearly visible. As well as the bolt jammed into his vertebrae from the rear. “Shot in the back while he was running for his damn life. The mount must have kept going and collapsed somewhere up ahead.”

      Orlech’s jaw dropped.

      Pyren nodded. “Yup, that’d be correct, as far as I can see. I’ll send the boy here after the mount. Shame to see a good beast wasted. Maybe his relatives will want it.”

      Orlech couldn’t get over the breaking news. He flipped his hat onto his head and stumbled a few paces back. A flood of stuttering words tumbled from his mouth. It looked as though a wire had crossed in his brain, and his graceless tongue couldn’t find a way to fix it.

      Pyren smacked himself in the forehead again. “Oh, boy. It seems we broke him…” He sighed loudly and ushered the ogre back to his mount. “Go on. Saddle up and think happy thoughts, Orlech.” The ranger had to walk the ogre back to his giant bird. The whole time, the deputy muttered and stared into the distance with blank eyes.

      When Pyren returned, he looked like a storm cloud. “I’m definitely losing money on that one.”

      Speaking of the weather, several plumes of dust had risen in the direction of the city. They joined into a massive brown blob that soon blocked the gleaming walls of the Quadras.

      “Now comes the circus,” Pyren remarked, though he didn’t seem concerned about the impending swarm of city folk converging on their location. Doughas realized why when the goblin turned aside, reached into his jacket, and produced a bottle of amber liquid. With barely any effort to hide it, he downed the tincture in a single gulp.

      Sufficiently numbed, the goblin tucked his secret potion away. He faced the Inquisitors with a sudden sharpness to his gaze.

      “I’ve heard of you. Both of you.” A flash of silence punctuated his words. “We rangers are a close-knit group. Have to be if we want to survive. Not that all of us are saints.” A crooked smile twisted Pyren’s face. “You know us pretty well, though, don’t ya?” His pale eyes searched them. He sniffed once, then again, and appeared satisfied with his examination. “Yes, I’d say you do.”

      When Doughas heard the sniffing, his mind flashed back to ArnUthfiel, the sorcerous ranger he and Vor had put down. A hot sensation spiked in his chest. When the goblin’s smile deepened, panic flared and added fuel to the spreading warmth.

      Pyren nodded curtly. “You play it straight. I admire that in an officer of the law.” His smile faded. “Wish we had more like that in our own corps.”

      With these words, the burning sensation extinguished as if his chest had been plunged into ice water. Only a memory, Doughas told himself. He drew his attention back to the ranger.

      “It’s because I know you two play it straight that I’m willing to work with you.” He tilted his head toward the massacre. “This ain’t the usual way for humans to enter the Quadras. They been coming over the mountains, paying off rangers to take them to the city, or setting up their own little towns here and there. Like they’re the new rulers of the whole damn Valley.”

      Pyren took off his hat and fanned the sweat from his face. Merely talking about the situation was working him up. “Bastards even fight back sometimes. We’ve been finding them deep in the hills and have to lay siege for a few weeks before they give up. Lost a couple of friends to these proud sons of bitches.” He gave the Inquisitors a knowing look. “I won’t deny I’ve enjoyed some of the firefights I’ve gotten into with them. Revenge is a damn powerful motivator.”

      Vor gestured toward the road. “Powerful enough to do this?”

      Pyren shrugged. “We’ve fought with armed groups before. This looks too civil. It’d have to be a coldhearted creature to work this kind of violence. Not saying it couldn’t have been some of our boys. Like I said, not all of us are saints. I wanna say it's unlikely, though, especially since one of our own was leading this group of humans.”

      “Odumog, right?” Doughas asked.

      “Yup, that’s the fish.”

      “What can you tell us about him?”

      “Odumog? Fella’s got a gambling problem and a soft spot for humans. That should explain why he was taking them illegally to the Quadras.” Pyren popped his hat back on. He looked over the ogre’s bones, and sadness pervaded his face. “Shame to see him go like this…”

      Doughas let the goblin grieve a moment before asking his next question. “So if you know about his association with the humans, do other rangers? Maybe someone laid a trap for him?”

      The goblin stiffened. Something furtive and snappish replaced his sadness, and he turned away. “Dunno. It’s possible, but I’ve no way of knowing that.”

      Doughas snorted. “I may not have the ranger’s gift for lie-detecting, but I’ve sniffed out my fair share of falsehoods. And you, sir, are full of shit. So don’t play coy. Give us all your information.”

      Pyren whirled and faced the Inquisitors. A procession of wrinkles lined his forehead, and dark shadows clung to the bottom of his eyes. “If I were a younger goblin, I’d blue-ball you bastards and hunt down whoever did this. Revenge…that’s a young man’s game, and I’ve spent too long protecting my ass to throw it away.”

      He cleared his throat and hacked a good-sized loogie into the dirt. “That said, I know Odumog here got in a tizzy with another ranger not too long ago. I ain’t afraid to tell you who, but I have a great deal of respect for this fella. He’s saved my sweet, beating heart more than once. I’d hate to be the one who gets him put away, but whoever killed these humans isn’t worth protecting.”

      Vor stepped closer. “Give us a name.”

      Pyren swatted the air. “I’m getting to it! The ranger I’m speaking of is JunRazelien.”

      The name struck a chord in Doughas and summoned memories of a grim elf with a fondness for military-grade weapons and tally braids, an adornment from the elves’ warrior tradition. JunRazelien’s four full braids meant that he’d merc’d at least twenty worthy targets himself.

      Doughas had probably killed as many, but it was another thing entirely to wear kills like trophies. Based on the previous interactions they’d had with the ranger, whoever took on this case would have their hands full dealing with him.

      Please, let it be someone else. Not for the first time, Doughas wished he and Vor could have disappeared into the mountains, beyond the range of the shard-coms, before they received the all-hands-on-deck. Nothing for it now. Need to buckle down and muscle through.

      One of the dust clouds grew in size as its source neared the crime scene. Doughas and Vor had arrived at the scene just in time. The brunt of the Bureau’s forces arrived in a caravan of their own. They parked far down the road and walked the remaining distance, eyes open and alert for any undiscovered evidence.

      Soon, the roadside was an anthill of activity. Tents sprouted in the field, and the massive traffic increase quickly trampled the tall golden grass into a tame yellow lawn. Ranger Pyren and his deputy gave their official statements inside the largest of the command tents. The other pop-ups were for cataloging evidence. Bodies and plastic bags containing body parts flowed in one end and out the other, gaining a few marker notes and tags detailing their destination. Satellite crews ferried the dead to the waiting trucks and on to the Quadras, where they would be settled in the Bureau’s morgue.

      The lack of organization was fine for about ten minutes. At that point, several pairs of Inquisitors started to order the others around as they saw fit, attempting to take control of the chaotic situation. Doughas and Vor threw their hat into the ring but tried to defer to Maia and Gerhosk, the first Inquisitors on the scene. Yet resistance persisted until a sleek black vehicle rolled onto the scene.

      The freshly waxed car gleamed like obsidian. The flurry of movement and raised voices around the crime scene subsided, slowly at first but picking up speed as everyone noticed the new arrival. All gazes riveted to the sterling car and its sole occupant.

      The Inquisitor-General exited the car, dressed to the nines but showing no care for his exquisite attire. Dust smothered his wingtip shoes and coated the bottom of his pant legs after a single step onto the road. He must have had a meeting scheduled with the Council of Elders. Those were the only days he dressed like that.

      While he took little notice of the onlookers, everyone paid close attention to him. The Inquisitors watched in tense silence as they waited for the General’s reaction.

      He walked slowly toward the scene but stopped when he reached the first body. His head tilted down. It was a young boy, maybe a girl, with barely an inch of unconsumed flesh. No longer a person. How could it have been a child? The Inquisitor-General stared for a long time.

      The tense silence dragged on. Everyone’s nerves stretched to the breaking point. Where was the bluster? The shouting? Where was the Inquisitor-General, and who was this ghost of an elf pretending to be him?

      The imposter in question raised his gaze and examined the rest of the devastation. A stroke of wind splashed more dirt onto his pants. The elf didn’t flinch or move to wipe it away. He was obviously troubled, and Doughas saw it clearer than most. The gray-haired elf might have looked up, but his shoulders stayed bent. A weight hung from his neck, threatening to drag him into the dirt and bury him alive.

      The same emotions had tortured Doughas when the Sons of Stone kidnapped his daughter.

      The Inquisitor-General jerked upright and stood tall and valiant once more. A wild strength returned to his limbs, and something like a light shined on his brow. His head snapped from side to side, and the climax of each movement was a command and a pointed finger. There was no more dispute over authority.

      Next came the insults.

      “Shall I grab some popcorn for you lilylackers? Hmm? Am I paying you to watch Daddy work? Hell, no! Move your asses! Move! Move! Let’s see some hurry, ladies and gentlefolk! Thank you!” With these words and a hundred more carefully aimed barbs, he whipped the Inquisitors into an organized machine.

      To the rest, the Inquisitor-General seemed his normal self. Some might have said he only needed a warm-up, but Doughas knew differently. That kind of pain didn’t disappear. For the next few hours, Doughas studied his boss every chance he got when he wasn’t doing his actual job or chasing away a big-ass bird trying to munch on evidence. The General acted like his usual self and put on a grand show of strength. Yet it was only a show.

      The shining light on his brow was cold and distant, like a dying star. He moved and spoke with brittle strength that would soon shatter. When it did, the elf they knew would cease to exist. The thought drilled sadness into Doughas, but the more he looked, the more of the same he saw.

      Human and ogre souls wouldn’t be the only ones lost on this lonely stretch of road.
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      Esselliar

      Esselliar VorKluvaith worked with a strange fervor. An unknown and unwanted vigor coursed through his veins, making his eyes twitch and his arms spasm. Before long, he could predict when it would happen and wrap his coat tightly around the offending limb to stop it. He would have thought he was sick if not for the little girl.

      She had hovered in his peripheral vision the whole day. An elf child. He’d feel her like a cold spot on his shoulder, pointing to where she was, then bam! His arm would flinch, or his legs would quake.

      Get a hold of yourself, VorKluvaith, he commanded himself. Yet the elf child persisted, sitting on the hood of the truck and swinging her legs as if on a playset, then twirling between the Inquisitors and trying to poke them in the ribs, to no effect.

      It had started when Vor first walked onto the road. When he first saw the bodies. He’d seen the ghostly young elfess before. Once in a nightmare and again when chasing down a perp in a dance arena. She’d never stuck around to haunt him, though. Not like this, and not with so much at stake. Vor needed to be present and focused, not distracted by bad memories.

      He wasn’t surprised the scene reminded him of her, but he was sick of hearing her giggle over his shoulder. The massacre on the road was like the one he’d experienced as a Justicar when a lightning bomb exploded and killed over a dozen elves. Thinking about the event made his scar from the event itch. He shrugged off the sensation. The child had been there. She’d survived the bombing, but not her parents. The last Vor heard, she was catatonic. Bedridden but not dead. Not a ghost.

      He didn’t know what to think now.

      He poured himself into his work. He cataloged rogue fingers and toes, examined a lone pair of tracks that led into the woods but vanished before it could tell them anything concrete, and took potshots at griffons to keep them airborne and away from the cadaver-flooded tents. Hours passed, and soon Vor and the rest of the Bureau had stripped to their undershirts or the least amount of clothes they could waltz around in short of underwear. The swarm of reporters was already enough to chew on with twenty dead humans lying around. If the Inquisitors started working the scene in their tighty-whities, it would signal the abrupt and decisive end to the Bureau’s short history, no matter their effectiveness.

      Night came, and floodlights bathed the scene in a cold white glare. Then came the dropping temperatures and a return of jackets. It was dawn the next day when Vor finally received a break. He and Doughas had turned down the first three in favor of the work slog, but everything had to end. Plus, this time, the Inquisitor-General himself had ordered them to rest.

      “I won’t have two more bodies showing up on this road, and sure as hell not because they refused to take a damn break,” the gray-haired elf screamed. “Report to the nearest ranger station. Take a shower. Get some shut-eye and get back here once you’re tip-top. Got it? Good.” Instead of waiting for an answer, the General stalked toward his next target.

      Doughas slapped Vor across the back. “Good work today. I’d say we’ve put in enough labor. Hopefully, the Inquisitor-General sees our suffering and gives this nightmare case to someone else.”

      Vor couldn’t agree more, but another thought gnawed at him. “You think we could handle it, though? If he did assign it?” The words tumbled out, though he’d meant to say something else. He slowed his breathing. “Do you think I could take it?”

      Doughas took a long, hard look at Vor. He must have noticed the worry, the exhaustion, and maybe the strange fear curling and uncurling in his chest. It was like the endless flex of hidden muscle, his nightmares being gleamed again and again.

      Vor flinched and tore his gaze from his partner. The dwarf reached toward him, but he batted the hand away. “I’m fine.”

      “If you’re fine, I’m a flower-picking dandy,” Doughas growled. “Don’t you talk shit about yourself, either. You are one of the finest officers this city has ever had, ya moron.” Doughas started to move. “Now, come on. Feels like we’ve been on this road for a whole week ourselves. Let’s get some R&R. You’ll feel better. Trust me.”

      Vor tried to. He really did.

      Leaving the scene made him feel better than he had for the past twenty-four hours. They took the Griff up and charted the address of the ranger station the Inquisitor-General had told them about. It wasn’t far. Vor pulled on the rudder and twisted the handle. Power rocked through him as the board picked up speed.

      Now, that feels good.

      Doughas hopped on his shard. Although the signal was bad, he managed to get through to Huala. A series of hurried sentences shot through the device. “I’m fine! I swear!” Doughas replied. “And so is Vor. Don’t listen to the news outlets. It’s humans who have been massacred. Well, them and an ogre ranger. We’re fine, though. It’s only a crime scene. We’re headed for a ranger station now to take a break. There, you see? I am taking care of myself.” The conversation softened from there as Doughas shared a tender moment of peace with his wife.

      Vor took that time to commune with the wind, to feel the thrum of the Gwuellihyn beneath his feet. It was a good feeling. So much better without a small elf child nibbling at his sanity. She’d disappeared after he left the scene and had yet to rear her curly head.

      Sweet, sweet bliss.

      The ranger station proved simple but nice. It was a neat collection of barracks and outbuildings, one of which the Inquisitor-General had commandeered for his troops and moved the usual residents out. However, what should have been a peaceful break was made less so by the thirty-odd reporters swarming the main courtyard. Several rangers barred their way and were trying to force them out.

      Vor circled close with the Griff in time to see one ranger raise his ARC and fire a warning shot into the sky. It whizzed past the Gwuellihyn ten feet to the right. Vor wanted to shout at the foolish ranger, but the lawman was already shouting.

      “I won’t say it again! Back up! This is not a public park!” The shocked reporters scrambled away, thinking the ranger had lost his mind and turned homicidal. City folk were not used to the way things worked in the Valley. Vor wasn’t too comfortable with it, either. As he circled to the ground, he spotted a grim-faced ranger standing to the side of the main building. JunRazelien.

      That problem could wait. For now, Vor and Doughas needed rest.

      The barracks themselves were spartan in design, with bare wood and white sheets. What more did a body really need, though? Vor plopped on a low bunk and started disrobing, dropping his clothes and weapons into an unorganized pile.

      Doughas eyed the valuables. “Why don’t you shower up first, pretty boy? I’ll keep watch over our goods out here. That agreeable?”

      Vor was in no mood to argue. “Sounds grand. You may regret your decision, though. I’ve been known to drain the hot water from the entire apartment complex in a single shower.”

      “Not hard when that shithole's water heater is the size of a teacup!” Doughas replied and settled on the bunk. “I’ve been known to take baths cooled by ice spirits. Do your worst.”

      Vor retreated into the bathroom and sealed himself in the shower. He let the heat and the water roll over him and tear away the memories of the day…only to be replaced by memories of a different day. A different massacre.

      The water went ice-cold. Vor opened his eyes and blinked away the sensation of fog from his mind. How long have I been in here? A few minutes? An hour?

      Regardless of how long, it was time to leave. Vor turned off the water and slipped a towel around his waist. He wasn’t sure what to expect back in the barracks, but it wasn’t Doughas standing with his back to the bathroom and staring daggers at the opposite side of the room.

      Vor frowned. “I think you’ll find the shower suitably frigid for—”

      “Shh,” Doughas hissed under his breath. “Quiet. There’s someone here messing with our gear. I saw them a minute ago.”

      Vor looked across the room but saw nothing. “Are you joking? Isn’t watching the stuff why you stayed out here? How can you not know—”

      “I said shh!” Doughas repeated. “Now, focus.”

      “Fine.” Vor closed his eyes. At the same time, he opened his ears and his nose. He inhaled every fragrance of the room. He absorbed the sounds bouncing from wall to wall, the dripping water, and the soft creak of wood as the wind pushed against the roof. The smells caught his attention. Something fragrant and spicy stood out like a signal flare. It traced burning lines through his nose and sparked recognition in his brain. Clove. Cinnamon. Ginger.

      He opened his eyes and fixed his gaze on the epicenter of the smells.

      Perfume. Dwarvish and distinctly feminine.

      Doughas followed his gaze to the same spot. The partners locked eyes for a moment and nodded. They moved silently around the room, flanking the spot from both directions.

      The thief must have known the jig was up. She sprung from her hiding spot and dashed toward the door at the rear of the structure. She moved fast, and in the dim lighting, Vor couldn’t distinguish much more than her dwarvish height.

      Vor raced after the target. It wasn’t easy chasing a perp while wearing only a bath towel, but there was no way to change that now. She had a good head start on the duo. Even with gleamed feet, Vor wasn’t sure he could catch her. In desperation, he ripped off the wet towel and flung it like a bolo at the perp’s feet. It wrapped around her ankles and sent her sprawling to the floor.

      Vor and Doughas arrived one after the other.

      “Dammit, Vor, did you have to do that?” Doughas complained and tried to keep his eyes averted.

      The tumbled dwarfess raised her head. “Oh, no! No! No, no. That’s not good.”

      Vor yanked a sheet off a nearby bed and hastily wrapped it around his waist. “I’m sorry to inconvenience you so much. Maybe try knocking next time.” He yanked the dwarfess to her feet and pressed her against the wall, making sure to use his hands and not his barely clothed body. “Now, enough with the sneaking. Who are you?”

      The dwarfess sniggered, far too confident for someone in her current position. “Calm down. I’m only a journalist. Well, maybe a little more. I have a message for you from a mutual friend.” Her eyes glinted. “Medivh is in trouble, Esselliar.”

      Vor released the dwarfess. “What did you say?”
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      Doughas

      Doughas had taken his children to the zoo in years past. There, one of the animal caretakers had dangled a ball of meat into an apparent enclosure. One of the sticks, or what Doughas had thought was a stick, catapulted at the meatball and tackled it into a loving, consuming embrace.

      He had never seen a faster reaction until Vor’s hands flashed toward the dwarfess journalist and pressed her into the wall.

      Simply because she’d mentioned the name of a certain jailbird ex-girlfriend.

      Vor needs to sort his feelings for that vulture into a box…and burn it! Doughas yanked Vor off the dwarfess and dragged him back.

      The dwarfess used her newfound freedom to ogle Vor. She lingered longest on his nether region. A strange shudder rolled through her and ruffled her proud composure, mixing it with something else.

      Doughas wanted to vomit. For principle’s sake, if nothing else. It was one thing to ogle a naked stranger, another to do it to his partner and blood brother, and even worse for it to be a journalist.

      A dwarf like Doughas couldn’t understand it. Parade a hundred of the most “gorgeous” she-elves past him. I’d call most of them pretty, but like a delicate painting or a fiddly piece of jewelry. None would elicit the randy looks this journalist is slathering on Vor. He knew it was different for other dwarves, but for Doughas, it was like trying to fit a square block into a circular hole.

      Doughas had a mind to rip the perverted grin off her face and stop her from ogling his friend. However, sanity returned to remind him that punching a journalist was a bad idea. He’d only be doing her a favor, putting their names in a headline with her as the victim.

      That, more than anything, stayed his hand and kept Doughas focused on simply removing Vor.

      The dwarfess was content to stop and stare. “My, my. It appears you’re in quite the pickle, Vor. Or perhaps I should say you have quite the—”

      Doughas dropped Vor and shoved a hand toward her face. Journalist or not, he couldn’t let her get away with the rest of that thought. What kind of a father would he be? “Not another word! Journalists are supposed to ask questions, not sexualize strangers. I guess standards in the press aren’t what they used to be, huh?” He fixed her with a hard gaze, which she met with an equally tough one.

      “Oh, and you’re the saints of the Inquisitor Bureau, right? Everything above board all the time. Right?” The dwarfess suddenly seemed more interested in the conversation than in Vor’s nether region. She claimed to be a journalist, but why would Medivh’s team need one? Also, hadn’t they met everyone on her team?

      Vor had recovered enough by then to wrap the towel back around his waist. He stood beside Doughas, looking as confident as he could considering the recent embarrassment. “What did Medivh want?” he asked her.

      The dwarfess smiled like a feral brownie. “Got you! I got you both now! I knew there was a connection between you and that elf. Been looking into you two for a while and found a whole lot of other fun tidbits.” She whipped out a notepad and started scribbling down her thoughts.

      Vor looked ready to cave in the journalist’s face. The same feeling bristled in Doughas’ chest, but she had already gotten the better of them. They needed to handle this with more tact.

      Doughas put a hand on Vor and kept him in place as he turned to the dwarfess. “Who are you, anyway? Why shouldn’t we arrest you for breaking and entering? Our organization is in a frenzy, and we won’t tolerate private citizens interfering with such a volatile investigation. There are over twenty dead humans on that stretch of road—What? What are you doing?”

      The dwarfess eagerly jotted down the statistic. “I’m not working on that story, but I might work that line in somewhere.” She glanced at the pair. “My name is Guthna Sevik. No clan.” She focused on Doughas and tried to appear as tall as she could. A laughable attempt next to Vor. “Got something to say about it, Banlaech? You’re only a tool in their system, you know. You’ll never be free until you’re outside it.”

      “Ms. Sevik, I don’t care in the slightest if you have no clan,” Doughas stated. It was true to some extent. He cared a lot more that she’d broken into their room and spied on them, tricked them, and now had a piece of information that could get them fired. She’s the kind of dwarf to use information like that, too. Sharp pains radiated through Doughas’ body. I won’t be blackmailed by this woman. That’s for sure. I’ll die before I go down a route like that.

      Vor had enough. “You’ve got nothing for us,” he muttered and turned away to get dressed. “Better get her out of here soon. There’ll be more Inquisitors coming, and they won’t be happy.”

      “Bye-bye, sweet cheeks,” Sevik called after Vor and followed up with a short whistle as he walked away. This only made Vor walk faster, but the sound of the front door stopped him. He looked back at Doughas and the dwarfess. “Quick! Someone’s coming!”

      Doughas grabbed the dwarfess’ shoulder and pushed her toward the ground. “Under the bed,” he whispered sharply. Finally, she got the idea. She dropped and crawled under the wooden frame.

      The soft wooden floors groaned under the newcomer’s sharp steps. Every moan of the wood sounded like a cry for help.

      “Damn floors need to be replaced,” the Inquisitor-General announced as he pushed through the doors to the sleeping quarters. “Ah, there you two are.” The gray-haired elf was still sharply dressed, though his pants were now thoroughly crusted with dust and dirt. He eyed the half-naked Vor. “Taking your sweet-ass time, I see. Get dressed and get moving. I don’t have much time before the other Inquisitors arrive, but I have some tough shit to unpack. First, I’m giving you the case.”

      Sharp pains filled Doughas’ chest and crisscrossed through his body as if his insides were being sewn together. Figures.

      The Inquisitor-General didn’t stop there. “After the announcement, I’m not sure what will happen, to be honest. The Council of Elders has made it clear that I’m on thin ice, and this will be the blow that sends me into the drink. They’ve been looking for any opportunity to fire me.”

      Vor slammed his fist against the wall. “That’s not fair! What could you have done to prevent this?”

      The Inquisitor-General could not look at Vor in his current state. “You know what’s not fair? Having to look at your shirtless body when I tell you sorry shits I’m leaving. No, it isn’t fair that I’ll be fired over a bunch of humans dying, but that’s life. My enemies in the Council will see to it. However.” A touch of hope entered the Inquisitor-General’s voice. “If this case were to be wrapped up in short order before the final strings are pulled for my removal…well, that might change things.”

      “Is that why you’re giving it to us?” Doughas asked, a little upset at the pressure from his boss.

      “Partly, but I wanted you both on this for another reason. Whatever happens to me, it happens. I want you to focus on the case. And I know that even if my loving touch is removed from the Inquisitors, you two will fight the good fight. Hell, I’m pretty sure you’ll torch half the city to solve this case. Even if they removed you from it, I know you’d end up involved again and solving it anyway.” His gaze hardened. “Plus, if I do get sacked and this case drags on, I know you two will drown my dandy replacement with a thousand red tape violations. That poor bastard won’t last a week in my chair.”

      The elf sniffed the air. He scanned the room and settled on Doughas. “Cinnamon? Has your wife got you trying a new perfume, Inquisitor Ruiridh? Whatever it is, tell her it's shit. Never wear it in my presence again.” He nodded to them both. “Dismissed,” he stated and walked back through the door. The wood groaned a few more times before he exited at the front and left the building blissfully silent.

      It was a shame the silence didn’t last.

      Sevik flew out from under the bed. “Oh, wow! I can’t believe it! I’m gonna have the scoopiest scoop out of anyone.” She pumped her fist rapidly in the air. “Fame and fortune, here we come!”

      Doughas grabbed her wrist and ended her party-making. “Not so fast. If you breathe a word of this, we will have you arrested for breaking and entering. You won’t be making any grand discoveries in prison. And with the number of headaches this case is causing the city, no one's gonna care about a dwarfess trying to interfere.”

      Her joy derailed and left a grumpy dwarfess in its place. Before she could respond, the front door slammed open, and a horde of footsteps pounded their way toward the sleeping quarters.

      Vor rushed for the door. “Go. I’ll hold them off. Get her out of here.” He pushed through and prepared to greet his coworkers half-nude.

      Doughas didn’t envy his partner’s role in that maneuver.

      He grabbed the dwarfess and rushed her to the back door, but she chose that moment to start blabbering like a chatter-monkey.

      “Wait! I have more I want to discuss. Sooo much more. There’s like a thousand theories I have about you two and the crazy stuff you’ve done.” She let him pull her along, but her mouth kept yammering. “Almost every high-profile case has you two at the head, yet the press is never allowed to talk to you. They go through your boss, who gives shit answers. Very boring. But considering some of the events that took place, there’s got to be more going on.”

      “Lady, we’re employees of the city. Our job is often boring and bland. Like yours.”

      “Somehow, I doubt your job is that boring. I have a few questions.” She didn’t even look over her shoulder as the door to the sleeping quarters burst open, and Inquisitors swarmed in. Thankfully, Doughas and the journalist reached the back door at the same time, and he yanked her through. They exited the building but still had to leave the compound itself without being discovered.

      Why am I helping this crazy dwarfess?

      Her next questions proved she was even crazier than he’d thought.

      “Answer me truthfully. Are you and your partner secretly sorcerers who made a deal with ancient fey creatures?” Her gaze locked onto him, and she cared nothing for their predicament. Doughas didn’t think the question deserved an answer. She loosed another just as quickly as the first. “Are you part of a secret governmental society that utilizes advanced magi-tech weapons and gear?”

      Doughas couldn’t focus. He dropped the dwarfess’ arm and turned on her. “Listen. We do not have time to talk about your wild theories, which are crazy and wrong. If you stop talking and help me get you out of here, I promise my partner and I will do a full interview with you. Okay? But you have to leave, and you have to leave us alone while we work.”

      Her eyes sparkled. “Yes! That would be amazing. It would make my career for sure!”

      “Good. Then focus. There are rangers and deputies everywhere.” Doughas pointed at the next outbuilding. “We go along the back and look for access through the perimeter fence. There should be several. Easy to exit, hard to enter. That’s a good compound.”

      Sevik nodded her understanding. “Sure. Got it. Let’s move.” She pushed away from Doughas and sprinted across the gap before he could stop her. A twig cracked midway through her sudden journey, amplifying the rush of movement. Doughas pressed himself against the side of the building, lowered his face, and peeked around the corner. Anyone there? Did they see the fool as she dashed?

      A deputy stood some twenty feet away, carrying a pile of bags. He hurried past the alley with no thought beyond getting rid of his burden as soon as possible. Doughas glared at Sevik, who was rapidly waving him on from the other side. Her brash behavior annoyed him so much that it took a whole ten seconds before he was calm enough to proceed.

      Doughas reached inward and mentally plucked at a hidden cord, a muscle connected not to bone or joint but to some deeper part of himself. One shared by all dwarf-kind. The fibers of his body unraveled, starting at the tips of his toes and fingers, then traveling up his body until the process consumed him, leaving his eyes for last.

      Now invisible, he walked briskly across the gap and reappeared next to the oh-so-bored Sevik.

      “Why didn’t you run? There was no need to go see-through, and we might need it later,” she complained.

      Doughas was not in the mood for backtalk, but was he ever? He growled his concerns at the journalist as he led her around the back of the building. “Unlike you, Ms. Sevik, I am supposed to be here. If they do catch me, which they won’t, I have plenty of excuses to pull out. ‘Don’t mind me, Mr. Ranger, sir! Just out for a pretty walk before I go back to Death Road.’ I can be loose with my invisibility. Not to mention I’m well-trained. I can outlast you any day, civvie.” They reached the edge, and Doughas prepared to peek at the next section of the compound.

      “Oh, yeah? Is that a challenge?” Sevik’s body had already begun to unravel at the tips.

      “No! That was not a challenge, you idiot!” Doughas snapped too late. The dwarfess disappeared, and he only had enough time to grab her wrist and get dragged along as she yanked him out of hiding and into the open air. Doughas repeated his own invisibility process but was still in the open for a good five seconds before it kicked in.

      Doughas squeezed the dwarfess’ wrist and pulled her back. “Follow me before you get us both caught.” He frantically scanned the compound and saw multiple faces turned in their direction, but only one concerned him.

      It belonged to an imposing elf. Magazines and what looked like grenades stuffed the bandolier across his chest. A military-grade ARC jutted from his back, the barrel pointed skyward. The elf also carried a pistol-style ARC on his right hip and a sheathed short sword on his left. No hat covered his sun-lashed face. This was purposeful, so the four ornamented braids that dangled off the side of his head were always exposed. Twenty kills and counting. For a split second, the elf’s eyes pierced Doughas and seemed to recognize his shimmer.

      “Freeze,” Doughas commanded and kept Sevik in place. “Don’t move. Don’t sneeze.”

      JunRazelien narrowed his eyes in their direction. The other rangers in his presence had already turned away, thinking the flash of movement was a squirrel or a few leaves tossed by the wind. Not JunRazelien. He broke from his conversation and took five steps toward them before stopping to pull out a djinn stick and stick it between his lips. He was more than fifteen feet away.

      “He’s only having a smoke,” Sevik whispered. “We’re fine.”

      She tried to pull Doughas forward, but the Inquisitor would not be moved. He was a stone building, and his firm footing lent him a foundation that could not be shifted. “Hold still, or I will break this invisibility and arrest you myself.”

      Sevik ceased her struggles and muttered curses under her breath.

      Doughas felt her pulse quicken at her wrist and heard her breathing grow sharp and fluttering. “Keep it together. You can do this,” he told her. Her arm stiffened. Doughas could tell she wanted to push him away and take her chances with a break-neck sprint, but she didn’t. She started to take deep breaths.

      JunRazelien shifted a hand to his pistol with practiced nonchalance. He puffed on his djinn stick and released a cloud of smoke that covered his face. For anyone else, it would have masked his intentions as well, but not for Doughas.

      Sevik’s hand twisted in his grasp. “Come on. He’s blind.”

      I doubt that, Doughas wanted to say but did not want to give the crazed elf any more reason to care about the particular patch of earth they stood on. They were far enough away not to be heard, but clearly, the elf was suspicious. Clear to Doughas, at least. Sevik was ready to chop his arm off and walk out of the compound on her own.

      JunRazelien shifted his right foot and altered the angle of his body so slowly that it was almost imperceptible.

      “Stand. Absolutely. Still.” Doughas whisper-hissed.

      Sevik was given scant time to consider those words.

      A peal of noise like thunder erupted within the compound, and a new puff of smoke floated up from the barrel of JunRazelien’s pistol. It joined the plume from his djinn stick and thoroughly obscured his vision. He swatted the fog away and stared in disappointment at the still-empty space. Other rangers rushed toward the elf, but he waved their concerns away. “Some damn jackrabbit dug under the fence again. Nothing to worry about.” With one final, searing look, the elf lurched away from the scene and into a nearby building.

      “Shit. Shit. Shit,” Sevik began chanting as soon as the elf was gone.

      Doughas dragged her across the gap and stowed her safely behind cover. “Where is the wound? Go visible already!”

      A swirl of fibrous strands coalesced into the form of a highly distraught Sevik. She flattened against the wall and hyperventilated. “He shot at me! Like, he fired an actual bolt at me!”

      Doughas scrutinized her. “Yeah? And did he hit you?”

      She slapped his searching hands away. “No, idiot. I’m fine. Stop touching me!”

      Doughas took a step back, still aware of their dangerous circumstances. He couldn’t believe how much he was risking for a stranger, but he was committed. Thankfully, the episode with JunRazelien proved to be the worst part of their journey. Doughas spotted an exit situated in the fence nearby. It required a keycard to access, but it was an old lock, and he shouldered his way through the gate with one powerful push.

      Still startled from her brush with true danger, Sevik was oddly quiet for the last stretch of activity. If Doughas had known how to silence her tongue earlier, he would have taken potshots at her from the beginning.

      Only outside the compound did Sevik loosen her lips once more.

      “T-thank you.” She was more bashful than Doughas thought possible. “I don’t often work well with others, but I appreciate what you did for me back there. I know… I know I’m in over my head. But from what I’ve learned about you and your partner, you’re pretty used to that feeling.” She winked, handed over her business card, and started off, planning to loop around through the woods and come out on the main road where her car was parked. “I’d better get that call. Or else I’ll have to show up again when it’s least convenient.” Her eyes sparkled with a wily glimmer. With that, she was gone.

      The pressure eased from Doughas’ aching body. So much for a break. I’d rather be at the crime scene, digging through rubble for spent bolts and missing toes. Anything but getting shot at by that damn ranger. Doughas recalled their conversation with the Inquisitor-General. Guess we’ll be the ones talking to him. As much as Doughas wanted that wild ranger to be the culprit in the human killings, he also dearly wanted it to be someone else. Someone who didn’t display their kills as trophies.

      On his way back into the compound, Doughas noticed a commotion near the side door. The elf in question stood near the busted lock, arguing with two of his compatriots. JunRazelien had drawn his sword and leveled it toward the woods, pointing in Sevik’s direction.

      Oh, boy. The fun continues. No avoiding it now.

      “What’s new, Rangers?” Doughas shouted to them while he was still fairly far back. All three flinched and trained their weapons on him. “Whoa! Only an Inquisitor on a walk here. What’s the big idea?” He held his arms up and didn’t move.

      JunRazelien was the first to lower his gun. He barked at his comrades to do the same. “What the hell are you doing out there, Inquisitor Doughas? And can you tell us why this gate lock is broken?”

      Doughas marched the rest of the way up to them. “Aye, that lock fell apart when I gave it a jiggle. Wanted to take a walk in the woods, is all. I believe that one needs replacing. I’d planned on talking to one of you on my way back.”

      JunRazelien narrowed his eyes to slits. “You left our compound with an unlocked entrance. That seems unusually foolish behavior for an Inquisitor of your caliber. Perhaps the reports we hear are…inaccurate.”

      Doughas bristled but squeezed his anger into his palms. “It’s been a long day, and I haven’t had any rest. Perhaps you can forgive a tired dwarf this…foolish mistake.” He had to bite his cheek to keep his voice cool and collected.

      The two other rangers seemed satisfied with his answer. “See, JunRaz? There’s nothing going on. You’re seeing things. Maybe you need some rest, too.” They turned their backs and meandered back toward the heart of the compound.

      JunRazelien waited and watched Doughas as he headed for the barracks’ front door. The elf said nothing else, but Doughas felt his sharp eyes boring into his back the whole way there. Only when the door slammed behind him did Doughas feel a modicum of peace return. Weariness settled on his shoulders and nibbled at his heart. Every step felt leaden.

      Doughas paused and felt within himself for something to keep him going. What he found was the image of a slathering carpelsnuff leering at him from a cliff and Vor armed with his family’s carpel-rifle. Vor trained the sight on the beast and fired. With that perfect shot, the creature toppled from the mountain and slammed into the ground. Doughas slapped him proudly on the back. “A fine shot,” he told Vor. “A fine shot.”

      Back in the present, Doughas released the breath he’d been holding and reentered the bunkroom. He found Vor waiting for him on a bunk. The elf still wore only a bath towel, but Doughas was too tired to comment.

      “How did it go?” Vor asked.

      “Bad.” Doughas left it at that. He would have used the same word to describe his partner at that moment. Vor was young for an elf, but his back bent under a burden similar to the one Doughas carried. Scars peppered his chest like the haphazard scratches of a madman. Maybe there was a hidden secret somewhere in those scratches, somewhere in their lives. Except Doughas couldn’t see it then.

      Doughas sat beside his equally bedraggled partner. “You ready for this, laddie?”

      Vor nodded and arched an eyebrow. “How about you, old-timer?”

      Doughas snorted. “I’m as spry as ever.” Vor chuckled so softly that Doughas almost thought he’d imagined it. Doughas added, “Guess we’re built up for the furnace. Let’s hope we don’t crack.”
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      Esselliar

      The Gwuellihyn lifted from the ground with a powerful pulse of energy. Vor whooped as he rocketed into the sky at a steep angle, while Doughas could only scream and cling to the central railing. Vor had the express permission of his partner for this. Doughas had said, “Make me forget about the stress of this job. Take us up. Take us fast. I’d rather fear for my life than spend another second thinking about this case.”

      Vor had never been happier to oblige his partner.

      “Ancestors! Watch this!” Vor shouted as he banked the board into a steep turn. Doughas’ legs lifted off the deck with the force of their spinning. He didn’t scream since he was too busy hugging the pole.

      Vor screamed for both of them, a joyful sound that hankered for more.

      However, Doughas had reached his limit.

      When the board steadied, the dwarf held up a hand. “That’s enough! Please! I regret everything I ever said! Please smooth us out. I definitely fear for my life, but it’s not replacing the fear of this case. It’s only combining into a giant fear monster that wants to tear me apart.”

      Vor leveled and slowed the Griff to give his friend a rest. “I’m sorry to hear that. If it means anything to you, I’m feeling much better. I feel like Gwuellihyn and I could take on the world. Nothing would stand a chance against us.”

      Doughas steadied himself with both hands on the center rail. He leaned his body weight on the source of his hope, getting as close as possible to it and as far as he could from the edge. “Aye, nothing could stand against you. Except for any other Griff, or perhaps a stiff breeze,” he muttered.

      “Oh? Where did all the praise go for my fine ship? You said it was so fine it needed a proper name,” Vor griped. He set their course back to Doughas’ home in the Quadras, where they would rest for a few hours before starting on the case.

      “Aye, your ship deserves a fine name. It also deserves a finer pilot! Not a twig of an elf whose wish is to die young, far from home,” Doughas grumbled. “I wish the name were true and your board was a giant eagle. At least then I’d know someone more competent was behind the wheel.”

      Vor dropped the steering rudder, and the board slowed in response to the lack of a pilot, though it did not stop. He gestured at the vacant position. “Perhaps you’d like to try it for yourself? Maybe there’s a pilot locked inside you, waiting to burst out.”

      To fly the Griff, Doughas would have to let go of the safety railing. His ghostly white knuckles locked in their embrace of the metal bars suggested he lacked the ability to agree.

      For a moment, it looked as though Doughas would. His grip eased, and he walked a few steps across the board, headed in Vor’s direction. Then a gust hit them from the side and rocked the ship. It knocked the prow five degrees in the wrong direction and pushed Doughas back into the central railing. He gripped the bars tighter than ever and did not try again.

      “Just take us home,” Doughas pleaded, eyes closed. He knelt and rested his forehead on the railing. “Tell me when we’re there, and not another word otherwise!” His lips moved in the silence that followed as he prayed to the ancestors.

      This type of display normally earned an eye-roll from Vor. Yet something about the past day and the hours spent digging through scrap and dredging up body parts had a sobering effect. The horrors hadn’t urged him to reconsider the idea of powerful ancestors or gods. Rather, he wished there was something or someone at work. Some orderly force orchestrating things behind the chaos. Something that gave meaning to the deaths of those humans. Something that promised them peace in another world to make up for their violent end in this one.

      So much violence. So many deaths.

      Suddenly, the wind grew chilled, stinging and nipping at his face. Vor slowed the Griff and procured a pair of goggles from the equipment he’d brought. They looked stupid, or rather, he looked stupid in them. Yet they served their purpose well.

      The glorious white wall of the Quadras gleamed a few miles ahead. Its ornamental turrets and towers stood out like teeth, giving the long structure the appearance of a giant’s jawbone that had been repurposed as a fortress.

      Vor became aware of a presence behind him. Since he was situated at the back of the board, whoever it was had to be either floating or seated on the edge, dangling their legs over the void. When Vor heard a petite giggle, he knew it could be either.

      What does she want? To haunt me for not saving her parents? It’s not like I didn’t try. I was so young and inexperienced. It was a miracle I didn’t die! Vor tried to focus on flying, but the feeling of her presence persisted. Every so often, he heard a soft whisper.

      Vor watched Doughas to see if the dwarf saw or heard anything, but his partner only continued to kneel and press his forehead into the railing. With the raging winds, Vor wasn’t surprised Doughas heard nothing. Even if they hadn’t been moving, he doubted the dwarf would have noticed the young elfess. No one seemed to see or hear her except him. No one else knew about her, either. Vor knew he ought to tell Doughas, but it would sound crazy to say a small elf child was haunting him. There would be a psych eval for sure.

      Now was not the time. Vor tuned out the child and mentally played through some of his favorite songs, letting the words and melodies drown out the little elfess’ soft giggles. It worked for a few minutes, but Vor soon discovered she didn’t enjoy being ignored. She interrupted him halfway through the second song.

      Can’t you listen to something else? Her words resonated in his mind.

      Vor sighed. There’s no avoiding you, is there? I’d hate to be so fortunate. Why so talkative now? You’ve had years to bother me.

      The elf child laughed, but it sounded more distant than before. Yet the feeling of a presence behind him grew stronger. It felt like sunlight warming his back, hotter and hotter. He wanted to itch it or take off his jacket.

      Her voice came again, so far away that Vor could barely understand.

      You’ll want to turn around now, she whispered, or something like it.

      The presence felt like a fire. Sweat streamed from his pores like a rising tide. So this is what going insane feels like. Now she wants me to do something? Today it’s ‘look over your shoulder,’ tomorrow it’ll be ‘murder your boss.’

      The feeling was so overpowering that Vor couldn’t stop himself. He turned his head to look. Instead of the ghost girl holding a magnifying glass over his back, or a fireplace, or an erupting volcano, it was something else. Something real. To say that Vor didn’t expect it was an understatement.

      Three shrikes with raised talons moved in for the kill, descending in an almost silent glide. Five more seconds and they would have overtaken them, snatched them both from the craft, and sent them tumbling to their deaths. People would’ve thought it was an accident. Killed when the old board malfunctioned over the Valley. No one would ever consider a shrike attack this close to the city, where the rangers feverishly hunted the magi-tech metal creatures and their outlaw riders.

      Yet here they were, swooping toward them with a meal in mind and death as the only option on the menu.

      “Shrikes!” Vor cried when he saw the contraptions and flicked the steering rudder into a steep dive. If his warning had not been clear enough, the sudden evasive maneuver told Doughas this was not a drill.

      The dwarf clutched the railing with one hand and drew his ARC with the other. He aimed toward the back of the craft but above Vor’s head. He leaned left, then right, and shouted something to Vor. The wind was too loud to hear him.

      Vor risked a glance behind him. The shrikes had tucked their wings into a dive, pulling back their talons and revealing their armed riders. All ARC-toting elves.

      He yanked the Griff to the side and turned as sharply as he could, avoiding the shrikes before they overtook them. With Vor no longer in the way, Doughas opened fire on the metal birds. There was a sharp metal ping as the bolts struck one of the mounts, but when Vor ended his turn and glanced back, all three were still in the air and gaining fast.

      Doughas raced around the railing and started yanking at the bags of hunting gear.

      “What are you doing?” Vor bellowed. “Shoot them!”

      The shrikes’ riders weren’t hesitating. Several thuds sounded as bolts struck the deck near their feet. A rune turned red and dropped offline. The Griff shuddered as the power source died.

      Doughas ignored Vor and continued digging.

      The Griff had been aimed at the earth, and the ground was steadily approaching. Forested hills rose up to greet them. Vor yanked the rudder until the board leveled above the treetops. Behind them, the shrikes dove once more, seeking to crush them into the twisting network of branches. Vor would not let them do that. He mentally mapped the next stretch and unholstered Hope and Glory, his custom vintage ARC. Then he unloaded his whole magazine at the nearest shrike.

      Without looking, Vor twisted the rudder to avoid a jutting tree limb he’d noticed before. He reloaded and fired again, emptying another magazine into the same shrike. It was shaped like an owl with a snake-like tail and three pairs of clawed legs. Most of his bolts struck but ricocheted harmlessly off the metal plating.

      This is like throwing rocks at a tank…

      However, one or two slipped between the plating. His final round forced the metal bird off its attack path. One down, two to go.

      The remaining shrikes descended for the kill. Their talons extended, and their metallic legs shot forward on springs like harpoon guns firing at a helpless seal.

      Vor turned and pressed the steering rudder down. They dropped below the tree line and into the forest. Several branches struck the sides and bottom of the Gwuellihyn. Vor had chosen the clearest possible spot to do this and avoided the worst damage, but it was not a sustainable position. As he dragged their craft back toward the treetops, Doughas released a wordless exclamation and held out what he’d been searching for. The carpelsnuff rifle.

      He flicked open the barrel and cursed when he realized it was unloaded. “Dammit! Wish I didn’t care so much about gun safety.” He dug back into the box where he’d found the rifle and searched for something to put in it. Considering the size of the barrel, the ammunition had to be big as a bowling ball.

      The shrikes regrouped above them and prepared for another attack, including the one Vor had hit. Apparently, he hadn’t damaged it enough to remove it from the equation. This time, they descended far from the Griff and moved to attack them from the rear and sides. Vor took it as an invitation to return to the sky and jackknifed the Gwuellihyn toward the sun, blinding himself but also anyone trying to shoot them.

      The sudden change knocked Doughas to the deck as he finished shoving a large lead ball down the rifle’s barrel. He lost his grip, and the rifle bounced away. Doughas cried out and lunged for the weapon, but it soared past his reach.

      Vor could grab it, though it would mean letting go of the rudder. Considering the craft’s angle, it also meant something else. Doughas was right, though. That weapon might be their only way to do serious damage to the metal mounts pursuing them.

      He released the rudder and grabbed the loaded rifle with both hands. Gravity pulled him back, and with the added weight of the weapon, he couldn’t keep his balance. He tumbled off the back of the Griff and soared through the air.

      He came to a snapping stop when his tether reached the end of the line. By then, he was ten feet below the Griff, which was currently pilotless.

      Below him, the shrikes surged upward, beating their wings like mad. The air crackled with static noise as the beast roared a surround-sound of death. Vor fumbled with the weapon but managed to shoulder it even as he flopped about. Aiming it was a different matter. He was swinging like mad, and the wind tore the goggles off his face, making it harder to see. He squinted to get the best shot he could, but it was no use. He was too far away to even talk to Doughas.

      Suddenly, Vor’s pocket began to vibrate. With scant time to spare, he ripped the shard from his pocket, hoping against hope that it was Doughas.

      The crusty-voiced dwarf shouted through the speaker. “How do I drive this damn thing? There’s only this stick with a handle on it!”

      “Doughas.” Vor kept his voice as calm as he could muster. “I need you to take the handle in your dominant hand. The ship will respond to your movements. It’s very fluid. Just move and see how she reacts. You’ve got this. Get us level and fly directly against the wind. I need a stable position to shoot.”

      “Got it,” Doughas growled, and the line went dead.

      Stable was not the word Vor would use to describe what the Gwuellihyn did next. From below, it looked like the board was having a seizure. It tugged him left, then right, and up, then down. His insides felt shaken up like a smoothie.

      Beneath him, the shrike’s cutting knives drew closer.

      Soon, he would be a smoothie. A very red one…

      Doughas regained control of the board and leveled her out. The Griff swerved toward the wind, and the constant sway of Vor’s tether ceased. Keep us steady, Vor fervently thought as he lined up his shot. He didn’t have long, and he also didn’t know what kind of response this weapon would give since he’d never fired it before. He was always excited to try new things, though. Nothing like hunting shrikes with Dad, huh?

      He squeezed the trigger. A shockwave radiated through Vor’s body, and the kick of the gun sent him swinging wildly, almost back up to the Griff’s deck.

      The weapon had a fantastic effect on the shrike he fired at.

      The lead ball tore a gaping hole through the body of the nearest shrike, which happened to be the one he’d winged before. Mount and rider slowed their momentum, then reversed in a final deadly plunge toward the earth.

      The other two shrikes hesitated when they saw how their owlish partner fared, but they were close enough now to see Vor dangling. The sight of such easy prey was hard to resist. Perhaps they knew Vor only had one shot.

      Now the elf really was dangling and helpless. He still had Hope and Glory, and he unholstered it as he held the rifle in front of his body like a shield. He could take out at least one more, he was sure. The third, though…the third would get him.

      Vor bided his time and waited for the opportunity.

      The one he expected never came. Instead, a different, much better opportunity arose.

      Above him, the purple runes went dark, and the Gwuellihyn dropped out of the sky. For a second, Vor thought it might crush him, but with the weight heaviest at the rear, it spun and threatened to drop past him. Then the purple glimmer returned, and a dwarven arm extended a few feet away.

      He reached out and locked arms with his friend. Instead of dropping, he was pulled back onto the deck and handed another ball of lead.

      “Give ‘em hell, lad!” Doughas cried.

      Vor did. The shrikes were so surprised, they simply watched as Vor reloaded and fired. A second mount and rider plummeted to the earth. The third abruptly decided to investigate another, less lethal section of the Valley. Vor and Doughas ran him down and bored a hole through the center of the magi-tech mount, erasing the rider and destroying the beast in a single shot.

      “This thing rocks!” Vor shouted.

      “Aye, lad,” Doughas agreed, still steering the Gwuellihyn with contentment. “You’ll love it even more when you hear the crunch of the carpelsnuff’s shell as you punch through to its heart.”

      Vor replaced the rifle in its case, and Doughas brought the Gwuellihyn over the walls of the Quadras and into the much safer airspace of the city. Still, for the rest of the flight, they were on high alert, sticking closer to the ground and avoiding any clouds where another group of shrikes could hide.

      “Do you think that had anything to do with us taking the case?” Vor asked.

      “I can’t imagine anyone else knows that yet,” Doughas responded. “Given our usual luck, though, I’d say yes. We should expect the worst from this point forward. If they do know, it could mean another mole.”

      “Or the journalist is shadier than we thought,” Vor suggested.

      “She’s certainly stupider than I thought,” Doughas remarked as they crossed the goblin district and entered the dwarven quarter.

      A nice, warm breeze blew from the south, and Vor’s mood began to lift again. He watched Doughas at the helm. “You’re a natural. Excellent flight response.”

      Doughas didn’t look pleased with the compliment. “Aye, and I’ll never be able to forgive myself for it. I’m so good, I might have to fly this thing again. My poor dwarven heart already feels betrayed.”

      Finally, after a long day and a half, Doughas brought the Griff in for its last descent. The Ruiridh home stood much as it had before they left, but as they neared the ground, Vor noticed a few vehicles on the street. One of them had just arrived. Vor was relieved to see Tuerrihas climb out and calmly walk toward the front door.

      Doughas hailed him from the sky. For a moment, the young dwarf looked ready to fight whatever specter was haunting him. Then he looked up and waved happily at his father.

      It was a sweet moment, and Vor was delighted to see it. Though it didn’t explain what the other cars were doing there.

      Doughas brought the Griff down within five feet of the ground.

      That was when they heard the ARC blast.

      It sounded inside the house, and Doughas didn’t wait to land. He jumped the last few feet, grabbed Tuerrihas, and rushed him toward the house. “The kids! Huala! Come on!”

      Vor was slow to respond to the sudden appearance of more violence, especially at the Ruiridh house. He scrutinized the unmarked vans parked along the street.

      He’d seen vans like that before.

      Vor gleamed his feet and rushed to catch up with Doughas.

      The Fellows had come.

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            CHAPTER SIX

          

        

      

    

    
      Doughas

      The toadstool garden in front of his house was untouched. Immaculate. Flecks of bioluminescent light led Doughas’ steps to the door, though he didn’t need their guidance. Even with closed eyes, his mind remembered. The feel of the pavement as it transitioned from the driveway, the angle of the stones as the path bent, and the slight give of the final few feet as the material pressed into the soil and rebounded against his soles.

      The hint of pressure urged him forward. Running, dashing, barreling on. His eldest son thumped the stones beside him as they charged.

      The front door was open a crack. Shadows moved behind the threshold.

      “Barrr-rooom!” The battle cry leapt from their throats.

      Doughas lowered his shoulder as the shadows drew near the front door, drawn like curious flutterbugs to the light. The bugs were about to discover this light was not the soft, warm embrace they’d hoped for. No, this light was neither kind nor tender.

      Doughas burst into the door and crushed one bug behind its frame. Out flashed his extendable mace and cracked the jaw of a second. Tuerrihas tackled the third half-masked Fellow even as his ARC was trained on Doughas, ready to kill.

      No time to consider close calls, Doughas reminded himself. Find the kids. Find Huala.

      The stairwell opened up before them. Coarse shouts rang out from below, followed by the crack of ARCs and a wild barrage of hisses and pops from the many loosed projectiles. More Fellows bounded up the stairs to meet the new front.

      Doughas was pleased to make their acquaintance.

      Together, he and Tuerrihas gathered the body of one Fellow and tossed him onto a group of three climbing the stairs. It set them on their asses and allowed the two dwarves time to descend and engage their enemies hand-to-hand.

      Tuerrihas was no match in an even contest, but Doughas made sure it was anything but fair. The Fellows had only halfway risen when their attackers arrived. Doughas kicked one in the head and let Tuerrihas finish him.

      A strong hand snaked forward and grabbed Doughas’ beard, trying to pull him down. He kicked and stomped the attacker, but the hand held firm. The third Fellow was fully up and had his ARC raised as he shouted something. Doughas could have guessed what. The next moment, the Fellow was on the ground, clutching his shoulder. And the moment after that, Tuerrihas stomped the dwarf holding Doughas and sent him to a restful nap.

      Further up the stairs, Vor bounded down, armed with Hope and Glory. It was his partner’s bolt sticking from the fallen Fellow’s shoulder. Perfect timing, Doughas thought. He wanted to express that to Vor, but the fight raged on, and Doughas needed to focus.

      He heard Huala screaming at the bottom of the stairs. He rushed down another flight, taking on another group of Fellows two at a time with his gauntleted fist and his extended mace. Only after this engagement did his hearing focus, and he realized Huala’s scream was not one of pain but a battle cry. Another shout joined Huala’s.

      That must be Sierla! They’re defending the home together. Against the Fellows, no less! Doughas pushed on and prepared to crush the remaining Fellows who stood between him and his warrior-like family. He could see their situation now. They were barricaded on the lowest level and firing from behind a wall of overturned furniture. Six Fellows fired light pistols at them, and two more were trying to flank around the right side.

      Tuerrihas and Vor caught up to Doughas, and the three charged into the backs of the Fellows at the same time. They were caught unaware, having sent up three companions and figuring the situation above was handled. It had been handled, but not quite the way the Fellows below would have liked.

      It was an all-out melee. ARCs were abandoned as friend and foe fought so close together. Fists, maces, and knives clashed in the bowels of the Ruiridh home. Except Huala and Sierla used the distraction to take shots at the Fellows and brought down two with leg wounds.

      Pressured from both sides, the enemy dwarves couldn’t hope to win.

      Then a new noise broke out in the enclosed space, so loud and violent that it set Doughas’ ears ringing. A sharp pain had him clutching his head. Everyone was doing the same, Fellows included.

      Doughas turned toward the source of the sound and, to his horror, saw a new deployment of Fellows marching down the stairs. These wore armor and had military-grade ARCs trained on the room. On Doughas, on Vor, and on Tuerrihas. The leader of this new band had fired a rifle that caused the loud noise. Doughas had seen this Fellow before. It was the half-faced demon Doughas woke up every day dreading to see.

      “That. Is. Enough,” Senior thundered. The one Fellow Doughas hated most because he owed him a debt of service for their help saving Sierla from the Sons of the Stone.

      Senior did not look pleased, but his displeasure was not with Doughas or his family. He cracked the butt of his oversized rifle across one of the brawling Fellows’ jaw, presumably the group’s leader. The dwarf’s blood splattered the carpet, and several of his teeth joined the fluid migration.

      “To call you all imbeciles would not scratch the surface of my feelings.” He stalked from Fellow to Fellow and pushed, punched, and otherwise punished the failed crew. Doughas saw no need to intervene in the treatment. Especially with the incredible firepower now arrayed against him and his family if he should try to escape or do what he truly wanted and kill Senior.

      Finally, Senior ended his tirade beside Doughas. “This was not supposed to happen. They were here to deliver a message, not besiege your family.”

      There were many things Doughas wanted to say, but he bit his tongue. He let the Fellow’s apology hang in the air and waited to see what happened next. Which was the roundup of troops. Senior sent his half-masked workers back through the house, gathering their wounded comrades and exiting the house with due haste. After this was done, Senior returned and bid the Inquisitors to follow him outside.

      At least the garden remained untrampled. Senior stopped them on the driveway to discuss his purpose but began with another apology.

      “This is not how today should have unfolded. You have my apologies for the mess, and we will reimburse you for the…rather extensive damage to your home.” He said this matter-of-factly and without remorse. His only regret was his men’s disobedience and the dishonor it reflected on him.

      Doughas drew himself up beside Senior. “What will you reimburse me for the damage done to my family?”

      Senior leaned around Doughas and glanced back at the house as if he could still see the terrified dwarves huddled on the lowest floor and trying to calm down after fighting for their lives. “To my knowledge, none of them were hurt. A feat that reflects poorly on my soldiers. For once, I am glad their incompetency chose to arrive in that manner. For your family’s sake.”

      Doughas fumed. He tried to bury the anger in his clenched fists, but it was too much. His chest burned too hot. He lurched toward Senior. “You think they’re going to be okay? Not a scratch on them? Will you be the one to hold them when they wake screaming in the night? After they panic at loud noise because they think you’ve come for them again? You’re wrong to say my family is unscathed.”

      Two Fellows stepped up beside their boss and shouldered their ARCs. They aimed at Doughas’ head.

      Doughas did not back down. “You’ve come because of our debt to you. There’s no other reason you’d be here.” It wasn’t a question.

      Senior nodded slowly. “One of our outposts has been compromised. Not by Wardens but by a pair of dirty Inquisitors. Yes, dirty Inquisitors.” He watched Doughas closely, perhaps to see if he already knew. Yet Doughas allowed the anger free rein over his features, and Senior gained nothing.

      The Fellow continued. “They’re using it for illegal operations and stashing contraband. They’re blackmailing us, threatening to reveal that the location is ours. You know the oaths we’ve taken. If they reveal we’ve broken our word by establishing bases outside the Fief, it will spark violence in the dwarven quarter.” Senior looked at the house again. “It already has, it seems. That can all stop, though. No more violence. No one needs to know about our outposts, and you two will make sure of it. Bring these dirty Inquisitors in and keep our involvement a secret. Then your debt is paid, and you are free from my tender interference.”

      “Aye, is that so?” Doughas took in the dwarf’s words, but rage still held sway over his spirit. “We’ll do our job and square away what we owe, but there is another outstanding debt.” Doughas poured poison into his words, letting every ounce of vitriol and violence seethe from his lips. “You invaded my home. Disrespected my property. You threatened my wife and frightened my children. You held us hostage under threat of death.”

      Senior tried to wave the complaint away. “That was a misunderstanding.”

      Doughas stepped closer. The armed Fellows placed their fingers on the triggers. Vor tensed beside Doughas but did not back down. “I don't want you to leave here misunderstanding me. I will return the favor someday.”

      “You can’t blame me for the incompetence of my men.”

      “We both know the axiom of leadership,” Doughas reminded him.

      Senior went quiet. His glare turned icy cold, and his lips repeated the words they both knew well. “As a leader, everything is your fault.” Senior sighed. “What are you gonna do, then?”

      Doughas let his silence drag on while Senior drank in the fear and uncertainty. Then he stepped back. “I’m going to square my debt to you, like I said. Then I'm going to find a way to break into your home, your safe place. I’ll disrespect what you own, threaten what you hold most dear, and scare the shit out of those you’re supposed to protect.” He eyed the armed Fellows and returned his gaze to Senior. “I will make you feel everything I felt today.”

      The lead Fellow returned his glare with a deadly look. “That will be an interesting day, to say the least.”

      “Yes. Yes, it will.” Doughas straightened and looked down on Senior. The Fellow met his stare for a while longer, but he had places to be. He broke eye contact and whistled sharply to his crew.

      “Come on.” Senior headed toward the vans. “Let’s leave before any more foolish promises are made.” He strode to one of the vehicles and entered the passenger seat. Doughas watched him until all the vans had fled the neighborhood.

      Only then did he return inside to comfort his family.

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            CHAPTER SEVEN

          

        

      

    

    
      Esselliar

      “Rough day,” Vor announced aloud, even though he was the only one present.

      He waited on the Griff with his feet dangling over the edge. He didn’t really know what he was waiting for. The board hovered five feet off the driveway, high enough to separate him from the earth and the pain that had almost occurred. His newfound home had nearly been wiped out because of a few foolish dwarves’ random actions. They couldn’t handle a simple message delivery.

      “No wonder the Fellows have contracts with the government to protect their asses,” Vor mused. “If not, they’d have the whole Quadras descending into madness with their incompetence instead of only the Fellow’s Fief.”

      It wasn’t merely the feeling of near disaster that had forced Vor outside and onto his floating home. That would be the endless parade of tears and tender family moments happening in the Ruiridh home, like a slideshow that never ended. Vor stood in a corner and watched it as long as he could, which was half a minute.

      He could have joined. Should have joined. Except when the time came to choose between moving forward and running, he chose to run. Sharp pains poked at his chest. The confusing situation made escape seem so much sweeter, so much easier. Only when Vor had turned his back and retreated to the stairs did the wall of hurt really hit him.

      Worse than the familial tenderness he longed to participate in but felt too much like an outsider to was the image of Doughas. The normally stoic dwarf clung to his wife with one arm and squeezed as many children as physically possible with the other. His eyes were squinted shut, and dry sobs wracked his broad figure. Doughas was supposed to be the rock. The immovable foundation of their lives. Yet he’d looked broken, almost as battered as the Inquisitor-General had the morning before. The sight struck Vor like an ARC to the heart.

      As he perched atop the Griff, a packet of djinn sticks found its way into Vor’s hands, and one jumped to his lips. An inrush of hot air shocked his lungs. Vor was no smoker, but he kept a pack around for a particular purpose. Smoking was a marker in his brain to signal future-Vor that he felt really, really bad.

      The last time blue-gray smoke poured from his mouth was two months after locking up his cousin. By then, Vor had realized how serious his new situation was. He’d been utterly blacklisted. So-called friends blocked his number. His other cousins, not to mention his aunts and uncles, railed against his juvenile behavior to the point where Vor stopped attending gatherings of VorKluvaiths.

      It wasn’t only his family. Higher-ups in the Justicars relegated him to deskwork. They told him to his face that he was a fool for making big waves while still in his youth. All because he’d done the right thing and convicted his cousin of murder and fraud. He smoked through an entire pack that time and let the terrible stink fill his flesh until his body felt the same as his heart. Ruined.

      Thankfully for the sake of Vor’s sanity and the health of his lungs, the disaster did not last. Soon after came the founding of the Inquisitor Bureau. A new job. With the gig came a friendship unlike any other…a blood brother.

      Vor’s life had changed for the better in a thousand different ways. So much of that good had been threatened today. So he puffed on the djinn stick and sucked the vapors deep inside his chest, burning everything on the way down and making his extremities tingle.

      Yeah…that deserves a smoke.

      Back on the ground, a door opened and closed with the usual degree of force, neither a slam nor a careful escape. Vor lit another stick and continued his ritual, dreading the conversation with Doughas that was no doubt about to happen. Come back inside, the dwarf would say. You’re part of the family, too! There was a difference, though. Vor might be family, but he was part of the extended branch, not the immediate. In the bolt-ridden home of the Ruiridhs, he was an outsider.

      Only it wasn’t Doughas who emerged from the garage with pocketed hands and a downturned face. Nor was it Huala or Tuerrihas. The young dwarfess brought out a stepladder and pulled herself onto the Griff with a strength and grace that surprised Vor as much as the identity of his guest.

      “Hey, Vor.” At first, that was all Sierla said. She merely joined him and sat there quietly, looking war-torn and weary. She glanced at the packet of djinn sticks, then at Vor. “Would you mind? I could use one with the way I feel.” Her eyes swelled, and her nostrils flared. She inhaled and tried to release all her weariness with a single breath, but the tired lines remained.

      Resistance tugged Vor’s mind away from agreeing and pulled his focus to the garage. He expected Doughas to barrel out and yell at them for discussing such an illicit activity. Then he remembered he was speaking to the eldest daughter and an adult in her own right.

      He offered her the pack. “You won’t see me tattling. What brings you out here to the land of airships and elves? I’ve got a tight schedule of moping ahead of me, and I’m not sure how long I can entertain before I have to return to my usual program.”

      Sierla stuck the djinn stick in her mouth and leaned over for a light. She took two well-practiced puffs. No skimping on the drags. Her throat didn’t so much as croak from the experience.

      “Not your first time, then.” Vor nurtured his own bad habit with a good tuck and puff. If only he could blow smoke rings like some of his uncles. They had always impressed him with their djinnish magic. He longed to offer Sierla the same experience but could only provide the usual wispy plume, the same kind she released into the sky.

      Sierla remembered his question then or perhaps decided to answer. She rested the smoldering stick on her thigh. A thin stream of blue-gray vapor escaped into the stratosphere. “Oh… I noticed you left and wanted to follow.” Her eyes betrayed another unspoken reason.

      “It’s been at least five minutes. Why follow me now?” Though Vor tried to play it cool, a nervous energy jumped into his skin and tugged at his body to jitter and move. This was one of only a handful of conversations he’d had with Sierla, and he wanted to make a good impression. He wanted to show Doughas what a valuable member of the family he could be as a way of thanking the dwarf for the invitation into his inner circle.

      Sierla let her djinn stick lie. She stared toward the horizon, her mind elsewhere.

      Back in the house, probably. She might have been kidnapped before, but she’s never had to engage in a firefight like today. I can understand if that gets to her. My first battle left me reeling for days on end…. Come to think of it, I smoked that day, too.

      When Sierla did speak, the answer surprised Vor.

      “It’s just…my dad,” she stated. Her face tilted toward the pavement, and she kicked her dangling legs. “You know, I thought anger, or more like rage, would be the worst way I’d ever see him. Back in the house, though…he was so hurt and so worried. I could almost feel him reimagining the attack, again and again, with worse outcomes. He’s always so—”

      “Strong?” Vor finished for the young dwarfess. “Yeah, similar thoughts were flying through my noggin back there. He’s always been tough. Today, he looked—” Vor stopped, afraid to speak the word his brain provided.

      Sierla was not. “He looked weak,” she finished, though she delivered the words in a whisper. Maybe if she spoke softly enough, the worst wouldn’t be true. Or maybe it hurt to say it at all, and a whispered breath was all the suffering she could take after such a long and violent day. She continued. “He didn’t only look weak. He was weak, in a way I’ve never seen.”

      Vor nodded along. He understood what she meant, the thing his own mouth had revolted against. Not a weakness of character but fragility as Doughas experienced the potential collapse of his whole world, the disappearance of everyone he loved, the destruction of those he held most dear. They were used to Doughas standing firm, no matter the threat. Today, they’d seen him as he was. A regular dwarf, tough but not unbreakable.

      “They’re busy packing,” Sierla supplied.

      “Packing?” Vor hadn’t considered the practical ramifications of the situation. Obviously, the war zone formerly known as the Ruiridh home couldn’t be inhabited until renovations were completed. “Where will you go?”

      “Clan housing,” she stated as if that explained it. At Vor’s confusion, she elaborated further. “It’s temporary housing. Like if a wife needed protection from an abusive husband, she could go there and stay until she found a new place to live. It's like a fortress. You wouldn’t believe the kind of protection the Banlaech place has. I remember going there as a kid and thinking we were visiting a prison.”

      “That’s good news.” Vor was glad for the peculiar dwarven traditions that required such housing. He could have used a similar shelter at various times in his life. Like when he was between jobs and needed a bed. Instead, he’d lived with a third cousin or something his aunt had told him about. That bastard still claimed Vor owed him a favor, even though he’d only stayed for a week.

      Sierla was still musing about the clan housing. “Dad says the Fellows won’t dare come for us there. They’d be breaking like a hundred contracts, not to mention how difficult it would be.”

      “Does he have an excuse for the sudden move?” Vor asked, wondering how they would continue to keep their business with the Fellows quiet. The Wardens had already come and gone. Doughas had told them the dozen or so reports of ARC fire were actually an Inquisitor training exercise. Very secret. No information could be revealed to the regular old beat-em-up Wardens, and certainly not the press.

      Sierla took another puff. “He said the story I should tell is we’re moving because of the crazy journalists hounding us for information on Dad’s involvement in the human massacre.”

      Given the ogling reporters at the ranger camp, that was a perfect excuse. Even if the Fellows hadn’t blown up the house, clan housing could be a great solution given the high-profile nature of their case and because they’d already been ambushed. Once had been enough. Vor hoped they’d stay at one ambush, but he doubted that.

      Their words ran out, and for a time, the two simply sat there. Elf and dwarfess, young and younger. They smoked halfway through another djinn stick before the garage door trundled open again. Vor knew better than to expect another surprise visitor. He snatched the stick from Sierla’s mouth and shoved it under his leg.

      “What’s the deal? I thought you were cool with it,” she hissed too loudly. She must not have heard the door.

      “That had better not be what I think it is!” the surly voice of Sierla’s father announced.

      Sierla cringed. “Hey, Dad.”

      Vor puffed calmly on his bad habit and let his gaze wander the sky instead of tracking the dwarf’s approach. It was a beautiful day. Bright blue sky with a fair few clouds, especially to the east. The wind seemed strong but manageable in the Griff. He could flick the controls and steal away into the clouds without another word. Well, after removing his friend’s daughter from the craft.

      “I won’t have you teaching my eldest to waste her breath on those vile little sticks,” Doughas barked up at them. “I’ve told you enough times that they’re never worth the bite. You’ll be coughing up phlegm before you’re a hundred and thirty!” He hopped onto the step ladder and brought his eyes level with the board but did not move to pull himself up. “What do you have to say about this corruption, hmm?”

      Vor flicked the butt from his fingers onto the Griff. “Settle your virtuous ass, old man. I didn’t give Sierla anything. She came out to keep me company for a minute. You’ve got nothing to worry about.”

      Doughas’ stern gaze switched from partner to daughter. “That true?”

      She nodded sagely. “I would never, Dad. Really. I mean, it’s disgusting.” Her eyes flashed amusement toward Vor, and the elf struggled to suppress a chuckle. His efforts turned the laugh into a bout of coughing.

      “You see?” Doughas railed and jabbed a finger at Vor. “This is exactly what I mean. Bad habits make for bad Inquisitors!”

      Vor cleared his lungs with a few hacks. “Enough! I yield to your demands. I’ll never touch that vice again.” He knocked the pack off his lap, and it struck the driveway with a tiny pop. “Though since I’m removing one vice, it seems I’ll be needing another. Are there any you can recommend to me?”

      Doughas glared harder.

      Vor turned to Sierla. “You, then. Shall I become a gambler? A drunkard?”

      She chuckled and hopped onto the ladder beside her father, forcing him to turn sideways or fall off. “I thought you were already both those things. Otherwise, why don’t you ever have money?” She gave Vor one last look before she dropped to the ground and headed for the garage.

      Doughas started pulling himself onto the Griff. With his back turned, he didn’t see Sierla pause and scoop up the package of smokes from where Vor had dropped it.

      Vor wanted to laugh louder than ever. This time, he managed to contain himself.

      With a grunt and a push, Doughas reached the deck and stood. He walked with calm, steady movements across the hovership. “Let’s go, Esselliar. Huala has everything handled, and we’re expected at the Bureau. Inquisitor-General’s called a meeting in his office.”

      “Yeah? Not sure what more he has to tell us.” Vor scrambled to his feet and set the Griff in motion before Doughas finished securing his tether. As for himself, the elf figured he was used to the board’s movements enough to risk a journey without a chain attached to his waist.

      “It’s already happened,” Doughas explained. “They called it a ‘leave of absence for further review.’ Political bull. We’ve got a new boss in town, and he wants to speak to us.”

      Great. More drama to deal with before we can actually work on the case everyone is so damn worried about. If they truly cared, they’d leave us alone to do our jobs. Despite all the thoughts in Vor’s head, only one word left his mouth.

      “Fantastic.”

      They took the Street Behemoth to the Bureau, since Vor didn’t want to try landing the Griff on the roof of the building. During the drive, they discussed the new General. Reeve Draelin Yul’Nadothien. Vor recognized the name and his family’s connection to the political world. The Reeve, as he was called, occupied a seat directly beneath the Council of Elders. He was well known for his political savvy and his penchant for getting the job done. He always came out sparkly clean at the end, though those around him were frequently burned or bushwhacked to take the blame for his aggressive, often ruthless tactics.

      Vor wasn’t sure he’d ever had anyone killed, but whispers of bullying and bribing had created a cacophony of buzzing rumors around him. He’d kept his eye on the Reeve for years, but always at a distance. He’d wanted to peer a little closer, dig up a little dirt, and add another disgraced politician to his not-so-short list of enemies.

      The Reeve’s insatiable ambition had only intensified the closer he came to his goal of obtaining a spot on the Council of Elders. The elf would use and abuse their entire organization until he achieved whatever outcome best suited his goal.

      Outside the Inquisitor-General’s office, the change of leadership was apparent. Gone were the goblin secretaries who’d been constantly at their desks, managing the life and work of their boss and friend. Even the hallway decor had undergone a swift transformation. Modern, vibrant canvases and some sort of squiggly statue that resembled an octopus eating itself had replaced classical works of art and various shrubs.

      A new secretary greeted Vor and Doughas. She was a surprisingly young elf. Vor hated himself for even thinking that, but he couldn’t help it. She couldn’t have been fifty, yet here she was, managing work for one of the most important elves in the city.

      “Go right on in, you two! He’s ready for you,” the secretary announced in a pleasant, chipper voice.

      Vor pulled Doughas along before he could growl out something Vor would regret.

      The office was similarly rearranged with more squiggly statues. They were all signed in the same fetching script, and the signature took up a surprisingly large portion of the corner. Only then did his mind connect the letters.

      It’s all his art.

      This realization corrupted whatever semi-pleasant feelings Vor had for the squiggles. It was one thing to redecorate his office and another to turn it into an art museum of his own making. Was he a curator or the Inquisitor-General?

      If there was a way to create a worse first impression, Vor wasn’t sure what. And he hadn’t even met the bastard yet.

      The Reeve began his speech almost before the door had closed. Vor barely had time to look at the elf. He stood tall and firm but lacked any grace, as if he had a metal rod shoved up his ass. His dress was elegant but muted, a dark navy blue suit that looked black from the corner of the eye but softened when viewed directly. That’s what the Reeve wanted—to be looked at. He did not return the favor. He had only glanced at his new employees while standing majestically behind his desk, facing the city.

      He hopped into his monologue and drove away, in love with the sound of his own voice.

      “This organization is in shambles as a result of its former leadership.” The new General gestured slowly but purposefully with his hands as if he often practiced the perfect flick of his fingers to accompany certain phrases. “I am sure you are as relieved as the rest of the Quadras to see that fool removed. His ineptitude will not enjoy a repeat performance. No. In my potent but short tenure, I will resurrect this drowning vessel and sail her straight into the sky. No more laughingstock. Your Bureau will become the jewel of this illustrious city.”

      And you’ll be hailed as the savior of both, no doubt.

      The Reeve turned to Vor and addressed him for the rest of his speech, never sparing a glance at his shorter companion. “Given the outcry over the human incident, it has become necessary to show how seriously we are taking the loss of so many lives. Some too young to run, or even walk.”

      Sheesh. Save it for the press, Vor wanted to say but held his tongue. He already hated the Reeve, but he didn’t need to reveal that information yet. All in due time.

      “We will show the voting public how serious this mission is. That is why I am assigning a new member to your team for this investigation. Someone with a personal interest in these deaths and someone who the human population will be pleased to see involved.” The Reeve pressed a button on his desk and spoke ever-so-sweetly into a voice box. “Please send him in, Tangella.”

      “Why, of course,” came the reply. The secretary spoke with the same coy tone as the Reeve. To say that Vor wanted to vomit would not scratch the surface. Doughas looked ready to defend a stranger’s daughter from their shithead of a boss. Before anything could be said or done, their new partner entered and stole their attention.

      He was human. That much Vor had expected after the Reeve’s speech. He was also either the best or the worst kind of human to be partnered with. It would all depend on the man himself. He was a Witch-Knight of Yaask like Kivook Klo’Kham, who they met when the human delegation visited. This human’s skin was coppery like Kivook’s, maybe darker. Also like the other Witch-Knight, tattoos adorned his lips, though less ornate.

      He entered the room in a rustle of black fabric, hands clasped behind his back. His knee-length dress was belted at the waist. Dark braids with bleached bone-white bands gathered on his head. Most striking was the long dagger he wore openly on his hip, considering all humans were supposedly disarmed upon entering the Quadras.

      The man stopped beside the Reeve’s desk.

      “This is Sir Parak Klo’Kahl,” the stiff-necked elf revealed. “He will be working with you closely on this massacre.”

      A new partner, and a human sorcerer at that. Vor wasn’t sure whether to dread or praise the addition. He and Doughas shared a worried glance. The world of the Quadras was changing, and Vor didn’t know what to make of it.
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      Doughas

      Doughas was more than happy to leave the pretender’s office but less than pleased to have a human snapping at his heels as he did. His brief interaction with the delegates two months ago was his only real exposure to humans. While this Parak was in the same order as Kivook, he lacked the latter’s easy smile and manner. Parak was stiffer than the Reeve. He moved as if he were a fortified tower that had sprouted legs by chance. Still, a stoic human was better than a rotten elf.

      Speaking of the new boss, he had something to address on their way out of the Bureau. Or rather, someone. Someone he seriously doubted had gotten a job here through the usual channels. Instead, he suspected the Reeve had manipulated them into a position that would not turn out as enjoyable as they’d hoped when the pressure was on.

      This someone might need an escape hatch.

      Doughas paused at the secretary’s desk. “Hello. Tangella, was it?”

      The elfess chirped back, “Yes! How can I help? Did the meeting go okay?”

      “It went terrible,” Doughas replied truthfully. The sudden negative struck the cheery elfess as strong as a slap to her cheek. “That is not your concern, though. I only wanted to welcome you to the Bureau and wish you an excellent stay.” Doughas moved as if to leave. He caught his comrades’ confused looks before he turned back to the elfess. “You know, my wife is always so troubled with me gone on the job. I wonder if you wouldn’t join her for a cup of coffee or come over for dinner sometime?”

      Tangella eyed the dwarf with a wariness he was glad to see she still possessed. “With only your wife?”

      Doughas nodded. “Aye. She’s mighty lonely these days, and you’re such a ray of sunshine. I think you’d be the perfect one to cheer her up. Don’t answer now. I’ll give you her number. She’s a dream, my Huala. Sweetest dwarf in the world. Even if you don’t want coffee, if you’re ever in any trouble, you give her a call. She’ll help you as best she can. I promise that.” Doughas tried not to overemphasize his words. “Remember that if you’re ever in trouble.” He pushed the scribbled note to the elfess, then marched onto the elevator.

      “You really think that will work?” Vor asked as he and the human joined him. “She’ll have a coffee date with your wife and decide to rethink her life choices? It’s not the worst idea, but I don’t see her ever using that, even if things do get messy. She probably has other people in her life she relies on.”

      “If she does, she needs new ones,” Doughas remarked, the conversation leading him further from a good mood. “It should be illegal what he’s doing to her. Messing with her mind and her heart.”

      Vor nodded. “If she were much younger, it would be. In the elven quarter, at least. Not sure how that changes downtown.”

      Parak stood in the back of the elevator like a shadow haunting their steps. He had yet to speak a word, and Doughas didn’t care enough to try to dislodge one from their sorcerous tagalong. He wanted progress on their case, and he wanted the Inquisitor-General back.

      The silence stretched, only broken by the sparkling tones of elevator music.

      “What next?” Vor finally asked as they neared the bottom and had to wait for the elevator doors to finish opening before he could hear the answer.

      “Back to the massacre site.” Doughas stalked across the lobby with an elf and a human struggling to keep up. He fell silent when he noticed every Inquisitor and guest turning to watch them pass. Doughas returned a few of the stares with a nod and a “good day” but soon gave up. He dropped his gaze and watched the tiles disappear under his feet.

      Parak still hadn’t spoken. Doughas wasn’t sure he’d even heard him breathe.

      Can they do that? Doughas wondered, then considered that Parak might not even understand their language. The humans had hundreds of tongues Doughas had never heard of and knew less than nothing about. If he was a mute sorcerer, Doughas couldn’t imagine why the Reeve had assigned him to help. Unless it was to make them fail while keeping his own image sparkling.

      Yes, that sounded like the Reeve.

      Outside, a pleasant breeze wafted up from the street and cooled Doughas’ body. It had never felt so wonderful to escape the stares and the pressure in that building. However, the peace lasted less than a second. As soon as Doughas lifted his gaze, he saw a legion of reporters rushing up the steps.

      “You’ve got to be—”

      Doughas never got to finish. Security guards tried to halt the flood of bodies but only succeeded in adding their own weight to the press of the mob. Doughas was squashed against the door and had to push back. More guards poured from the building and added their power to his own. The guards managed to prod the wall of journalists down a few steps and made room for Doughas, Vor, and Parak to stand freely. Of the three, only Parak seemed unconcerned.

      Again, Doughas wondered if the human understood anything or if he was dumb as well as mute.

      Questions flew at the Inquisitors. Doughas had no desire to answer them, even if they’d been good ones. They were more like insults, though.

      “Doesn’t this massacre demonstrate how incompetent and incomplete the Inquisitors’ efforts have been at protecting humans?” called one reporter. Another flat-out asked, “Will these undocumented humans be kept outside the city to avoid possible contamination or spontaneous necromantic animation?”

      What could anyone say to questions like that besides “shut up” or “that’s ridiculous?”

      Doughas tried his best. “At this point, the investigation is ongoing. We have a lot of work ahead of us before we can release a statement pertaining to the situation. Thank you. Good day.” Doughas and Vor tried to sidestep the crowd, but it reformed and cut them off. The questions resumed, twice as insulting as before.

      Most of them treated the humans like a danger to society. If Parak understood their words, Doughas was impressed the human kept his cool. If those reporters spoke about dwarves the way they spoke about humans, Doughas’ face would be on the cover of a whole lot of newspapers for single-handedly maiming half the city’s rumor-hounds.

      Vor tried his hand at answering and offered a similar response to Doughas’, with the same effect. More questions. More hate. More noise and flashes of light. Doughas tightened his hands into fists. A vein bulged on his forehead.

      In the end, Parak Klo’Kahl kept him from exploding with rage. The human walked in front of Doughas and took center stage. The reporters grew quiet as they sensed he was about to speak.

      He spoke their language, after all. Very well.

      Doughas looked at Vor for any signs of sorcery, but the elf shook his head. His anti-magic tattoos remained inactivated. Yet the human spoke with powerful, natural elegance.

      “Your concerns are real. That is why myself and your Inquisitors’ Bureau are taking all measures to resolve this case and avenge the butchered innocents. My name is Parak Klo’Kahl, and I am a stranger to this city, as are all humans. Under the new leadership of Senior Reeve Yul’Nadothien, I have been assigned to work alongside these excellent Inquisitors before you. I solemnly swear to bring to justice whoever has committed this heinous and unforgivable crime.”

      As his speech ended, he looked around for an avenue of escape. The only one he found was the door he’d emerged through. Parak walked back inside to the sounds of applause from the reporters.

      Doughas and Vor hurried after him and caught up near the elevator.

      “I do not know where I am going,” Parak stated. “Is there a back door?”

      The Inquisitors shared a look, startled by the sudden and enigmatic performance of the human. Still, they had a job that needed doing.

      Doughas led him away from the elevator and down the hall. “This way. We can exit on the other side and work our way back around.”

      “Excellent,” Parak agreed, though his tone was unconcerned.

      When they reached the Street Behemoth, they had to load Parak in the back where prisoners would normally sit. They tried to think of something else, but it was the only way short of taking a different vehicle.

      “Apologies for the conditions.” Doughas didn’t want to make an enemy of their new partner too quickly, but the human took it in stride and did not seem offended.

      “Remind me again what our plan of action is?” Parak asked once they took to the road. They passed in front of the Inquisitors’ Bureau. The mob of journalists was still there, only now they pressed their questions toward someone who wanted to hear them. The Reeve himself had come down to entertain the masses…and himself.

      Doughas drove the Behemoth around the bend. “We’re going back to the massacre site to gather the evidence there and take a look at the reports from our fellow Inquisitors,” Doughas explained, figuring they ought to have a proper introduction. He gave his full name to the Witch-Knight.

      “Pleased to make your acquaintance,” Parak responded and echoed the same when Vor introduced himself. “I have read files on some of your previous cases. You both have extensive and impressive histories. I am proud to seek out these cowards with warriors such as you.”

      Doughas gave Vor a worried glance before replying. “I’m, uh…glad to have your help on the case, too.”

      The pleasantries might have continued, but Doughas glanced in the rearview mirror and noticed a shiny cloud following them. He squinted at the disturbance. It zipped overhead and disappeared for a few seconds before reappearing as a cloud of pixies bouncing off his windshield.

      Doughas cursed and swerved, braking to avoid killing the fragile buggers. They bounced off and zipped away as if nothing had happened.

      “This is a strange city,” Parak mused as he watched the pixies flutter away.

      Vor was occupied reading a note that seemed to have come from nowhere. Unless…

      As Doughas watched him study the paper, the look on Vor’s face confirmed it. That was no random swarm of pixies.

      Vor raised an eyebrow at Doughas. “I forgot something on my Griff that I need to take care of first. Drop me off back at the Bureau, and I’ll catch up soon.”

      Doughas knew why Vor wanted to go. The note was from the Pixie Queen. “You can get to whatever is wrong with your deathtrap of a boat after the massacre site. We’ve got more important problems. Don’t you agree?”

      Vor held the note to his chest so Doughas could read the letters written in bold while Parak stared stoically out the window, oblivious to it all. Two words.

      MEET. NOW.

      Doughas released a hiss of pent breath.

      “Fine.” He swerved again to change lanes and take them back to the Bureau.

      Things just keep getting better.
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      Esselliar

      From his hovering Griff, Vor eyed the Street Behemoth as it rumbled down the road and disappeared around a corner. Troubled thoughts entered his mind.

      Doughas was alone with a human magic user.

      Now, Doughas was tough. Vor had no doubts there. Tough enough to fight a gang of marauders and leave victorious. Sure, he might also leave bloodied and half-mangled, but still the winner. The surly dwarf had battled the worst of the Quadras and come out on top. Against a magic user…that was another story. One that had almost cost Doughas his life.

      ArnUthfiel had nearly killed Vor as well, and the sorcerous ranger had been no master practitioner. He was barely an apprentice, if Vor’s anti-magic training could be believed. Lashing waves of dark fire, though deadly, was only the tip of the flaming iceberg that a reckless and powerful sorcerer could unleash.

      The Griff sailed into the sky as Vor peered at the scaled-down map of the city on his shard and planned a route to the ogre quarter. Thankfully, the Queen’s meeting place was on the surface. Some districts had plenty of room for hovercraft to maneuver. Specifically the elven and ogre ones. However, the goblins and dwarves hadn’t bothered to consider flying vehicles clogging the grand tunnels and vast caverns. No, the Keepers and Wardens would find any excuse to reduce his “flying death trap” into a pile of kindling, if only to spare their children the sight of a shiny toy that might urge them to climb the skies.

      Regardless of the location, if Vor did need to take his board underground, law enforcement would monitor him closely. The usual avenues of restriction no longer applied below the surface.

      That was why Vor liked it.

      The wind rushed around him, and the thrill of flight took hold. However, he still worried about his dwarven partner and the threat of true sorcery so close to him. In addition to the magic-sensing tattoos, Vor had been shown reels of the Damp Duke, the last sorcerer to terrorize the Quadras.

      More accurately, he saw the destruction His Dampness had achieved. Entire neighborhoods of the undercity had been covered in necrotic slime after several folks poked fun at the sorcerer’s rather silly name.

      No one in those houses would have laughed at his name. Not when the caustic ooze melted through their ceiling or burned holes in the table or sofa they were hiding under. No one laughed as it sizzled through their flesh…right down to the bone. Their mouths were occupied with other noises.

      The dark thoughts distracted him, and Vor did his best to turn his attention to the sky. The world was bright and full of beauty. Vor trusted that Doughas would take care of himself, and he had to do the same.

      He zeroed in on the location and noted the nearest spectrol depot a few blocks away. If anyone asked, he was refueling his Griff, then rendezvousing with Doughas in the Valley. The location was perfect for an excuse like that. They were right on the edge of Burb-burg. Hopefully, Vor could head directly from the meeting to resume their mission. The longer he dallied, the more suspicious Parak might become. With the Queen calling right after the Fellows, they did not need any more surprises.

      Vor parked his board and hooked it up to a spectrol pump. He shoved his ring into the receiver and prayed its soft red glow didn’t darken to a hopeless, money-less black. Whether due to his ancestral pleading or the check he’d deposited two days ago and forgotten about, the crimson light remained, and the pump started. With an uncanny whoosh, spirit-fuel gushed through the rubber hose and into the Gwuellihyn.

      Job done. Now let’s find out what the hell Mama Wee-Folk wants so badly.

      He stashed the Griff in a side parking spot, as out of the way as possible, then snuck out the back and calmly walked toward the requested address.

      Whatever their shadowy benefactor wanted, it would be the last time they came to her aid. She’d helped them immensely, but Vor and Doughas were not her errand-runners, ready to drop everything and rush to do her bidding. She was an unknown. A variable that couldn’t be wholly trusted, no matter how much she’d done to help. At the end of the day, she’d do what was best for the wee-folk. And Vor would do what was best for the Quadras.

      He was two blocks away when his pocket buzzed with uncontainable energy. An unknown number on his shard strove for his attention. He declined the call, but the call was not so easily dismissed. A second later, it returned. The same number. Vor declined it again to the same effect. The buzzing returned almost immediately.

      Come on. There can’t be anything else going on important enough to warrant three calls in row…

      It was so terrible, it warranted five.

      The sixth time, Vor picked up.

      “You had better have the best damn reason in the city to call this many times. You’re lucky I didn’t block the number and get on with my day. Now, come on, spit it out. Who is this, and what in the Quadras do you want?” He paused to look for traffic before crossing the street.

      One more block to go. They’d better make this fast.

      When the caller responded, Vor wanted to dropkick his shard or stomp it to death, but he was tired of having to replace his device.

      “Good afternoon, Esselliar. Or is it Ess? Can I call you Ess?” The mewling voice was familiar. Not because Vor heard it often but because its disturbingly distinct, flirtatious tone could only have been one person.

      “Sevik. ‘Surprised’ is the wrong word to describe how I feel. I’m deeply disappointed and annoyed.” Vor let the salt twist his tongue and stain his words with whatever vitriol it could lend. “To say ‘I don’t have time to talk’ is already taking too much of it. You have five seconds. What do you want?”

      The gruff and bitter tone put her off-balance. It still wasn’t adequate payback for the treatment her eyes had given Vor at the ranger’s compound. “Well, you see, I got your number—”

      “I know you have my number. What do you want?”

      There was a sharp inhale as she steadied herself. She was calm and collected when she spoke again. “I was promised an interview and wanted to know when I could fit this delightful opportunity into my very busy schedule.”

      Vor tried not to laugh. “I think my schedule is busier than yours.”

      “Yes, well, I can find a spot tomorrow afternoon. Does any time between 8 a.m. and 6 p.m. work for you? Let’s say an hour for the interview, half an hour for lunch, and another hour to round things out?” She sniggered as if this was a fine plan that Vor would be crazy to deny. She seemed certain of their meeting and quite a bit more than that.

      Deluded, more like.

      “Listen, Sevik—”

      “Oh, Ess. Always so formal. You can call me Guthna. Or Guth, if you like.”

      “Yeah, I’m not doing that. I’m also not doing an interview until we close our case on the human massacre,” Vor snapped and reconsidered chucking his shard into the sewer.

      Sevik made several affirmative noises. “Yup, of course. That’s reasonable. Hey, so about that whole massacre business. Pretty grim, right? I’m sure you’d love to get all that gore and horror off your chest.” Her voice jumped an octave. “How about a drink? Meet outside your place in an hour?”

      “No! Sevik, I can’t and—”

      “Not in an hour? I guess I could meet you in…say, half an hour? Or maybe twenty minutes? Sure, traffic’s shit, but I’m good at getting places fast. Especially places I want to be.”

      I hope it’s a bluff that she knows where my apartment is…but I doubt it.

      Vor reached the end of the sidewalk. Across the street, a line of ogre-sized warehouses dominated the area. He peered down at the Queen’s scribbled note and matched the address listed to the cross street. Based on the numbers, the place would be across the road and one or two buildings down.

      It was time to end the call.

      “Sevik, I have to go,” Vor tried to say, having ignored the last ten seconds of her babble. After reconnecting to the conversation, he realized she’d been explaining some of her crackpot theories regarding Vor and Doughas’ exploits.

      They were too crazy not to respond.

      “We do not use sorcery,” Vor growled as his gaze flashed over his anti-magic tattoos. “If you knew my history with the Justicars, you would get that.”

      “Do you mean the ‘anti-magic’ training you supposedly underwent?” Sevik leaned into the veiled message with her next statement. “Isn’t it more likely the Justicars is where you first learned to access the dark arts and turn magic into a force for good?”

      That was too much, even for Vor. “Sevik, if you call me again, I will block your number, and you will never get your interview with us. You hear me? Once we finish our current case, then Doughas and I will sit down and answer some questions, but only serious ones. None of these wild theories you’re trying to pass off as journalism.”

      Without waiting for a reply, Vor clicked his shard to end the call. He hoped she’d marked his words closely because he meant them. If she called again, he would do everything in his power never to see or hear her voice again. Considering their first encounter, Vor was overly gracious in agreeing to do an interview at all.

      The note led Vor past the first warehouse, marked 103, past a crowded alley, then beside the next warehouse. Which was marked 105. The note he’d been given was for a location marked 104.

      He retraced his steps to the alley and realized his mistake.

      It was no alley. Or rather, it was no longer an alley. Smooshed between the gargantuan warehouses was yet another building. It was thin, yet only half the height of its neighbors.

      “Unassuming” was a generous description. It was damn ugly. The outside walls were a filthy brown that looked like mud plastered on with clumsy, fluttering hands instead of brushes. Considering who Vor had come to see, he had a pretty good idea why it looked that way.

      As he stared at the trash heap’s front door, it popped open. A sedate-looking brownie appeared in the entry. He was at once ridiculous and stately in a three-piece suit and top hat crafted from the same plaster that had been generously slathered across the building’s walls.

      From his noble, slightly upturned head to the bottoms of his wingtip shoes, the brownie lived up to his name. He was fully brown, a shade and texture most often associated with feces. Beyond that, he was a venerable creature with so many wrinkles on his face that Vor could not tell which slits of skin belonged to his eyes. His entire face seemed covered in eye slits.

      The brownie gestured at Vor and bid him enter the odd little building, something Vor wished he could avoid.

      With a hand on Hope and Glory’s grip, Vor hopped up the few steps to the door. The gentleman brownie graciously kept it open with his body as the stopper. The Inquisitor peered inside. The place was dark and smelled rank. Not a truly foul odor, but the kind that suggested it had been occupied for a long time and rarely cleaned.

      Vor nodded his thanks, feeling the need to be extra-courteous to the well-dressed brownie.

      Well-dressed for a brownie, at least.

      The smell actually improved after the door closed, and Vor’s eyesight adjusted to the dim lighting. A few draped windows provided soft illumination for a sparsely decorated living room. Like the brownie who lived there, it was a crude imitation of a mansion recreated from garbage. A set of PVC lounge chairs sat in a triangle, slightly facing each other with little tables nestled between them. There was a patchwork couch along the far wall.

      Instead of brown plaster, the interior walls were decorated with green paper collected from the trash. There were green-stained newspapers and pamphlets for missing pets. One popular sheet that repeated all around the room was an advertisement for a band called The Greenie Meanies.

      Vor had never heard of them. He doubted anyone else had either since this brownie had hunted down all their flyers to use for wallpaper.

      The brownie hurried past Vor toward a door at the end of the room. This he opened by jumping and grabbing the doorknob so that when his body fell, his weight twisted the knob and kicked the door off the ground to move it open. If that was how the creature opened every door in the house, Vor felt sorry for him.

      Inside the closet was a staircase. It spiraled beneath the floor and into a long, dark shaft, descending for twenty feet before darkness hid it from his vision.

      “You want me to go down there?” Vor already knew the answer, but some justification for the hellish descent would have been nice.

      Sir Brownie waggled his finger. His wrinkled face squished together as if to say, “You’ll find no tasty nuggets without a little effort!” Then he pointed at the twisting staircase.

      A sigh hissed from Vor’s nearly-closed mouth.

      He entered the closet and took his first step downward. The metal frame, which had looked solid before, now jiggled beneath his feet. Vor steadied himself on the railing but found that it wobbled with everything else. It was then he saw the metal wires. They connected the stairs to the ceiling and the walls, and they were all that connected it. Like a vertical rope bridge.

      “You can’t be serious.” Vor glanced back at the venerable creature. “This a death trap.”

      If Doughas heard me say that, he’d laugh his ass off…then he’d agree with me. These stairs are not designed for elves, dwarves, or anything else that weighs more than twenty pounds.

      Sir Brownie dropped on all fours and scampered down the stairs past Vor. Further along, he paused and waved at Vor to join him.

      There was no other way.

      Vor closed his eyes and stepped gingerly onto the next grate. The wires groaned under his weight as they flexed. Though he’d never considered himself obese, the staircase’s obnoxious complaints clearly wanted him to believe otherwise.

      Small red lights spaced at even intervals along the walls softened the darkness. Without them, Vor would have been blind. The only sensations he felt were the corroded railing beneath his hands and the shivering floor under his boots. Given the construction method, Vor doubted the tunnel could be too deep.

      The fearful descent soon ended at a metal landing. Holes in the floor revealed that the shaft continued down and widened as it went.

      Sir Brownie waited nearby. He gestured at Vor the same way he had at the top of the stairwell. He pointed down and waved him into the next room.

      Which wasn’t actually a room. It was the beginning of yet another rickety staircase.

      “Oh, please, no. Not again,” Vor pleaded.

      The venerable brownie only smiled, his face squishing like the squint of a hundred eyes. Then he scampered past Vor into the next shaft.

      Vor traveled down four sets of stairwells, all crafted with suicidal design. Finally, his internal and external pleading was answered. The shaft ended, and the main hub of the ogre quarter’s undercity opened up below. Vor admired the microcosm of houses and apartment buildings from several hundred feet above. Neon lights drenched the business district, and he thought he glimpsed the top of Throm’s restaurant from here.

      It was beautiful, so far from the grime and clutter.

      However, Vor’s circumstances did not afford him the best opportunity to enjoy the view. Sir Brownie led him across several gantries, also suspended in the air and connected to the ceiling via metal wires.

      At least it’s horizontal this time.

      The soft red lights of the stairwell were far behind them. Now, the only light filtered up from the shops and streets of the undercity. It cast shifting shadows on the ceiling above the shuddering walkways. Sir Brownie’s stately form was barely visible half the time. Vor blinked and discovered the creature gone. He strained his sight and thought about gleaming his eyes to see further, but he doubted that would help.

      He stopped. Good thing he did because he glanced down and spotted Sir Brownie standing a foot away, staring back at him. The creature had simply stopped, and Vor had missed it in the terrible lighting.

      “Are we almost there?” Vor asked and searched the brownie’s wrinkled face. For the first time, he made out two dots on the esteemed creature’s face. They were his eyes, and they were looking up.

      Sir Brownie pointed in the same direction.

      The tangled mass of shadows above, which Vor had thought cast by the shifting gantry, was real. The darkness took solid form, and the black threads worked their way closer, dragging its bulbous center mass. Then the tentacles lowered its body onto the walkway. Sir Brownie was either behind the creature or squashed by it.

      Vor had no time to mourn. He jumped two paces back and leveled Hope and Glory at the center of the monster’s swirling vortex of limbs upon limbs. The tentacles continuously unfurled and retracted at a leisurely pace until the creature noticed the threat Vor posed. Instantly, the dark mass rolled forward, propelled by a hundred arms, and struck. It swiped Vor’s arm aside, so his first shot missed.

      A trio of tendrils constricted his arm and squeezed until he dropped the gun. Hope and Glory clattered onto the metal walkway, perilously close to the edge. With his remaining hand, Vor unsheathed his knife and sliced the tentacles binding him.

      The monster surged away from Vor, but the rush of its limbs knocked him on his back.

      He rolled over and crawled like mad to reach his ARC.

      A chorus of discord rose from the creature, like the shriveled voices of twenty ancients chanting garbled, out-of-sync words.

      Vor grabbed Hope and Glory and took aim from a prone position.

      The voices coalesced. “Peace, warrior! Keep your arrows in your quiver!” the Pixie Queen cried. Her shadowy limbs retracted, reducing her great form to a dark bundle resting on the gantry.

      There wasn’t enough light to see every detail, but Vor caught glimpses of her body. She’d been heavily wounded. Several jagged cuts and seeping holes marked her umbrous body. Vor only hoped the injuries he’d dealt wouldn’t seal her fate.

      Part of him wanted to rush over and check her wounds, but he still sensed the writhing strength that pulsed through her body. Even injured, she could twist him into a knot and bowl him off the edge.

      “A-are you okay?” he stammered.

      The Queen paused to catch her breath. “Hello, Esselliar. As can be seen, I am not, as you put it, okay.” One or two of her voices kept shifting out of focus, but the words remained clear. “The city has changed again, and I have been driven from my home. I need your help…to find somewhere safe. Somewhere I can rest and…assess the damage.”

      “That’s why you called me?” Vor was actually glad to see Sir Brownie reappear from behind the Queen. The wizened fellow held out his arm, and a tentacle looped around it as if the Queen would rest some of her weight on her miniature butler.

      Sir Brownie pointed toward the ceiling and stepped closer to Vor with the Queen in tow.

      “This is not what I expected when you called me here.” Vor wasn’t sure how he could help in a situation like this. “I don’t have a safe house or a secret hideout. If anyone sees you up there, they’ll think you’re some demon that a sorcerer summoned.”

      “Let us hope no one sees me, then,” the Queen intoned.

      Vor rubbed his chin. “What about the mountains? I can stash you there easily. You’ll be safe…from people, at least. I can’t speak to the animals.”

      “Not the mountains!” The Queen’s body shuddered, and Sir Brownie affectionately patted one of her tentacles. She recovered quickly. “I must stay in the Quadras. Not only for the sake of my children but for all life who call this city home.”

      A sudden thought took root in Vor’s mind. It was a terrible idea. Really awful. Yet what choice did he have?

      “I think I might know a place,” He was already trying to come up with an excuse to give Areal.
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      Doughas

      When Doughas signed on to be a Warden all those years ago, he never dreamed he’d be driving a human sorcerer around the Quadras. If he had, he would not have imagined it to be like this. He might have pictured the human’s appearance correctly, but not the way he acted. Doughas had thought sorcerers were crazed individuals, so vile that anyone with at least one brain cell could tell at a glance they were evil to the bone.

      The real Parak was utterly stoic. Yet beneath the frozen face and staring eyes lay dormant energy. It felt like sitting beside a power generator or a landmine. At any moment, the man’s stiff shell could collapse and unleash a hurricane.

      Doughas did not intend to be around when that happened.

      The drive to the massacre site only reinforced his opinion of the man. Silence reigned over the trip, for which Doughas was thankful. It was a professional silence. It was also profoundly boring.

      The dwarf hated to admit it, but after thirty minutes of absolute quiet, he missed Vor and his yammering mouth. He hoped the lad was all right. Dealing with the Pixie Queen was always a gamble. They never knew what they were getting into until it was too late. The shadowy gal had helped them out in the past, but everyone had an agenda. Sooner or later, her plans would butt heads with what was best for the Quadras.

      Doughas wasn’t sure how to kill the Pixie Queen and hoped he never had to figure it out. His softer side again reminded him how much she’d helped the city. Maybe there was a chance she could be trusted.

      A crowd of cars and pedestrians ahead jammed the roadway to the massacre site. They were close, within a mile of the ranger station where Doughas and Vor had tried to shower and rest before Ms. Sevik’s interruption. Now the evidence for the case was being stored there until it could be safely moved to the Bureau headquarters.

      The flock of people that slowed their progress was diverse in makeup though not in their reason for being there. Wherever Doughas looked, he saw parked news vans with cameras, crews, and anchors hard at work beside them, reporting the same details as the hour before, and the hour before that. Alongside the story-mongers, alternating bands of protesters moved through the area with signs held high, though their voices were shrill and pitiful after a day and a half of shouting. The worst on the scene were the profiteers who sold bottled water or candy bars from their trunks at a stiff upcharge.

      “This a damn circus,” Doughas growled and glanced at Parak. The man observed the woods outside his window, seemingly uninterested in the gross display. If that didn’t bother the man, what did?

      Doughas yanked the wheel around and took the Street Behemoth where its name said it couldn’t go. The oversized car dropped sharply into the ditch but recovered fast. He pulled the car parallel to the road and bypassed the frozen traffic.

      Parak finally eyed the commotion as they drove past. Doughas watched for his reaction, but it was the same nothingness as before. He was Parak the still. Parak the unchangeable. Parak the—

      “What are they up to over there?” the man suddenly asked.

      For a second, Doughas was too surprised to answer. They had driven past the crowd and turned onto the final stretch, the last few hundred feet before the ranger compound. There, it was crowded with official business. The slew of vehicles parked along the roadside belonged to Inquisitors living and working at the station. Rangers came and went on their magi-tech mounts.

      None of this had elicited Parak’s question. He’d indicated a bus stopped outside the compound walls. A line of humans slowly exited the vehicle. A guard checked them in before they walked inside under the rangers’ watch.

      Doughas wondered the same thing until his mind zeroed in on the answer.

      “Ah, they are here to claim property. Suitcases and stuff that belonged to the dead. Those are the humans who identified the bodies for us at the Bureau.” Doughas was proud of how quickly he’d arrived at the solution.

      His positive feelings faded when the former Witch-Knight responded.

      “Crows,” the sorcerer intoned after a long, cold silence.

      Doughas parked the Street Behemoth near the compound entrance. While his hands fiddled with the shifter and the driver’s door, the man’s insult consumed his mind.

      Is it an insult, though? Perhaps “crow” is a name for mourners. That would make sense. But Parak’s tone sounded a hell of a lot more like an insult. If it is, I don’t know how to feel. Maybe the man has his reasons for insulting a group who’s lost loved ones. They had better be good.

      Doughas exited the car and headed to the entrance, anxious to see the gathered evidence and begin to make sense of all this chaos. He glanced back to find Parak following closely. He started to quicken their pace before shouts started on his right from the humans’ bus, seemingly aimed at him.

      He didn’t stop for the disturbance. Perhaps the humans knew he was assigned to the case and wanted information about their loved ones’ deaths. He wanted to avoid that conversation.

      The shouting continued, and Doughas realized they weren’t trying to gain his attention. They were angry.

      Parak slid from Doughas’ trail like a shadow and approached the humans outside the bus. Doughas stopped to wait for his new partner and fully assessed the situation.

      A small crowd had formed alongside the bus. Half a dozen humans yelled at Parak as they jabbed their fingers in a threatening manner. At least until he approached them.

      Only one more human dared to shout then, and Doughas heard him clearly.

      “You black-lipped son of a bitch! You’re not here to help. You’re here to cover up the truth!”

      The insult was odd. Then the dwarf remembered the former Witch-Knight’s lip tattoos, and all became clear.

      Rangers stepped up to the humans and pressed them back, but Parak held up a hand to stop them. He squared himself with the group of humans.

      Good. Parak can put his fancy lips to use and calm those people down before they start a riot and get bushwhacked by the rangers. They’ve suffered enough.

      Parak did not seem to be thinking along the same lines.

      The former Witch-Knight spread his hands toward the group. “Look at you all! You are a ragged pack, are you not? Were you not satisfied with your own chew-bones, and now you want to steal someone else's?” The large man raised his chest, walked up to each human in turn, and stared them down until they shrank back in terror. Parak appeared delighted by this response. It was the most positive emotion Doughas had seen from the stoic figure.

      He stepped back and let the humans appraise him once more. “Mongrels. Yes, that is your name. Go chew your stolen bones, if that is what you want. You prove your nature again and again. It is sad…for you.”

      Parak turned on his heel and strolled back toward Doughas.

      Every Inquisitor and ranger in earshot stared at the human sorcerer, dumbfounded. He was supposed to be the representative for the humans, yet this was how he acted toward grieving family members? There had to be something else going on, but no option made his reactions acceptable.

      Doughas eyed the humans one last time. They stared at the former Witch-Knight, their hands balled into fists and their bodies shaking with rage. Beneath it all, Doughas saw the true reason they hadn’t fought. Why they shrank back when Parak approached. They were terrified in a way Doughas didn’t understand.

      No weak humans arrived at the Quadras. To reach it, they had to traverse one, sometimes two, magic-ravaged continents, then sail across the monster-riddled strait. Then, they had to cross the Valley, a place so dangerous that most folks in the Quadras wouldn’t risk the journey without a well-armed convoy.

      Yet they melted when Parak simply breathed on them.

      What exactly did the Witch-Knights do to earn a reputation like that? Doughas hoped he would find out from a textbook rather than a real-life example.

      After Parak rejoined Doughas, they entered the compound side by side. Doughas waited until they were inside the main evidence hall before stopping in front of the man to ask for a word. “Now, it is my understanding that the Reeve assigned you as our point of contact to improve relations with the human community. However, you don’t seem too empathetic toward your people. Is there something more I need to know about you, Parak?”

      If Doughas hadn’t heard Parak’s elegant speech, he would have been sure the human had no idea what he’d asked. His confused expression was impressive.

      “What makes you think I lack empathy for the dire plight of my people?” There was no sign of a joke. He was serious. Cold, deadly, and serious.

      “How do you explain the fight you almost started two minutes ago?” Doughas nearly shouted, exasperated by the human’s response so far. He only wanted to understand. His new partner, this case…everything. He wanted to solve it all, then go see his wife and kids.

      Parak laughed. It was genuine if a bit mean-spirited. The former Witch-Knight slapped Doughas heartily on the back. “That is a fine jest! I didn’t know dwarves were so funny. I’ve never heard such an excellent joke from anyone else in the Quadras.” His tirade of mirth continued a few seconds more before he realized Doughas hadn’t joined him. The laughter died in Parak’s throat. “Ah. A misunderstanding has arrived between us. I think I see the problem if you’ll allow me to explain.”

      “Go right ahead,” Doughas invited with crossed arms and a crosser face.

      “Those yelling at me were not my people. They are Gidrasti.” He paused but continued at Doughas’ ongoing confusion. “As your city has its four, so the humans have many groups. The Gidrasti are a low and filthy people. Even their name is too good for their kind. I would be justified in calling them what they are—thieves and cowards. Like I said earlier, they’re crows.”

      Parak allowed the words to settle before he further explained, “Given this, you can see why your original question makes no sense. They are not my people. They are nothing like them. The Yaask may be called many things by the mongrels who came limping along in our wake, but coward is not one.”

      Doughas tapped his foot and tried to absorb the information as best he could. If he really wanted to understand, he’d need a book and a class. Then he thought of something else. “So, what would the Gil, uh, Gildrasti…what would they call your people? The people of Yaask?”

      Without a hint of shame or reservation, Parak stated, “If they described the average citizen of Yaask, they would name them conquerors or oppressors. Something like that. It is far worse for the Witch-Knights. Monster would be their first curse, but they would call us others.” He seemed proud of the insults his people had earned. “Before the Rivening, the Witch-Knights were the demons that filled their bedtime stories. Then they met real demons, and we became a close second. There’s plenty of time to change that if we’re lucky.”

      The entire admission struck Doughas like hammer blows to the chest. His heart raced as he stared at Sir Parak Klo’Kahl’s sanguine face. This was the kind of mind, the kind of man who used and probably abused sorcery. And for the foreseeable future, this was his partner.

      That fact alone made Doughas keep his reaction close to his chest, but Parak seemed unsettled for the first time that day. Probably due to Doughas’ strange reaction toward the “normal” explanation he’d offered.

      “Do you not include monsters in your children’s bedtime stories?” he asked as if that was the source of the confusion.

      “I have understood everything you said.” Doughas wanted to add, but I wish I hadn’t.

      The job called, and Doughas continued into the evidence room with Parak in tow. Inquisitors and rangers swarmed from table to table, organizing packages and pointing at photographs pinned onto boards. It was a mess. Everything was a mess…and it was Doughas’ to clean up.

      Near the front of the room, a heated conversation took place between a group of rangers and Inquisitors. When Doughas rolled up to put out the fire, he was not surprised to find JunRazelien at the center with his finger jammed almost up Gerhosk’s nose.

      “Stay here and search your photographs for the killers,” the ranger ordered. “My men and I will follow this trail and find whoever left the scene.”

      “You found a trail from one of the attackers?” Doughas’ question announced his presence to both parties. They swiveled to take in the newcomer, and neither side seemed thrilled to see him.

      “Not one of the attackers,” JunRazelien growled. “A survivor.”

      Someone survived that nightmare? Doughas thought. That’s the best news I’ve had since this whole mess started. But the massacre happened over a week ago. They might be lost in the wilderness and close to death…or already there.

      “Excellent find,” he commented. “This is a case for the Inquisitors. We will take it from here, Ranger.” Doughas dripped a splash of venom into his words, slight payback for the previous struggles the elf had given him.

      JunRazelien slitted his eyes. “I don’t give a shit about jurisdiction. Not when there’s a killer out there who took the life of my fellow ranger.”

      That was almost impossible to believe, considering JunRazelien and the murdered ranger had gotten into an altercation prior to the massacre. Doughas let slip what he knew. “If you rangers cared as much about holding your own accountable as you did about avenging them, this whole massacre could have been stopped before it happened.”

      JunRazelien stared at Doughas and stepped closer to the dwarf until he looked directly down at him. “Good thing you and your new human are here. Tell me, where’s the pup? Did the poor dear trip and fall on the way?”

      Doughas gritted his teeth but said nothing. This would not become a pissing contest. They were both professionals and good at their jobs.

      “Inquisitor VorKluvaith will arrive once he has finished with other important matters. What I want is a report.” He looked from the ranger to Gerhosk. “Come on, spit it out. What have we found?”

      Gerhosk started listing figures for the dead humans, the nature of the damage, what weapons were used, and estimates of how many fighters were present. The ogre ended his speech with the best summary of the event they could recreate with the present knowledge. The ranger scoffed at half the things the ogre said but offered precious little when it was his turn to speak.

      Instead, JunRazelien explained the new lead in greater detail. “It’s a footprint…a single footprint in the woods, half a mile from the massacre. It’s a miracle one of my men found it since your folk stopped searching after a quarter-mile. Yet do my rangers get to join the chase? No, we’re supposed to sit at home and take up knitting. We need to follow this trail, and we need to follow it now!” If there had been a table, the elf would have rammed his fist into the wood. Instead, he banged it against his thigh. “We’re wasting time!”

      Doughas stopped the ranger before his report deteriorated into a full tirade. “For once, I agree with you. I will approve you to follow this trail under my rules and my conditions. Do you understand?”

      The ranger’s expression soured. “What conditions?”

      Doughas gestured at Parak. “We will join you, along with a support team of Inquisitors who will follow us on standby in case we need reinforcements. You also must agree that this case is under the Inquisitors’ authority. We may need your help here in the Valley, but we operate by our rules. Not yours. Do we have a deal?”

      JunRazelien eyed Doughas bitterly. “I don’t have much bargaining power in this situation, do I? I’ll take what I can get, though. You got yourself a deal, dwarf. Now, follow me and mount up. We’re taking this show on the road and into the woods.” He glanced at Parak. “I hope your human will be all right there.”

      The former Witch-Knight could at least read the ranger’s disdain. To the man’s credit, he didn’t rise to the bait. However, one corner of his mouth lifted slightly.

      There was the confidence. There was the energy and the power waiting to burst forth and consume the elf who’d dared to insult a Witch-Knight of Yaask.
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      Esselliar

      When it came to smuggling ancient fae beings, Vor learned two crucial rules. One, a large tarp was a must. Plastic or cloth, it didn’t matter. Whatever covered the biggest surface area.

      And two, no matter how much rope he used, it was never enough.

      The Pixie Queen was an ever-shifting mass of tangled limbs. Under the tarp, she looked like a sentient pillow that was trying to strangle itself. The sedate brownie seated ramrod-straight before his rope- and tarp-bound mistress only enhanced the ridiculous look.

      Vor pinched his arm every minute or so as he reviewed the scene aboard his Griff, which could only be described as a bad dream. The pinch proved otherwise.

      He glanced at his shard, then started their descent.

      Below him stood a variety of multi-story buildings. Simply constructed, neither old enough to be considered ancient nor young enough to be considered new. They were average buildings. Vor could only afford average, and sometimes not even that.

      Today, he was thankful his housing had no fancy accommodations like a rooftop swimming pool or tenant balconies. Only the dull gray stare of a hundred closed blinds greeted him from the building’s many windows.

      The lack of a rooftop spa also meant Vor could use it for his own purposes. Before acquiring the Griff, he’d constructed a simple dock that stretched out from the roof like a splinter. There, he could offload gear and work on the ship easier than if he tried to squeeze it among the magi-tech heating and cooling systems that cluttered the roof.

      There was only one area of clear space on the roof, and that day it was being used for its usual purpose. However, the metal ducts surrounding it kept Vor from noticing its occupied status.

      He drew the Griff beside his dock and began untethering the ropes from around the still-wriggling tarp.

      “Settle down! I’ll have you out soon, then we can get you situated. Hey!” Vor grabbed the tarp as a gust of wind caught the underside like a sail and threatened to rip it off the board. Not only was it Doughas’, but Vor had nothing to replace it with if he needed to cover up the Pixie Queen and move her somewhere else.

      The fae mistress shot out several tendrils to help Vor reel in the tarp. The brownie, who the Queen called Chamberlain, stood by with his usual smiling, wrinkled face. Vor wasn’t sure how the brownie could have helped, but he could have done more than stand there with his hands folded. Chamberlain’s eyeless stare was unnerving.

      A startled voice shot across the rooftop. “Hello? Ess, is that you? What are you doing home so early?”

      Not good! Not good at all!

      Vor grabbed the corner of the tarp and yanked it over the Queen. He pushed her bulbous form down through the tarp and hissed a warning not to move.

      “If you touch the Queen like that again, I will open your ribcage and inhabit your chest cavity,” a crusty voice piped from behind him.

      Vor turned and found Chamberlain smiling at him. He squinted at the little being. “You can talk?” he asked, curiosity and astonishment distracting his brain from the situation.

      Chamberlain stood as sedate and silent as ever.

      “Stop playing games—” Vor cut himself off as Areal started around the corner in front of the Griff. He grabbed Chamberlain with one hand and rolled him under the tarp, earning a sharp bite and an even sharper remark.

      “Touch me again with your filthy hands, and I will remove them!”

      As adorable as Chamberlain’s threats were, Vor had a much bigger concern. Which was hiding the Pixie Queen from his girlfriend-slash-landlord. He gently kicked the tarp where he’d shoved the brownie and hoped Chamberlain wouldn’t need any more reminders to be quiet.

      “Vor?” Areal said from the dock, though she wasn’t looking at him. Her gaze roamed the Gwuellihyn and the ragged holes that littered her deck from the shrike fight over the Valley. She glanced at the tarp, lingered a second, and moved on.

      Vor’s heart beat a wild tempo while his tongue stumbled over words, trying to come up with anything to explain his unexpected presence. Anything besides the truth.

      When her eyes met his, a fountain of compassion welled up in them.

      “I was just beating the rugs over there. Is…is everything okay?” she asked.

      She looks so sad. Have I done something? Is she upset about the board?

      Areal stepped onto the Griff and came closer. She rested a soft hand on his arm. “I’m so sorry about your ship, Ess. I know how much she means to you... I hate to see her so beat up.” She scanned his face, probably searching for the sadness she expected to find.

      Her reaction stumped him until he remembered telling Areal about taking the Griff into the mountains with his father. Is she sad on my behalf? That may be the sweetest thing a girlfriend has ever done for me. Shit, if I was still with Medivh, she would have laughed her ass off and asked how many buildings I had to run into to beat up the Gwuellihyn this bad.

      Vor refocused on Areal and slid his hand over hers. “Hey, I’m okay. This looks worse than it is.”

      She scanned the Griff to see if her first glance had been too hasty. Bolt-holes littered the deck, though the worst of the damage was on the side, which Areal couldn’t see. Maybe she felt it in the hum of the vessel, so much dimmer than before.

      Vor patted her arm to reassure her. “Okay, it is bad. On the bright side, she’s not only gone through her maiden voyage but also her maiden fight. She’s a tough ship. She’ll make it through once I have some time to repair her.”

      Areal smiled. “How about I send for the boys, and they help you fix things up even faster? The bonding time would be a plus! You’re always looking for ways to spend more time with them.”

      It was a good idea but not a good time. The tarp shuffled behind him. The slight movement could have been the wind, but Vor knew better.

      He turned away from Areal. Pretending to examine the damage, he bent over and flicked his gaze toward the tarp. A little brown hand clung to the edge and pulled it up. Chamberlain’s face peeked out in a flash of wrinkled skin.

      “That sounds like a great idea, but I only came to drop off some gear. Doughas is expecting me in the Valley.” Vor brushed his hand along one of the damaged portions of the deck. With his other hand, he made a shooing motion at the brownie.

      The brownie gestured obscenely and continued raising the tarp. He stuck his long nose out and inhaled sharply.

      Vor tried to cough to cover the squeaking breath, but it sounded like a sneeze. He rubbed his nose to sell the illusion as he rose and kicked with his heel, shoving the brownie’s nose back under the tarp. He coughed again to conceal Chamberlain’s muffled curse.

      Areal searched his face. “Are you sure you’re okay to work? That sounded like you were hacking up a razor blade. Maybe you should call in sick.”

      Vor waved away the suggestion. “No, I’m fine. Just some drainage stuck in my throat. That’s all.” Between the case, the Fellows, and the ancient fae hidden directly behind him, he wished an overabundance of mucus was the worst of his problems.

      Areal leaned back on her heels. She raised one eyebrow as if to say if you don’t need help, what exactly do you want? Vor had an answer for that. Unfortunately, telling her that he wanted to get this giant sack of tentacles off his Griff and hidden inside would defeat the purpose. It might also topple their burgeoning relationship.

      His brain latched onto an idea. He led her away from the tarp toward the rooftop. “Why don’t I help you beat the dust off the rugs, and we can talk about it more? I’ll even tell you how the board got all these wicked scars.”

      Her eyes sparkled. “That’s not part one of your classified cases?”

      Vor thought back to the shrike attack before responding, “Not yet, and I hope it stays that way. Right now, it’s just a run-of-the-mill mugging.” He meant the last comment as a joke, but Areal failed to see the comedy. Did she really care about him that much?

      “I’m glad you’re okay.” She led him across the rooftop.

      Vor stole a look back and glimpsed the wrinkled face smiling at him. The Chamberlain waved goodbye.

      They can’t stay there. The longer they’re in the open, the better the chance Areal will spot them. Worse, one or both of them will probably stumble off that board if they stay on it much longer.

      Vor needed a way to get them off the craft.

      He raised his voice as loud as possible without sounding completely crazy and half-shouted over his shoulder. “Do you know what I’m glad for? My room! Yes, that’s room 306! Three flights down! Sixth door on the left!”

      Okay, he sounded crazy anyway. What else could he do to get a message through that brownie’s thick skull?

      Areal stopped and examined him for anything out of the ordinary. “Are you a hundred percent sure you’re okay? You’re acting a little weird…although I guess it’s sweet that you like your room.”

      “What? Of course I’m okay. I’m doing great!” Vor tried harder to sound sane. He pulled ahead and reached the open space by the stairwell, where a number of rugs were hung up, ready for smacking. “I was being silly. I guess my head’s not screwed on all the way.”

      She chuckled. “It never is, Esselliar.” She handed him a length of wood, once the proud leg of a table, now a bludgeon for beating the dust out of rugs. She pointed at one in particular. “Take that one first, but be careful. There’s a tenant who works at a spectrol plant. No matter where I am in the building, I can smell him whenever he leaves his rooms.” She shivered from head to toe. “He comes home covered in fossil dust, and this rug gets doused in it every time. Don’t knock it all off at once. Okay?”

      Vor spied movement to the side. The brownie and his mistress were following his orders, but they still had to make it in the door without being seen.

      He braced his legs, assumed a wrathful posture, and did everything his girlfriend had told him not to. He tugged on the invisible string in his chest and felt the ping-pong of power ricochet through his body and into his hands. With a mighty WHOOMF!, he struck the fossilized rug.

      It exploded in a cloud of gray dust, like a sandstorm of millennia-old creature ash. He coughed for real this time, and Areal did the same. They hacked the gray flecks out of their lungs and covered their mouths to try to stop breathing in more.

      There was a flash of movement through the gray mire. The stairwell door softly opened and closed. Then another powerful WHOMP! fell against Vor’s back.

      The dust began to clear. Between coughs, he saw Areal standing behind him, armed with her own table leg. “Are you—gack-gugh-uch…ack! Are you okay? Sorry I bumped into you.”

      She looked like a wild fae herself, coated in white. After a few seconds, her fear floated away with the dust. She looked at the rug Vor had hit and found it almost dust-free.

      “Well, I won’t say you didn’t make good progress, but…maybe leave the rest to me. You seem to have forgotten your own strength. Or how to listen to your girlfriend.” She flashed a sly glance at Vor, who apologized profusely for his errors. She waved him off the roof. “Go drop off what you need to. I’ll be okay up here. But send up the boys if they get home from school before you leave again, okay?”

      Vor did exactly as she asked this time. He returned to his Griff and grabbed one of the boxes. With his ruse in hand, he worked quickly down through the building to his room. His door was cracked open.

      At least they got in without breaking anything.

      The crunch and groan of wood being stressed came from inside.

      Maybe I spoke too soon.

      Vor rushed inside, prepared for a scene of utter destruction. Instead, he found the Pixie Queen still wrapped in her tarp and mostly concealed, shoving herself into a gap between Vor’s dresser and the wall. Chamberlain picked up rogue tentacles and tucked them into her little nook, muttering sweet nothings as he did. Patches of oddly colored ooze stained the floor in several places, evidence of the Queen’s wounds. Overall, everything seemed fine. The rumbling noise was only the dresser sliding a few inches as the Queen completed her lair.

      Vor crossed the room and peeked at the fae in her new home. She looked like a grotesque spider shoved into a corner with a tarp-like web wrapped around her.

      “Thank you,” her discordant hiss stated when she stopped moving. Chamberlin did not seem inclined to return his queen’s sentiment. With a sedate smile on his wrinkled face, he flipped another obscene gesture.

      Vor’s brow furrowed. “You’re welcome, I guess. Keep the door locked. I have to go meet up with Doughas, but we’ll try to work out a permanent place for you soon. Okay?” He checked his shard and found a message from the aforementioned dwarf. There was a hunt starting. They’d found the trail of someone involved in the massacre. Even if Vor hurried, he doubted he would make it in time, but he would try.

      The Pixie Queen shifted beneath the tarp. “We will abide by your words, Esselliar, but be warned. You must be careful when you deal with the humans…and their masters. It was they who drove me from my home.”

      “Humans?” Vor echoed. Lately, it seemed like everything was related to the humans in one way or another. “What exactly happened to you?”
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      Doughas

      As much as Doughas hated to admit it, JunRazelien ran a tight ship. The self-styled commando led his pack of deputies, his tally braids trailing behind his head as he clawed through the woods on his mechanical vargen. Similarly-mounted rangers flanked him. Two teams of three rangers each followed his lead and flanked Doughas’ vehicle, an outrider with massive wheels and shock absorbers that was well-suited to the uneven terrain.

      Doughas couldn’t say the same for the rest of the Inquisitors. Some drove comparable outriders but had a harder time steering through the constant jolts and shudders of off-roading. Others had tried to follow the path flattened out by the rest of the crew with their city vehicles. One by one, they nosedived into a ditch or popped a tire on a jutting branch. Soon, a good three-mile stretch of crippled vans and SUVs littered the trail behind the remaining Inquisitors.

      “Your boys ain’t so fresh without their asphalt and safety signs, are they?” the ranger driving Doughas’ outrider joked. Even Parak, seated beside Doughas, looked somewhat dismayed by the Inquisitors’ poor performance.

      Less than half Doughas’ force remained when they reached the rendezvous. A pair of deputies awaited them at the start of the real trail. They dismounted and conversed with JunRazelien. Doughas jumped from the car and hustled over so quickly that he was almost running. He must have looked ridiculous. A dwarf standing beside giant metal beasts and their looming riders.

      “What’s the word?” Doughas interjected and broke apart the conversation. The deputies looked at JunRazelien. After a pause to scan Doughas, no doubt taking in his squat form and his fast breathing, the elf nodded. The deputies begin their explanation again at his signal.

      Doughas grumbled internally, but he knew he’d have to get used to it. No matter what he or anyone in the city said, JunRazelien was in charge here. Not Doughas.

      “Well, the trail starts over here, then it carries on over there. We followed for a couple of miles before we got the return call. If I had to bet, and I very well might, I’d wager the trail continues over to those hills yonder. Whoever made this trail is either dead or holed up on top of a cliff.” The explaining deputy was a rotund ogre with a drawn-out, nasal accent that made every word take twice as long to complete. Listening to him felt like a jar of molasses being emptied into Doughas’ skull, suffocating his brain one syllable at a time.

      “All right, lad,” Doughas finally exploded. “I think it’s clear enough. We follow this trail to its end and find out who it belongs to. I’m satisfied with that. Do we need to keep listing off words, or can we go?”

      JunRazelien had the audacity to remain unstartled by Doughas’ outburst or his attempt to take command. He nodded his thanks to the deputy ogre and whistled sharply. The other rangers rotated their steeds and assumed their previous formation, leaving JunRazelien alone with the dismounted Doughas.

      “We’ll lead you up the trail to wherever it ends, but you need to talk with your boys, Inquisitor. I can’t have a bunch of city slickers who can’t handle their shit when the toilet paper runs out compromising this mission.” He pointed with his upturned nose toward the gaggle of outriders at the rear of the column. “Get them in order, or tell them to go home.”

      “Like I said already, you’re not in charge, Ranger. I know you don’t like that we’re stepping on your feet, but we both want the same thing. Justice for the slain. The humans and your fellow ranger.” Doughas glanced toward the unorganized group of his coworkers. It was true. Inquisitors worked in pairs and operated smoothly within those confines, but they rarely went on combined missions like this, even in the city. There was never much cohesion. Each pair reported directly to the Inquisitor-General.

      Doughas turned back to JunRazelien. “I won’t pretend my troops are the best suited for this work, but we’re as efficient and effective as your people in our own way. I don’t want to hear another word against them. Understand?”

      The elf flicked a glance at the gaggle of Inquisitors. They were already reforming and reorganizing to prepare for the next leg. The chaos was fading, if only until the next ride began, but it gave Doughas hope.

      JunRazelien grunted. Without a word, he urged his magi-tech steed around. The mechanical vargen tore across the ground and carried the elf to the start of the trail at the edge of the small clearing they’d entered. He motioned for the rangers to form up, then the elf stopped. He glanced back toward Doughas. He was waiting for the signal.

      Maybe that elf and I can get along after all. Maybe…

      Before they started off, Doughas wanted a word with his own. He stomped past his outrider. Parak remained in the back and watched the proceedings with boredom. The rest of the Inquisitors had dismounted at Doughas’ approach and now circled him in a huddle.

      Doughas repeated the drawling deputy’s words about the trail, though much faster than the ogre had. He fielded a few questions from the pairs and was glad to see Gerhosk and Maia among the group. However, another pair of Inquisitors shattered whatever solidarity that brought. Doughas wouldn’t have given them a second thought, but after an email from Senior, he could never view them the same.

      Inquisitor Fennighan Brochier of Clan Ulskern was a short, burly dwarf with an ashen face like the craggy side of a mountain. His partner was Yundiel “Yundi” Zav’Korrish, a striking elfess who somehow managed to make every movement look like dancing. She was interesting to observe, like watching a jellyfish pulse and flow its way across an aquarium. Fennighan was the opposite in every way. If she danced, he crashed from place to place like a sentient avalanche.

      Doughas had barely interacted with the pair, and it didn’t surprise him to hear they were dirty. As he looked at them now, something twisted in his gut. He couldn’t help being reminded of Vor and himself. An elf and dwarf pair, known for getting results, who trusted each other implicitly. Hell, if someone knew all Doughas’ secrets, they would probably call him dirty, too.

      Maybe there was more to learn than what Senior had said. Or maybe there was another way out of this situation since Doughas was their direct commander and had them out here in the woods with a ranger of questionable character. If he had to do something shameful, he was glad Vor wasn’t around to share the burden.

      Doughas had always strived to live an honorable life. The Fellows hung like an axe over his head and the heads of his family members. Vor included. As much as the dwarf loved honor, he loved his family more. If he had to bear the weight of ignoble deeds, he could live with that.

      The thoughts rumbled inside Doughas and turned an inspirational speech into a simple exchange of information. “Stay in a column. When we stop, move up as far as you can before dismounting. If an engagement breaks out, fan out on either side and watch the rangers’ flanks. They know these woods better than we do. They have the best chance to win with our support.” Doughas eyed each Inquisitor in turn. “Everything clear?”

      “Yes, sir,” a dozen or so Inquisitors responded, some mumbling, some resolute. The supposedly dirty Inquisitors’ voices rang out loudest and firmest.

      Doughas sighed. He returned to his outrider and signaled JunRazelien to begin the next leg of the hunt.

      Perhaps the day would prove better than he thought. Maybe he could remove two obstacles with one wrong deed. That was what he kept repeating to himself, but the longer he considered the idea, the more certain he became. Even if this situation was a once-in-a-lifetime opportunity, it wouldn’t last long.

      Best-case scenario, Doughas implicated JunRazelien in the deed and revealed widespread ranger corruption. That would buy him the time he needed to solve the case while also covering up Inquisitor corruption, and it was also a cleaner end than what the Fellows had planned for the two dirty Inquisitors. Yet the more it seemed like the best answer, or perhaps the only answer, the more convinced Doughas became that he couldn’t do it.

      He closed his eyes and heard nothing but the buzz of the outrider’s whirring motor and the crunch of leaves and branches as the buggy’s outer shell pushed them aside or crushed them under its wheels.

      Within the storm of noise, Doughas recalled something his father had told him.

      “Doing the right thing’s supposed to be hard,” the old patriarch pronounced in his poignant, powerful voice underscored with kindness. “Otherwise, e’ery sunken-bellied scab-scratcher would do it. Ya ken me, laddie?”

      “I ken,” Doughas whispered, not caring if it earned him a sidelong glance from Parak. The human could think what he wanted. Doughas had decided. He would handle the situation the right way, or as close to it as he could while keeping his family safe.

      How could he and Vor accomplish this feat? Doughas had no bloody idea, but it was a better plan than trying to orchestrate the Inquisitors’ death in the woods and blame JunRazelien for it. He might be smart, but that would be an impressive gambit to pull off single-handedly.

      Better to wait for reinforcements and a different idea.

      He settled back in his seat and kept his eyes peeled on the woods and the formation of rangers ahead of him. He needed to focus on the trail, the case, and avoiding a situation where JunRazelien put a bolt in his back.

      Which might prove a harder task than he thought.

      JunRazelien led the pack on his ebony vargen while two other groups fanned out on either side of the main trail, sweeping the woods for any sign of doubling back. So far, in Doughas’ encounters with JunRazelien, it was clear his men respected and even feared him. Yet as they tore across the Valley in tight formation, Doughas noted that every rider was attuned to their leader’s commands.

      When Doughas was a Warden, he’d worked alongside badger-hound teams on several occasions. The best dwarves in that group could direct their beast packs with a single gesture or a barked word. Their creatures complied with vigor and purpose. Eager but controlled, ferocious but restrained.

      Watching JunRazelien and his deputies stirred a similar feeling. Impressive and scary.

      The column of Inquisitors did their best, but without rangers driving their outriders, some of the teams still managed to fall behind. Their voices chirped through the radio with the bad news.

      Dropping like flies, and the battle hasn’t even started. At this point, I hope there won’t be one. Half our firepower is spread out in a six-mile line. If someone wanted to follow our tracks and mop up the teams one by one, they could take out more than half the city’s Inquisitors in a single swoop. And it would be my command that let it happen…

      Doughas could only pray to the ancestors that their enemies were not competent enough to capitalize on their weakness.

      After a run of several miles, as the deputy had said, the distant hills loomed large and near. The trail continued on, headed for the heights. Up ahead, the rangers pulled their steeds to a halt around JunRazelien. They dismounted and reformed in their groups, ready to advance through the underbrush.

      “Pull up to the elf. I want a word about what’s happening,” Doughas told the driver, who obliged though still stopped the outrider a good ten feet shy of where Doughas wanted. Parak followed him out of the vehicle, and the rest of the Inquisitors joined them.

      JunRazelien had his explanation ready. “We found evidence of other trails heading away from the first hill, then doubling back. We think it's the same party, and they’ve made a long-term camp at the base. From here, we go on foot. Your men should form an attack force but stay far enough back so you don’t alert anyone with your fumbling. No offense, Inquisitor. It’s only business.”

      Doughas doubted that. “Aye, it’s a good enough plan. I agree your men do better in the woods, but you’ll be happy to have us if a fight comes. You’ll have to suffer Parak and me, though. I won’t be shuffled to the back. Also, if you ‘accidentally’ shoot some poor survivor, I will make it my personal mission to give you the same inglorious end as ArnUthfiel. You hear?”

      The elf winced at the mention of the sorcerous ranger. It wasn’t anger that etched his features, but hurt. The feeling didn’t last. The elf’s eyes narrowed until only icy slits remained. “We never do anything by ‘accident.’ You’ll learn that soon enough.”

      He turned his back and strode to the front of the column. His rangers disappeared into the woods on either side, sliding out to cover their flanks.

      Doughas had a quick word with the Inquisitors and reminded them of the plan. Stay back until they hear ARC fire, then move up and reinforce the rangers. Then, Doughas and Parak marched back to JunRazelien.

      The party moved on through the woods to the base of the hill. A small clearing along the side of a cliff led to the dark, yawning mouth of a cave. The rangers paused at the tree line and awaited further orders.

      JunRazelien glanced at Doughas. “Well, commander, what’ll it be? Shall I announce my presence to whoever’s holed up inside that mountain and give them a chance to fight back, or can I sneak in and take the bastards by surprise?”

      “Neither,” Doughas snapped. “I will move up and assess the threats. You’ll cover my retreat if it turns into a firefight, but you will not shoot first. Got it?” Doughas glared into the elf’s steely gaze.

      After far too long, the elf nodded.

      “Make sure your deputies know that.” Doughas prepared to wait a few minutes while the message was relayed. Instead, JunRazelien raised a hand and flicked through a series of hand signals. He paused, then repeated the motions. The rangers hidden around the glen appraised the movements and repeated them.

      It could have been gibberish. Yet Doughas saw the deputies’ attentive gazes and figured there had to be some meaning in those gestures. Was it the meaning he wanted or an order to shoot him in the back and wipe out the Inquisitors? He didn’t know, though he doubted the ranger was stupid enough to try that.

      JunRazelien sent a lone ranger to their left to circle around the hillside, probably seeking to clear the area above the cave. He could also provide cover from the top if enemies charged from the darkness to assault the rangers. Doughas hadn’t asked for that, but it was a fine addition to the plan.

      He turned to Parak, who had come up beside him with a hand on the hilt of his long-bladed dagger. “Whoa there, friend. You’re unarmored. That dagger may be sharp, but you’ve got no ARC to shoot back with if this goes south. Stay here with the ranger,” Doughas told him, then added under his breath, “And make sure he does what I asked.”

      Parak grinned and drew his knife. “You are sweet, but you need not be afraid. I fought and slew the hounds tenebrous when I was merely a boy. I am unafraid of whatever dwells in that hole.” An odd shimmer flashed in his stoic eyes as if the thought of bloodshed to come delighted him.

      Doughas feared something else. He drew closer to the man. “Reeve or no Reeve, if you try any sorcery, I will put my long-heater between your inked lips and make poached eggs of your brains.”

      Parak’s smile grew. “I see you enjoy threats and that you mean every word of what you say. Or you are the best liar I have ever heard. Either way, you are an impressive man. Well, dwarf, I should say.”

      Doughas blinked several times to expel the confusion cluttering his brain. That was not at all how he’d expected the human to respond.

      He refocused on the cave entrance. “Come on, Parak. Let’s see what we’re dealing with.” The human eagerly marched with Doughas past the tree line and into the clearing.

      No shots rang out. No noises came from the cave that suggested they’d spotted the pair. If it was the killers, they certainly would have had a sentinel to warn when someone approached.

      However, quite a few warnings littered the grass outside the cave. They were white or starting to yellow. Bits of flesh still clung to several of them.

      Bones.

      If it was a beast, surely the rangers would know? Or they’re shitty trackers. The idea that the whole place was a trap flashed in Doughas’ mind, but he pushed the thought aside. He needed to focus.

      He stared into the cave and glimpsed movement, like a shadow of a shadow. It was small and furtive but drawing closer. He shouldered his long-heater but didn’t yet place his finger on the trigger.

      Parak stopped beside the dwarf and assumed a fighting stance with his knife, ready to plunge it into the heart of whatever monster crawled from the darkness.

      Except the monster in question didn’t so much crawl from the darkness as roll. A pale green blob tumbled onto the grass. There, it uncoiled thin arms and legs, then revealed a chubby-cheeked face.

      It was a baby goblin.

      As it levered itself up on shaking limbs, Doughas recalled that goblin infants developed quickly. Some were able to walk a mere two or three days after birth. How long had it been since this poor child was born?

      Parak tensed. “How do you best kill such a thing? Shall I step on it?”

      Doughas pointed his heater into the air and put a warning hand on Parak. “Do not!” he shouted, then turned back to the rangers. His paternal instincts overrode any sense of stealth. “Hold your fire!” he bellowed. “There’s a child here! Everyone, hold your fire!”

      His shouts traveled inside the cavern and echoed through the hillside. From within, a rumbling sound returned.

      Doughas paid no attention to anything but the child. He slung his weapon over his shoulder and scooped up the tiny goblin.

      “What in the Quadras are you doing out here, little guy? Or are you a girl?” He didn’t want to check too closely for the gender but was unsure what to call the baby. A young goblin’s gender was notoriously hard to distinguish. The relevant parts were hidden in a sheath until they reached adolescence.

      Now was no time to care about that, though. He simply held the baby tightly to his chest and crooned. The baby gazed up at him with big eyes and tugged on his beard as if it was the strangest and finest sort of chin-hat. Doughas was in awe of the child and how peaceful it seemed, despite being held by a stranger.

      As if the baby heard his thoughts, the infant’s expression suddenly soured. A loud whine ejected from its lips.

      The rumble from within the hillside grew louder.

      Parak raised his knife and angled toward the cave. “Something is coming.”

      Doughas stepped behind the human and backed slowly toward the tree line. This made the baby wail even louder than before. Its petulant cry turned into a full-blown scream that rattled Doughas’ head and made it hard to focus. The baby goblin’s cries made it hard to hear the continued rumbling, but what Doughas couldn’t hear, he felt. The earth shook. Tremors shot through the ground until it seemed the earth would tear apart beneath their feet.

      The source appeared a second later when a green behemoth charged from the darkness. Its pounding footsteps rattled bones, and its long, clawed hands looked ready to gut the human with a single swipe.

      Doughas knew it wasn’t a true monster, but Parak didn’t.

      “Don’t kill her!” Doughas screamed. “That’s the baby’s mother!”

      He couldn’t tell if the human had heard him. He could only back away with the baby and watch.

      The first thing that struck Doughas was the human’s stance. He held the knife in a firm grip and faced the trolled-out gobliness without fear, without flinching or moving. Her first swing came, a sweeping attack with one hand, then the other. As the blow was about to strike Parak and snap his fragile shell in two, he ducked and dodged the other attack by leaping around the gobliness, so her claws slashed empty air.

      The furious green giant swiveled and attacked the area around her feet, but Parak was on the move again and had already circled to her back. She struck with both hands at once, and the human fell flat on his back as if he had melted into the ground. He kicked and rolled backward, out of range of her follow-up strike. He tucked his knife back into his belt, clearly having heard Doughas’ warning, but he remained in a fighting stance.

      Parak’s skill impressed Doughas, but only in looking back on the fight. During the actual engagement, his sole concern was the safety of the child and its mother. He fell back and kept the babe safe but continued looking for ways to stop the confrontation. He called out for the rangers to hold their fire after seeing a few raise their weapons. He didn’t want the poor baby to end up an orphan. Not on his watch.

      The gobliness reengaged Parak, and he danced around her with practiced ease. She swung, and he ducked or dodged, then moved around. She turned, swiveled, and turned again, but it was like fighting a ghost. No matter how fast or how often she struck, she missed. It was a good twenty seconds before the gobliness toppled to the grass, exhausted and drained.

      There were no wounds on her body or on Parak’s.

      Her massive size reduced. Her green body shrank and shriveled until a pitifully thin gobliness remained. Her body arched upward in desperation as she looked everywhere for her child, even as she tried to crawl away from the human tormenting her. Or perhaps so she thought.

      Doughas saw his chance and rushed to the mother as the little goblin wriggled in his grasp and sobbed in similar tones. He started to tell her everything was okay, her baby was right here, and she was safe from whatever tragedy befell the humans on the road. It was odd to find a goblin survivor of a human convoy, but there would be plenty of time for questions after she realized she and her baby weren’t going to die.

      All of Doughas’ explanations fell on deaf ears due to the baby’s screaming and the gobliness’ weeping.

      He knelt and deposited the child on her lap. Both of them abruptly stopped wailing. In the same moment she recognized her missing baby, Doughas recognized the gobliness.

      He was shocked he’d made out her features beneath the dirt and tear stains, though he couldn’t recall her name immediately. Her gaze traveled up and settled on Doughas, and the same surprise flashed across her face.

      “Mr. Doughas?” The gobliness’ voice was weary with pain. She lurched to a sitting position and wrapped her free arm around the dwarf’s shoulder. “It is you! It is!”

      “Aye, it is me,” Doughas repeated and patted the troubled mother on the back. Finally, his brain dredged up a name. “Mrs. Furst!” he shouted. “What a lovely and unexpected surprise. I would love to know where Mr. Furst is, too. You must have a story to tell, having ended up out here. There’ll be plenty of time to straighten that out. Don’t you worry. For now, come with me, and we’ll get you out of these woods.”

      Parak approached the pair with trepidation, his gaze fixed on Mrs. Furst. Doughas didn’t understand the sense of fear in the human’s eyes at first, but then it hit him. It wasn’t fear in the strictest sense, as Parak’s dagger was still in his belt. It was awe.

      That was probably the first time he’d seen a trolled-out goblin.

      Doughas chuckled, imagining what the human must have been thinking. Here was this stick of a goblin who was a behemoth more than twice his size and weight a moment ago. It was an impressive feat, no matter who you were or where you came from.

      He stood and helped Mrs. Furst do the same, then put an arm around her shuddering shoulders. “Everything’s going to be okay now.”

      Yet the world desperately wanted to prove Doughas wrong that day. At that moment, a body fell out of the sky and landed unmoving at their feet.

      Mrs. Furst screamed and tore away from Doughas to shield her baby with her body, but she squeezed so tightly that the baby began to cry.

      Doughas assessed the situation as fast as he could.

      The body at his feet was a ranger, the one JunRazelien had sent around to the top of the cave. Three bolts jutted from the poor elf’s back.

      Doughas glanced above and saw movement on the hillside.

      “Get down!” Doughas shouted and pulled Mrs. Furst toward cover. “We’re under attack!”
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      Esselliar

      Vor pushed the Gwuellihyn to new speeds now that Doughas’ mammoth load of hunting gear was safely stowed at his apartment. It wasn’t only the Griff that had lost weight. Vor was free. Free from a certain underworld burden and her cantankerous sidekick. To call the day’s events unexpected would be the understatement of his life. Vor had never imagined he would encounter such a being, let alone hide her in a one-room apartment.

      His mind flashed to the worst possible scenario.

      Into his room walks Areal. She’s there to fetch a knick-knack or clean the room…Vor could dream. Then the shadows shift between his dresser and the wall. She saunters over, curious, and leans closer to find the source of the movement. A black mass greets her eyes. Before she can scream, the tentacled limbs of the Pixie Queen shoot out and entangle her body, silencing her….

      Or something like that. He was happy the guardian of the wee-folk was no longer aboard his ship, but he wished he’d hidden her somewhere that wouldn’t potentially affect his personal life.

      The wind tickled Vor’s cheeks, inviting him to forget his fears and focus on the new freedom the open sky offered. He channeled his breathing and let the sour thoughts pass through him and float away like drifting clouds.

      The rugged wilderness of the Valley unfolded below him. Evergreen trees and shrubs covered the hillsides and dressed the slopes in springly attire. The dales and plains between reflected varied shades of earth, from the rich chocolate of recently tilled and fertilized fields to the pale yellow of untouched prairies.

      He pushed the Griff to its maximum speed. Vibrations rolled through the board and into Vor, climbing his legs and inhabiting his chest with the ship’s steady hum. He was part of her. He shared her stress and responded to the wind when it pressured from the left or right. He was one with the sky.

      He was free.

      He pushed the Griff into a dive and screamed with pure delight at the rush of adrenaline that coursed through his body. Doughas may have his strength and stability, but I bring excitement. Passion. The ground reared up to crush Vor. He held his angle. At the last possible moment, he cranked the rudder and jackknifed the Gwuellihyn out of the nosedive.

      The force of the maneuver would have slammed his body into the decking, but seconds before the turn, he plucked the invisible string in his chest and channeled power into his legs. He held firm and climbed back into the sky.

      Part of Vor craved the stability that Doughas brought. He wondered if Doughas felt the same about him, though perhaps for a different reason. Sure, the curmudgeonly fellow always complained about Vor’s rash behavior. Yet, while he probably would never admit it, the ancient block of stone loved a hammering heart and a sly grin in the face of impossible odds.

      Doughas had talked about retiring. A fate worse than death, if you asked Vor. Still, the elf wasn’t afraid of losing his partner. Doughas would never retire. He could deny it all he wanted. He loved the thrills that Vor and the Inquisitors’ Bureau brought.

      Vor soared high above the vista once more, delighted with the commute despite the fact that Doughas had already begun the hunt for survivors.

      The path to the ranger station was clear and quick. Vor arrived not long after his dive and stopped for a minute to get the trailhead coordinates the ranger deputies had sent in. Once he was headed in the right direction, he had little trouble finding the way. He didn’t even need his shard to verify the location. As he flew close to the ground, he discovered an obvious trail to follow.

      It wasn’t a set of footprints or a colorful vest, either.

      Below him lay a parade of Inquisitors and their broken-down vehicles. A van slumped into a creek bed after the stones had minced the street-rated tires. Did we really hire someone dumb enough to take a passenger van off-roading? Vor was too far away to catch the driver’s identity, but he imagined it was the dirty Inquisitors the Fellows wanted removed. A few more decisions like that, and those Inquisitors will take care of themselves.

      Further along were several outriders in various states of disarray or destruction. At least these were designed for off-roading. However, they were not designed for climbing out of near-vertical ditches or surviving repeated head-butts with stubborn firs.

      Vor had no problem enjoying a few laughs at his fellow Inquisitors’ misfortune. The trailhead came and went, and he continued with more attention paid to the direction of travel. He’d run out of stranded coworkers to follow. Everyone ahead of him was either lucky enough or competent enough to stay on track.

      The nearby hills expanded as Vor approached the range. Finally, he caught reflections beneath the canopy and spied the parked vehicles.

      Not far now, Vor thought and slowed the Gwuellihyn, though he stayed above the treetops. He didn’t want to spoil the situation by revealing his presence. Up ahead was the hillside, rife with trees and tall bluffs.

      As Vor decided to land his craft and proceed on foot, a cacophony of noise erupted at the foot of the hill. It began as shouting and a guttural scream, like the roar of some massive and pissed-off creature.

      He shot back into the sky, aiming to get a view from above and assist however he could, only to hear another round of racket begin. These noises were all too familiar.

      The blast of ARCs and goblin long-heaters echoed against the hillside. Bright streaks of multicolored light accompanied the ARC fire, carving lines in the air from the top of the ridge to the bottom. If Vor hadn’t known better, he would have thought the exuberant display was a friendly fireworks show. Something to take Areal and the boys to on a weekend trip. However, they weren’t fireworks or even regular ARCs either. The shots that missed sparked against stones or ignited rainbow fires in the brush. The blaze hungrily consumed a few square feet of foliage, then extinguished in a purple haze.

      They were enchanted bolts. One shot would end him. There one second, then poof! Gone. Vanished into a glittering cloud of flame. The way Vor imagined it in his head, it was a beautiful way to die. Maybe he should request it if he ever got the chance to decide. Though he wasn’t sure what circumstance would lead to him choosing the manner of his own death.

      His combat senses took over. He surveyed the field and pushed the Gwuellihyn up to speed. He readied the Griff for what came next and pulled out Hope and Glory.

      “Stay safe down there, you crazy dwarf,” Vor muttered, searching in vain for his friend somewhere on the ground. It was the closest he’d ever come to a pre-battle prayer like the elves and a few other races once used. A memory popped into his head of the Inquisitor-General on the intercom. He’d recited a traditional elven blessing while Vor and Doughas huddled on the deck of a Draker moments before they fought the shrikes…and the imperial wyvern.

      A shiver passed down Vor’s back, threatening to dig up his spine and toss it overboard. No matter what happens today, it can’t be as terrifying as that damn lizard. Thunder boomed in the distance, and Vor almost jumped. The sound was only a shot from a goblin long-heater.

      He steadied himself. It was time.

      Vor plunged the rudder and dropped the Gwuellihyn into a dive.

      I’m coming, Doughas. Keep your crusty-ass beard safe until I get there.

      The hillside reared up to meet him, and he made out the attackers. Ogre marauders. That was how many of the roving bands worked. They restricted entry to a single race. If Vor had learned anything from attempted integration in the Quadras, it was that trying to form a cohesive unit of people with vastly different backgrounds and beliefs was challenging—though not without reward.

      The Inquisitors were such an organization.

      These ogres were about to find out exactly what they could do.

      At the base of the hill, Vor spied a small group of rangers and Inquisitors hunkered beyond the tree line, trapped behind various boulders or clumps of trees and being fired on from multiple angles. Several bodies already littered the area. More would be joining them if Vor didn’t do something. Yet he wouldn’t survive a rescue mission against that much firepower, and he couldn’t single-handedly defeat the attacking force.

      He noticed a dwarf crouching behind a scrap of rock. Bolts sparked off the stone and started fires in the grass to either side of him. He fired back with a long-heater, but at that distance, the weapon’s accuracy was pitiful. Vor wasn’t sure whether the dwarf was his partner, but it was someone. That someone had a family too. Vor wasn’t about to see them put in the ground while he had the ability to stop it.

      He slowed and pulled up, adjusting the rudder until he was headed toward the uppermost group of fighters. Up close, their weapons looked massive. They were clearly ogre-made.

      Everyone agreed that dwarvish weapons were the most reliable. Goblin weapons were equal parts clever and deadly. Elvish weapons were sleek and clinical. Ogre-built weapons…they carried mass and power in proportion to their makers. Therefore, these ogres toted jagged metal beasts of weapons that likely weighed twice as much as Vor. The ARCs would have broken his collarbone simply to fire, let alone be on the other end.

      Regardless of the fiery enchantments, one bolt from those weapons would pulverize Vor into a cloud of dust. He only hoped his Griff could handle a few blows.

      He took a deep breath and felt inside himself for the strange, quiet places of his heart and mind. Maybe that was where his soul was stored. Regardless, Vor focused on the purpose at hand. He opened his chest, let the power fly forth, and directed the coursing energy into Hope and Glory.

      He was in range.

      He tilted his craft into a banking turn above and behind the ogre sharpshooters, then unloaded his magazine.

      Two dropped dead, one with a fist-sized hole in his chest and the other with an arm severed at the shoulder. The third avoided a similar fate through luck. He chose that moment to move positions around a boulder and sidestepped the bolts intended to sunder his connection with reality. The surprised giant dropped to a knee and fired a return salvo. His warning shouts alerted the rest of the ogres to Vor’s presence.

      So much for surprise…

      With one hand occupied, Vor couldn’t reload. He swung the Griff around and tried to bring the keel onto the third ogre’s head, but the stubborn fellow refused to die easily. Before his skull could be caved in, the brute dove aside. As Vor passed, he felt the thud-thud of bolts striking the bottom of his craft.

      Flames licked over the sides, and the purple runes all over the ship began to turn crimson in contrast to the rainbow-shaded inferno swiping at his ankles. Here and there, distinct and discomforting pops sounded as more runes blinked out of existence.

      With each symbol’s obliteration, the Gwuellihyn shuddered.

      “Keep it together!” Vor shouted and hoped his ship responded to that kind of encouragement, though his words were inaudible over the ARC fire and the roaring wind as it whipped around his quaking vessel.

      He yanked the steering rudder back to the center and exited from a turn. A few more thuds shook the craft as he pressed the Gwuellihyn onward to its fastest speed, ready to swoop up for another dive at the ogres. As soon as he found a peaceful moment to reload, when he could use both hands without falling off his board or crashing into a cliff.

      With his route decided, Vor stole a glance at the base of the hill.

      He couldn’t help the smile that cascaded over his face when he saw a dwarf and company rushing from cover to cover, taking the opportunity to retreat into the forest’s edge. It was Doughas and JunRazelien. For some reason, several goblins raced beside them, their arms piled high with green blobs.

      A goblin family? They must be survivors of the human massacre. Interesting that they’re goblins. There were no other races present at the scene. I wonder what story they’ll have to tell if we can get them out of this damn firefight.

      On cue, more thuds sounded as a new round of bolts struck the Gwuellihyn and interrupted his wandering mind.

      The goblins might be safe.

      Vor was anything but.

      He flew the Gwuellihyn skyward and turned until he faced the ogre marauders. With a few seconds to spare, he locked the board in a straight line and reloaded his ARC. Several further thuds and the pop of broken runes filled the moment.

      The Gwuellihyn groaned with the drama and passion of an actor embarking on a death scene. She couldn't take many more rounds like that. Vor steadied himself and primed another gleaming, holding the power in his chest until he knew whether to enchant his weapon or his feet to abandon ship.

      In a last-minute decision, Vor dove the Griff and took cover behind a stone outcrop. He throttled back the speed and aimed his ARC where he knew the ogre’s heads would appear in a few seconds.

      Instead of an ogre’s head, an entire ogre flung himself over the edge, looking to board the Gwuellihyn and take Vor out hand-to-hand. The elf had no desire to engage in such combat, especially when his enemy wore head-to-toe spiky metal armor. Even with his belt knife, Vor doubted he could puncture the brute’s chest plate.

      Thankfully, he didn’t need to.

      He twiddled the rudder and tweaked the craft aside just enough to let the raging ogre miss and plummet past the Gwuellihyn. Vor started to smile…but it was too soon. He hadn’t moved the board far enough, and the ogre had managed to get a single hand on the lip. The Gwuellihyn careened to the side with the new addition of several hundred pounds, and Vor flailed his arms to keep his balance.

      He holstered Hope and Glory and sent the stored power into the knife on his belt. With a quick movement, he drew the blade and slashed at the ogre’s hand, severing the middle three fingers at the joint.

      The Gwuellihyn immediately swerved in the opposite direction, and Vor had to wrestle the rudder to regain control. By then, he was out of cover and without his ARC, struggling to stay in the air. The remaining ogres opened fire. Vor figured that might be the last noise he ever heard. Instead of the usual thuds or the painful slice of bolts piercing his flesh, the bright lines from the ogre’s weapons streaked in a completely different direction.

      What could have drawn their attention so quickly and so completely? Was Vor not enough of a threat? He’d killed three already. For a moment, his wounded vanity supplanted thoughts of the certain death he’d just escaped.

      He traced the weapon fire to the marauder’s new target. It was no crack team of rangers or even Inquisitors. It was a fighter unlike any Vor had ever seen.

      Parak, wielding only his knife.

      Somehow, the human was already up the slope and had mopped up a pair of ogres. Their bodies were bloody lumps of their former selves. Vor wondered how a little blade had done so much damage, but he didn’t have to wonder long. Sprinting as fast as any elf Vor knew, Parak charged to the next outpost of ogres and activated something on his wrist that radiated blue energy. Bolts and long-heaters collided with the shield-like device. After imparting their energy, they ricocheted off or sizzled out of existence. Parak disengaged the barrier and leapt at the nearest marauder, knife extended.

      Except instead of a knife, Parak was suddenly wielding a spear.

      His thrust pierced the first ogre’s armor with ease and burst from his back. The human was already shifting, moving, and twisting in a beautiful, almost dance-like way. This was not the stoic human Vor had previously met. Here was an artist of violence in complete control of his body in a way that couldn’t be natural, yet Vor felt nothing from his tattoos.

      Perhaps the man stored sorcery in devices that improved his physical ability. Or maybe he was simply that good…

      Parak slashed sideways with the spear at the next ogre’s armored kneecap. Rather than the shaft smacking uselessly against the plating, the weapon became a haze of smoke and emerged as a longsword that severed the ogre’s leg. The brute toppled forward, and Parak followed up with a return to the actual knife, which he gleefully plunged into the ogre’s skull.

      Note to self. Do not piss off Parak.

      Parak had pissed off the ogres. That was certain. The remains of the troop opened up on the poor human. Sustained fire came from all directions. He was surrounded.

      Parak engaged his shield bracelet. The blue haze covered him again, but the barrage was intense. White sparks sizzled where the bolts and heater slugs struck. The human crouched with his wrist held over his body. He tried to move up the hill, but the force of the attack kept him down.

      The display distracted Vor, and he nearly failed to see the rocky outcrop that reared up in front of him. At the last second, he jerked the rudder and steered himself to safety.

      Parak’s situation had not improved when he looked back.

      The blue energy shield flickered, and the shape of the runes became clear. There was a small explosion as one of the runes burst. The shield dimmed. The attackers knew they had the advantage now. They only had to keep battering the human down until his shields failed. Then he was dead, and Vor would be next.

      Movement on the lower part of the hill caught Vor’s attention. A detachment of Inquisitors charged up the slope with a vanguard of rangers. JunRazelien led the pack with his rifle-style ARC shouldered and already unloading on the enemy. Doughas ran beside him with his long-heater primed but waiting to get closer before he fired. They would easily take out the distracted ogres, though it would be too late for Parak.

      Vor knew what he had to do.

      A spike of frustration shot through him as he wheeled his craft around, listening to his ship ache and groan from the once-simple maneuver. Did Parak truly think he could slaughter the whole marauder band alone? His weapon’s transformation ability was impressive, not to mention effective. Yet he was one human against at least twenty ogres. Now, Vor had to swoop down and try to rescue his ass.

      Though, to be fair, the human had practically saved Vor’s life by drawing the ogres’ attention. He might have already been shot down if not for Parak’s intervention. The least he could do was return the favor.

      He would do his best.

      Vor steered the Gwuellihyn into a plummet and summoned another gleaming. He pumped power into his ARC and fired on the mass of encroaching ogres, each charging forward to claim the kill on the elusive human. No doubt, if they succeeded, the story would be whispered from one end of the Valley to the other. How the deadly marauders slew a human sorcerer.

      If they wanted to kill the human, they would have to kill Vor first.

      His shots dropped another ogre and injured a second before they returned fire.

      Vor pushed the Gwuellihyn faster and started to adjust the rudder for the final swoop. However, the adjustment was not needed.

      Parak must have seen the swiftly approaching Griff and made his own plan. It soon became clear how the human had climbed the hill so quickly. With one leap, he exploded from the soil and cleared fifteen feet. The blue shield was gone.

      He landed on the Griff’s deck with a roll. It was not the graceful roll of an elite warrior. Rather, it was the exhausted flop of a fish as it finally landed back in the water after struggling to breathe air.

      If Vor hadn’t known Parak was in the battle beforehand, he wouldn’t have recognized him in his current state. Blue veins bulged through his ashen, paper-thin skin. They seemed to emanate from the bracelet on his right wrist, a collection of smooth gray stones inscribed with runes. One of the charms was cracked. This must have been the device that summoned his shield.

      Parak’s chest spasmed, and he sucked in a painful gulp of air. Vor wondered if the shield was truly worth what it had done to the human. He supposed it was better than death. Not that they were guaranteed to avoid it yet.

      The moment passed, and Vor cranked the Gwuellihyn into a banking turn. Thud after thud accompanied a barrage of bolts striking the ship as the full force of the marauder band attacked the fleeing human.

      Flames roared over the sides of the ship and singed Vor’s eyebrows. The sounds his ship released in those final tense seconds were like a foundation cracking or a great tree beginning to topple. Only a little longer. Keep it together…

      The thuds stopped, and the Gwuellihyn sailed free to the bottom of the hill.

      Vor glanced back to find the Inquisitors and rangers engaged with the marauders. The screams that filled the air were the ogres’ last gift to the world. A grand goodbye to the Valley they had haunted and harassed, to the people they had murdered. Maybe even the humans massacred on the road.

      The elf brought the board to a stall a few feet above the ground and checked on Parak. The human was already recovering, the blue veins sinking back under his skin. He still looked wan but much better than the experiment-gone-wrong disaster he’d been five seconds ago. Vor thought about dumping him on the grass and rejoining the battle, but on a second assessment, it was clear they didn’t need his help.

      A cheer rang out from the heights. In it, Vor heard the war-whoops of the rangers mixed with the proud hoorah! of the Inquisitors. It wasn’t only the races working together. It was the Quadras and the Valley in a strange display of camaraderie. Vor’s heart beat a little faster, and he added his own shout to the howl of noise erupting from the hillside.
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      Doughas

      “No bones about it. I’d love nothing more than to place my boot on that fat neck of yours and press. Or maybe I should step on your hand? Missing your fingers, bruised from a fall. Your relationship with pain is already intimate, but you’re just getting started,” Ranger JunRazelien snarled at a wounded ogre who was more mangled heap than functional being.

      Doughas had found him under a stone outcropping. The last marauder whose eyes still twitched. The rest of his brothers had gone down ugly. For example, Doughas had fired his long-heater point-blank into an ogre's chest and watched a cannonball-sized cavity appear. The ogre before him now was barely alive, gurgling blood every so often. Yet he seemed perversely delighted at having an audience to his suffering. Perhaps he thought Doughas and JunRazelien would transport him directly to a hospital.

      The flash of hope on his face died with the ranger’s words.

      The ogre’s eyes twitched toward Doughas as if asking for help.

      Since when do I play the good cop? Doughas thought. One look at JunRazelien reminded him why. The elf’s cold stare drilled holes in the bloodied ogre. The ranger already had one foot on the wounded brute’s chest. With every second, he shifted more weight onto his crippled enemy.

      Doughas didn’t know at what point to stop the ranger or if he wanted to. There were dead Inquisitors on the hillside, too. He could at least let the ogre suffer the tender mercies of JunRazelien until they got the information they needed.

      The ranger leaned over the ogre and tilted his head like a bird of prey inspecting its half-dead meal. “You and yours were out here hunting for survivors. Seems to me that you’re the ones responsible for Odumog’s death, and now you’ve killed several of my deputies. In my book, that earns you the worst death I can give. Thankfully, we’re not too far from a vargen run. With all this blood and gore, they’ll be sure to show.”

      JunRazelien tilted his head the other way and leaned as close to the ogre as he could without falling over. The pressure on the brute’s chest drew a groan from him, and the ranger tapped a finger on his forehead. “You know how the vargen like to eat when they’ve got the time. Those fine beasts always start with the tenderest bits, then work their way down to the bones. If you’re lucky, you die from blood loss before they show. But we can’t have that, can we? Don’t worry. We’ll patch you up nice and tight before heading off. I’ll even prop you up against a rock so you can see them rip your body apart. Shit, I might even drop by to watch once I’m off shift.”

      The ogre squirmed under JunRazelien’s boot and tried to crawl away, despite the intense pain it caused him. His eyes twitched toward Doughas again. The dwarf had been involved in numerous interrogations and knew the subject would crack soon. In most cases, the intimidation was theater. Fear for a righteous cause. However, there were times when the interrogator delivered it well because he truly wanted to harm the prisoner.

      If Doughas could tell anything about the ranger in those moments, it was that JunRazelien’s intimidation was not theater.

      Doughas absently whistled as he came around the other side of the ogre. “I can see you’re in a lot of pain right now. We won’t treat you until we have your word that the medic will be safe. Don’t want you trying for a hostage play. Let’s start there, then we can talk business. The kind of business that might get you wrapped up and taken out of these woods instead of…well, the lovely fate my friend here is so excited about. How about it?” He knelt beside the ogre with a first-aid kit in hand, ready to bandage his wounds and stop him from bleeding to death on the hillside.

      The ogre opened his mouth, and the voice that emerged rubbed like sandpaper against Doughas’ eardrums. “Guess I’ll take a rubdown from you, though you aren’t my usual type.” He offered his fingerless hand to the dwarf. “Give it a kiss, will ya? Don’t worry about your safety. I’ll keep you plenty safe, my dear.”

      Not exactly the answer I wanted. Doughas consoled himself with his next actions. He grabbed the ogre’s paw and wrapped the gauze tightly around the stump fingers, pausing for a squeeze here and there until the ogre wept and howled.

      “What? Is the manicure not up to your standards?” Doughas struggled to keep a smile off his face.

      JunRazelien didn’t fight the sensation. He grinned at the ogre’s distress. As soon as he quieted down, the ranger leaned in to continue the interrogation. “First question. Who are you working for?”

      The ogre snorted. “Working for someone? Nah. We were on a nice hike in the hills when we saw your pity party. Thought we’d score some gear off you shitwhackers. It was an opportunity no marauder would pass up.”

      The ranger didn’t respond with words. He took a step back and lifted his boot. The ogre tried to pull away, but he was too weak, and the elf was too fast. JunRazelien brought his heel down on the ogre’s twisted leg, crunching against the already broken bones. He dug in and twisted back and forth.

      The ogre screamed. When he ran out of air, he sucked in a breath and screamed again. His arms flailed, and he tried to use his fingerless hand to push clear but only screamed louder.

      Doughas jumped up, ready to protest. That was too much. He couldn’t let the ogre pass out before giving them the information they needed. But as the dwarf rose, JunRazelien moved off the leg and shoved a finger at the ogre’s chest, indicating a blade at the top right of his bandolier. A toothy maw covered in blood.

      “This marks you as belonging to the Sons of Orkys. You’re a long way from your pretty little fort on the coast. I’ve never heard of you idiots coming in this far without some bigwig’s money as a lure.” The ranger dropped to a crouch beside the ogre’s head. “How about we stop playing games, huh? I know how expensive it is to hire a whole troop of you dimwits, so whoever it is has deep pockets. Worse than that, you ‘Ork-ees’ are—”

      The ogre scowled at the use of his group’s nickname and muttered a half-formed threat before the elf hopped up and raised his boot. The words died on the ogre’s lips.

      JunRazelien continued. “As I was saying, you Orkees don’t have the most professional reputation, to put it lightly. Why, there was that time in the easterlands when you were hired to kidnap the daughter of some rich executive. Instead of bringing her back, you held her hostage against the one who hired you, then razed two nearby towns for the hell of it. So tell me. What idiot, who doesn’t care about collateral damage or being screwed over for more money, hired you?”

      Doughas absorbed the information. If what the ranger said was true, whoever hired the Sons of Orkys didn’t only have deep pockets. They felt secure enough in their position that they weren’t afraid of what the marauders might do after the job was done.

      The ogre sat in sullen silence with his head lowered to his chest, eyes averted from the ranger’s piercing gaze. The facts rang true, and the ogre couldn’t face them. He wouldn’t give up the name, though.

      Doughas took JunRazelien aside. “Listen, do you know anyone out here with enough juice to hire the Orkys? Or why they were hired to take out a convoy of humans?”

      The ranger stared back with a flat expression. “Nope.”

      It didn’t seem like he was lying, but rather that he thought the question was stupid. He tore away and returned to the ogre’s side, then poked his face and repeated the same question. “Who are you working for? Come on. Let me in on the secret, little guy. I’ll play nice if you do.”

      Doughas doubted that.

      Footsteps sounded behind the dwarf, and he turned to discover he’d been reunited not only with his partner but with Parak as well. He hadn’t seen the human since he charged up the hill on his own, traveling a good twenty feet in a single, uncanny leap. And he hadn’t seen Vor up close since this morning.

      “Good job out there, laddie.” Doughas threw out his arm for the elf to grasp.

      Vor met it with his own. “Not too shabby yourself, old-timer. You should have seen Parak out there, though. I’ve never seen anyone fight like him. Must have taken down four or five on his own.”

      Doughas blinked in surprise and appraised the frail-looking human. He walked with a slight limp, and his skin seemed paler than usual. “All with that little knife of yours?” Doughas asked.

      The human shrugged. Even that slight movement made him wince. “It was a fine battle, and I am proud to have taken part in it with you both. The elf fought well from his floating tree. From the looks of the bodies, I would say you and the ranger made quick work of the rest.” He flashed a small smile. “After I softened them up, of course.”

      A guffaw exploded from Doughas’ chest. “Is that right? Well, I’m glad to see you’re both okay. What’s the word from the rest of the group?”

      Vor gestured up and to the right with his head. “They’re loading the Gwuellihyn with our wounded right now. One of them is in really rough shape. I’ll have to take the bunch to the ranger station soon and maybe bring that one directly to the hospital. How are things here? You get any information out of that guy?” Vor leaned around the dwarf and waved at the ogre. When the brute saw who it was, his eyes narrowed, and he held his fingerless hand closer to his chest.

      “A friend of yours?” Doughas asked.

      Vor smiled. “Something like that.”

      “Why don’t you join us?” Doughas waved him toward the brute. “Maybe he’ll open up to a close friend.”

      The three of them walked back to the ogre. JunRazelien stood over the wounded criminal, looking down on his charge.

      Doughas stood with his arms crossed. “So, you won’t tell us who hired you. How about you tell us what you were hired to do? Were you the ones who massacred the human convoy and the ranger guiding them?”

      The ogre bared his teeth in a cruel smile. “Yes, that was us.”

      JunRazelien shook his head. “He’s lying.”

      Doughas turned to the elf, wondering what had set him off. “Are you sure about that?”

      The ranger simply tapped his nose, indicating the ability to smell lies that rangers were rumored to have. Doughas had always been suspicious of those stories. Even if the ranger admitted it, he wasn’t inclined to believe him. The look on the ogre’s face confirmed it, though.

      The brute shrugged. “Can’t blame me for trying.”

      Doughas repeated his question. “What job were you hired for?”

      Silence. The ogre looked down at his chest, but that changed when JunRazelien raised his boot over the ogre’s twisted leg. The brute cried out, “Stop! Fine! I’ll talk. Please, not the leg again…”

      “Let’s hear it, then,” Vor chimed in. “Give us what we want, and maybe you’ll actually get to take a ride on the Griff this time instead of falling off.”

      The ogre nodded rapidly. “We were told to watch the rangers and the Inquisitors from the foothills and keep tabs on them. That kind of thing. We were supposed to make sure no witnesses from the massacre survived.” Now that he’d begun, the words tumbled from the ogre without prompting. “It was part of a two-fold plan to cover up what happened, or at least who was behind the massacre and why it happened.”

      “Who hired you?” Doughas demanded again.

      The ogre shrugged. “I don’t know. Simple as that. Job was handled through an intermediary, and I never even got the information about him. You’re better off asking a rock than me.” He looked at the ranger, who nodded to confirm the ogre was telling the truth. If the ranger could be believed.

      Doughas had no reason to doubt JunRazelien at this time.

      Vor piped up with a different question. “You said the plan was two-fold. What do you mean by that?”

      “Part one was to kill the humans, and we had nothing to do with that. Part two? Yeah, that was all us. We mopped up the evidence and removed any survivors, or tried to.” The ogre had probably seen the goblin family who survived the day’s attack and knew they had failed their mission.

      “What happened to the group who killed the humans? Where are they?” Vor asked.

      The ogre spread his lips in another foul smile.

      Doughas had to fight the urge to smack the expression off with his mace. “Where are their bodies? We could learn something about who hired them if we got to inspect their corpses.”

      The ogre’s smile only widened. “What was it you said, ranger? The vargen start with the tenders and work their way out? Well, they’ve had a week and a half with their new chew toys. I doubt you’ll find more than a scrap of cloth left behind.”

      JunRazelien drew a knife from his belt. “Seems you’re of no use to us, then. I guess we’re done here.” He leaned toward the ogre and readied the knife to plunge in his chest.

      Doughas couldn’t let that happen. “Wait a minute. We’re bringing him back. There could be more to learn from him.”

      JunRazelien glanced at the mangled ogre. “I doubt that. He’s not one of their leaders. He’s told us everything he knows.”

      Parak came forward. “I agree with the elf. Let us end our foe on the battlefield and be done with him. He has told us little of anything, and he will tell us nothing more.”

      Doughas stood his ground. “I have been placed in charge of this investigation, and I want him brought back for further interrogation. I know you disagree, JunRazelien, but I need your word that he makes it back alive. Not with you or one of your deputies slitting his throat behind a tree.”

      The ranger glared at Doughas for a long time, but he nodded in the end. “You have my word. I won’t have him killed.” The elf stalked away from the scene, hopefully to let his deputies know. Doughas would need one of the ranger’s trucks to get the ogre back since he was too heavy for the Griff in addition to the other wounded.

      Parak stared at Doughas and Vor in confusion. “You fight with ferocity. Perhaps not as fierce as a Yaaskr, but certainly worthy seconds. Yet after the fighting is over, you seem as squeamish as Nimianists. I do not understand why.”

      Vor tried to explain. “We want the ogre alive so we can question him. Besides that, if we don’t have to kill someone, we don’t want to. Does that make sense?”

      Parak shook his head. “Not in the slightest,” he remarked and walked away. He followed after the ranger and disappeared around the rocks.

      Doughas and Vor watched him go.

      “He’s an odd one,” Doughas commented, then slapped Vor across the back. “It’s good to have you with me. I don’t feel outnumbered by the rangers anymore.” He led him away from the ogre into a private corner. “How did things go with…you-know-who?”

      Vor inhaled deeply. “Not great. I can tell you more later. Suffice it to say, I picked up some local royalty and placed them in modest accommodations. I’m not sure how long she can stay there, so that’s a problem we have to solve.”

      It took a moment for the words to make sense inside Doughas’ head. He blinked rapidly as he finally parsed them out. “Really?”

      Vor nodded. “Yup. She’s a strange guest, let me tell you.”

      “We can handle that soon, but let’s get clear of this place first. There’s also our ‘obligation’ to my dwarf friends we need to finish up. It’s gonna be a busy day ahead, but I’m glad to have you at my side for it.”

      Vor glanced around for the dirty Inquisitors, but they weren’t nearby. “How did the ‘obligations’ handle themselves in the battle? Did they survive?”

      Doughas nodded. “Aye, they’re alive and well. They didn’t do anything as dramatic as saving my life, but they were smart, tough, and aggressive…”

      Vor picked up on the cue in his tone. “Are you having second thoughts?”

      Doughas sighed. “The more I look at them, the more I see a different version of you and me. Even beyond the fact that they’re an elf and a dwarf. They’re effective Inquisitors. I watched them all day. They didn’t get stuck in the mud or caught in the open during the ambush. They fought hard and fierce to win the day. They followed orders to a T. Maybe they operate outside the law, but so do we. If it came to an us-or-them situation, I would rather tell them the score, square off, and let the chips fall where they may.” The nervous pressure eased inside Doughas’ chest as he confessed his thoughts.

      “Really? That’s how you want to die?” Vor clearly wasn’t a fan of the idea. “How about we douse a few more of the raging fires in this city before tackling that one? Maybe something will change, and there will be a better way out of it. At the least, if we die in a storm of bolts, we’ll have endeared ourselves to the good citizens of the Quadras. If we die trying to take out some dirty Inquisitors, maybe they’ll give us a hero’s wake through the city. Make our funerals a bit grander, you know?”

      A touch of laughter tickled Doughas throat. “Glad you’re taking the proper dwarvish attitude toward the situation. March on, darkness and danger be damned.”

      Vor added his own laughter. “Let’s make sure we don’t go down on the Gwuellihyn, though. I swear, your wife made the scariest threat I’ve ever heard that not even death can save me from.”

      “Blessed ancestors, I love that lass.” Doughas grinned, and together they walked down the hill and made arrangements for the ogre to be taken to the ranger station. Vor split off on his own to fly the wounded to the same location, leaving Doughas with a lonely ride. Parak decided to share JunRazelien’s vargen for the return trip.

      As he settled into his seat in the outrider, Doughas closed his eyes and stole a few precious minutes of rest. Even with the bumps and jolts that accompanied the off-road experience, it might have been one of the sweetest naps of his life.
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      Esselliar

      An erratic but consistent shudder pulsed through the Gwuellihyn, an ever-present reminder of the damage she had sustained. It was not the only reminder of the battle. The pain-filled moans of the wounded who littered the deck like a haphazard clump of sardines overshadowed whatever peace Vor might have found in the sky.

      His heart broke for them because of the pain they suffered…but if only they could suffer a little quieter.

      He pushed such thoughts aside and paid closer attention to his vessel.

      The increased passenger load extracted dangerous creaks from the boards of the already crippled ship. Vor kept her low in the air, barely above the tops of the fir trees at a low speed. His gaze traced fracture lines in the hull. The steering rudder responded sluggishly, sometimes locking in place until he jiggled it free with a violent twist. Given her damage, Vor couldn’t risk going faster, even though it would have helped the wounded to arrive as soon as possible.

      Vor was impressed she’d held up so well, considering the extensive damage. Makes me glad I patched her up when I first got her. If I hadn’t done that, she would have snapped in half a long time ago. There’d probably be fewer wounded and more dead, myself included.

      A swell of warmth permeated Vor’s chest and filled him like a summer wind. Being surrounded by evergreens and the moans of the hopefully-not-dying was a new experience. Vor could almost imagine himself as a gatekeeper to the afterlife, ferrying unfortunate souls from one shore to another over a boundless green sea.

      The sky was clear and bright as Vor brought the Gwuellihyn into its descent on the rangers’ compound. Cars and folks swarmed like ants over the area, preparing first-aid tents or starting up vans to transport the heavily injured to the Quadras and the open arms of a hospital gurney.

      Despite his meager pace, Vor saw no sign of Doughas, JunRazelien, or anyone else who had been at the battle when he touched down. He had scant time to consider this. A team of Inquisitors backed up a van beside the Griff and began unloading the wounded, placing them in neat rows inside the vehicle. Once full, they brought up another as the first one tore away from the scene and disappeared down the road, a siren blaring on its roof. The second van soon followed, and the sudden rush of Inquisitors ended. Next came various deputies and a few rangers who asked about the battle, but Vor pushed their questions away.

      “JunRazelien will be back soon. He’ll tell you everything that went down,” Vor told them and finally had a moment's peace to see to his ship.

      What he had seen in the air was only the beginning of the problem. When he looked underneath, he found shattered rune after shattered rune. Fire damage scarred much of the wood and had turned the outer quarter-inch to crumbling ash. The burn wasn’t deep, though. He could scrape it away and likely not have to replace many boards. Only those that had cracked.

      The Gwuellihyn’s advanced age also exacerbated the damage. She was never the highest quality vessel to begin with, though Vor’s initial repairs and upgrades had mitigated some of that.

      “You’re one resilient bundle of wood,” Vor complimented the ship, marveling at her strength. Not only the strength of her boards but her strength of will. Many a fancy ship would have failed where she’d succeeded.

      Within Vor’s sightline was a suite of windows set in the outer hallways of the barracks. A flash of movement drew his eyes to the glass, and he saw a goblin waving excitedly at him. Is that the goblin we rescued? He must have been brought back while the battle was still taking place. He’s smiling and waving…did he see me out there?

      Vor blinked twice. The goblin rushed toward the front door, and Vor suddenly recognized him. It had been months since he’d last seen Glav Furst, so he wasn’t entirely sure until the goblin came around the corner. It was technically Glav, though not the same goblin Vor had known. Time and trials had sculpted away the soft sections of his body and replaced them with a wiry toughness.

      Vor shook the goblin’s hand as he drew near. “Didn’t expect to ever see you again, Glav. Especially not under these circumstances.”

      “I’d say the same, but we’re very glad you and your partner were the ones who found us,” Glav replied. As he spoke, “we” appeared in the form of Glav’s wife and three green bundles, two of which nestled tightly in their mother’s arms while the third hopped along beside her, stopping every few feet to pluck at the grass or stare at a stranger.

      “You remember Rezy, my wife, but here are three new faces. In order from oldest to youngest, this is Murra, Hrez, and Ferk. Murra is the one on the ground, and she’s quite the adventurous little gobliness. Doesn’t know how to act her age.” Glav moved back to his wife’s side. “Let me help you with them,” he offered but only convinced his wife to relinquish one of her babies. He held the babe with practiced ease and gently bounced him back to sleep.

      Vor watched the exchange and wondered about his own chances of having a child. Would Areal even be willing to have another? Was he ready to commit to their relationship for the rest of his life? He shook the thoughts free and refocused on Glav.

      “How in the Quadras did you get mixed up in this mess? I’m glad you’re all okay, but there’s got to be a story,” Vor stated, anxious to hear if they had any information on who had attacked the human caravan.

      Glav straightened his stance. “We were on our way to a goblin settlement, way out in the Valley. It was going to be our fresh start. New home. New kids.” His ears flattened somewhat. “We, uh, ran into some trouble…. Didn’t see eye-to-eye with the rest of the caravan.” Whatever happened must have been embarrassing because that was all the goblin said about leaving their group. His ears perked back up as he reached the next chapter of his tale. “We spent a few days at a waystation, waiting for another traveler to come by so we could hitch a ride.”

      Rezy sidled up with a babe on her hip. “Nearly lost our minds in that waystation. Let me tell you, I’ll never eat a corndog again.” Vor wanted to raise an eyebrow and ask more questions, but Glav pushed on.

      The goblin shook his head. “We spent days sitting at a table in the waystation, thinking our journey was wasted and that we should never have left home. Wondering how we’d ever get back to the Quadras before the babies came. When Odumog and the human convoy showed up, we thought we were saved. I had to chase him down, and I begged him to let us join.” A strange jitter passed through his face and finally resolved itself as a laugh. His eyes flicked toward Vor. “Knowing what I do now, I can’t believe I worked so hard to get my wife and unborn children a front seat to a massacre.”

      Glav trailed off, lost in thought.

      Vor hoped a question might lead him back. “Can you tell me anything about the attackers? What happened before the raid, and how did you survive?”

      The goblin didn’t move or respond. Vor wondered if he’d even heard the questions, but as he was about to ask another, Glav picked up the story after the waystation. “We drove for an hour, maybe two. Hard to tell, since my wife and I fell asleep. When we woke up, there was this blocked-off section of road and all these folks from all the races lingering near the front. Odumog hopped out and got on his steed. He ran up there, and, well…he was the first one to die. Shot down while he tried to high-tail it out of there and leave us all behind.” Glav’s eyes narrowed with anger. “Let us jump on the wagon, then dumped us when his own life was threatened.”

      The goblin spoke with confidence and strength Vor did not remember him having when he last saw him running for his life after he’d killed an elven thug. It was hard to believe he was even the same goblin when factoring in his changed appearance. The same could be said for Rezy. Both seemed more at ease, as if their souls had finally settled in.

      A week and a half alone in the woods after narrowly escaping a brutal massacre, then giving birth to three children and taking care of them? Yeah, I can see how Glav and Rezy might come out of the Valley a little different than when they went in.

      Glav drew closer to his wife and put his free arm around her back. “We ran after that. If we weren't already so close to the woods, we wouldn’t have made it. All around us, we heard bolts flying…then the screams…” Glav met Vor’s gaze with darkness somewhere behind his eyes. “We kept running, deep into the woods. We found that cave right when Rezy went into labor. We hunkered down there, and I did the best I could to take care of her and of the little ones after they finally showed up.”

      “They took their damn sweet time.” Rezy eyed the little green bumps in turn, but there was no malice in her voice. Only a memory of pain.

      Glav chuckled. “Yeah, but we stayed safe enough in that cave. The Fruitful Mother provided gift after gift. We would have made the trek home sooner, but I heard voices in the woods one day, then I saw some of the murderers. They didn’t see me, but it was clear they were looking for survivors. They came so close, I even overheard them talking.”

      Vor leaned in. “What did they say?”

      “Oh, something about going back to the waystation. The one we waited at for days. They were going to do another sweep for survivors over there. After they left, I wanted to be sure we were safe, so we stayed. I figured the rangers had to find those bodies eventually, and we’d be safer when they came. It ended up pretty close, though. I didn’t expect marauders to come looking. I sure am glad you guys arrived when you did.” He gave his wife a squeeze. “We’re only alive because of what you did out there.”

      Vor blushed internally at the sweet words. “Don’t worry about it. No need to think about what might have been. What you say about the waystation is interesting. I haven’t heard any mention of it in the reports. I’d think that if armed killers showed up there, something would have happened. We may have to check that out.”

      “If you do, I wouldn’t eat anything in the freezer section,” Glav cautioned. “I’ve seen the kind of care that food gets, and it isn’t great.”

      Vor chuckled. “I’ll keep that in mind.”

      A sudden commotion swept the compound as the rest of the rangers and Inquisitors returned from the hunt. JunRazelien entered to the cheers of his friends. He held a closed fist aloft and echoed their cries. Doughas huffed along beside him as he struggled to keep up with the long-legged ranger, but he quickly spied Vor and headed over.

      The goblins noticed him. Rezy rushed over and threw her free arm around the dwarf.

      “Thank you for saving us. And for not shooting me when I trolled out,” she gushed with a sparkle in her eyes.

      For a time, they talked of small things and of the goblins’ plans. Despite their experiences, the Furst family intended to stay in the Valley and reach that goblin settlement. Vor could tell they were more than strong enough to make it.

      The quiet moment passed, and the goblin family returned to the barracks. At last, Vor and Doughas were alone, something that had not happened since Vor left to handle the Pixie Queen. Now, he had the chance to fill in his partner.

      Doughas questioned him before he could volunteer the information. “Tell me what happened this morning, and I hope I didn’t take your hints the right way.”

      “If that’s how you feel, I guess you did,” Vor told him before gathering his thoughts on the matter. “The Pixie Queen is currently in my room at the apartment complex. I took her there on the Griff, and I barely kept Areal from finding out. At some point, we need to move her to a secure location. She’s in danger.”

      Doughas eyebrows rose a whole inch. “In danger, is she? I never knew our spooky gal feared anyone or anything. What do you suppose could harm her?”

      “It was humans,” Vor explained. “Someone has been hiring desperate humans and offering them legal status in the Quadras in exchange for their services. They’ve been fighting the Pixie Queen and eliminating wee-folk.”

      They reached the other side of the compound, then stopped and turned toward a flash of movement. It was Parak. He strode confidently into an open area and began to orate for an audience of rangers, Inquisitors, deputies…everyone within earshot. Vor couldn’t hear more than a mumble from their distance, but the battle was the only interesting thing to speak about. Parak was probably giving his version of the story.

      I wonder if he’ll include the part where I saved his life.

      Doughas grunted at the scene. “Humans like him? Witch-Knights?”

      Vor shook his head. “No. From what the Queen knows, the humans attacking her aren’t professional soldiers. They have training and just enough magic to be dangerous but are directed by criminals within the Quadras.” Vor considered the facts and came upon a new idea. “It’s entirely possible the massacred humans were being trafficked for that purpose. To be trained in magic and attack the Queen.”

      Doughas bobbed his head as he took in the thought. “It’s possible, but who would try to stop such an effort with no attempt to use law enforcement? And still have the kind of money to bring in the Sons of Orkys?”

      “Whoever it is, they all but succeeded,” Vor revealed with a degree of pity. “You should have seen her. All her arms were cut up, and she’d been shot and burned besides that. She looks ragged, though she seems to think she’ll get better.”

      “The perpetrators won’t stop with the Queen of the wee-folk.” Doughas folded his arms. “We need to find who’s responsible. You’re right that they may be connected to the human trafficking. Hell, maybe they were finished bringing in humans and decided to kill their last shipment. Who knows? What we have to decide now is what to investigate first. The waystation or the Pixie Queen hunters.”

      Across the way, the crowd around Parak was still growing. He seemed at home as the center of attention. To bolster his popularity further, Ranger JunRazelien suddenly entered the group and stood beside the human as if lending his approval to the story.

      Vor chewed over his partner’s words while watching the crowd swell, but it appeared that was also the end of the story. As quickly as the crowd had arrived, they disappeared. Parak was alone and looked no worse for it. He spied Doughas and Vor conspiring. Instead of joining them, he turned and marched into the nearest barracks. He didn’t seem upset…only disinterested.

      “We’re closer to the waystation,” Vor pointed out. “May as well explore while we’re here.”

      Doughas nodded. “Aye, sounds good.”
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      Doughas

      Given the Griff’s damaged state, they decided to drive one of the Inquisitor vans to the waystation. The prospect delighted neither of them, especially after the terrible performance similar vehicles showed on the hunt. Doughas hoped they caught any remaining marauders off guard and away from their steeds. They wouldn’t be chasing anybody anywhere in a chunk-mobile like the van.

      Doughas informed JunRazelien of his plan before leaving, and the ranger went directly for his weapons, stating he and his team would follow them out once they’d resupplied. It was always good to have backup if things went south, though Doughas had a feeling they wouldn’t encounter much. Multiple rangers and Inquisitors would have visited that station over the course of the investigation. A closer look might reveal a clue, but there was no way to tell without going.

      Doughas swung the driver’s door shut and started the behemoth. Not the Street Behemoth, but only a big, slow, ugly behemoth. While the vehicle was similar in size to his usual ride, it handled like a loaded shopping cart in comparison.

      “The sooner we finish this, the better,” he grumbled. “I may hate your flying death trap, but this is almost worse.” A week ago, Doughas would never have imagined those words leaving his mouth. It was a strange week. Strange world.

      Vor pushed his seat as far back as possible and kicked up his legs on the dash. “I’m glad to see the Gwuellihyn has grown on you. When we actually do go on that carpelsnuff hunt, maybe you’ll fly us the whole way there.”

      A wild chuckle burst from Doughas. “Wishes may be wishes, but you should still try to keep your requests in the ballpark of reality. You’re only setting yourself up for a let-down.”

      “We’ll see about that,” Vor retorted with a snark-filled grin.

      Doughas flicked on the radio, and they settled in for the ride, viewing the sedate travel as sorely needed rest while still internally steeling themselves for the dangers to come.

      The woods rolled by like a silent documentary. Doughas observed the rise and fall of the hills and the lifecycle of fir trees, from sprightly saplings to squat juveniles, up to towering height and strength. Then withering…withering until only a mottled heap remained. Though sunset was a while off, the dwarf’s keen eyes picked out the subtle hints of dusk as the fiery orb drifted west, and the colors of the world shifted ever so slightly toward a warmer hue.

      It was a peaceful drive, uninterrupted by flight teams of shrikes or babbling coworkers. Despite his initial discomfort with the choice of vehicle, Doughas enjoyed himself. His heart pricked when the spectrol station appeared around a bend.

      Doughas slowed the van and swept the area for signs of marauders lying in wait. He circled the store once to check around back. With both his and Vor’s eyes on the place, he felt better when the surrounding area proved empty.

      Now to check inside. Though if the ogres did come here, they could be long gone by now. If the attendants are alive, there’s a good chance they never came.

      He parked the vehicle beside the station. Still wary of a trap, he brought his long-heater, though he kept the barrel pointed skyward in accordance with good safety rules. Since most folks in the Valley were active hunters, Doughas suspected the sight of a shouldered weapon wouldn’t cause much alarm.

      The duo approached the waystation. Doughas pushed the door open and spotted the attendant at the counter. Alive, but not exactly well. He was unusually thin for an ogre, and sweat slicked his skin. Doughas couldn’t figure out why. Even if the attendant was afraid of him and his weapon, he couldn’t have produced that much perspiration that quickly. He was an ogre, not a fire hydrant.

      The sudden, tense situation perplexed Doughas enough to freeze in the doorway. He took in the rest of the general store and scanned for any threats. A selection of coolers to his right carried various goods that could be cooked in-store or eaten cold. On the other side was the dry goods section. Another ogre poked his head over the top of the shelves there. He was not nearly as thin but significantly shorter than the first. Their faces held similar, potato-esque shapes. They were siblings, brothers, though Doughas couldn’t tell which was the oldest. Was it the spindly counter-jockey or the snack food stocker? And did they have some kind of health condition?

      The same obvious sheen of liquid coated the second ogre.

      Vor stepped up beside Doughas. “Nice place you got here,” he announced in an easy manner, trying to help the attendants calm down and hopefully realize they weren’t there to hurt anyone.

      Doughas produced his badge. “We’re with the Inquisitors’ Bureau, investigating the presence of marauders.” Neither ogre moved to inspect the badge. They simply shivered, sweated, and stared at the duo. The Inquisitors responded in kind, and the silence dragged on for an uncomfortably long time. The ogres snatched a few deep, sucking breaths.

      “Sorry about that.” The shorter one came out from behind the food shelves. “We haven’t seen anyone since the last pair came by, and…well, they didn’t find anything either. Although they were asking about the human massacre, not about marauders.”

      The counter-jockey piped up. “D-d-do you think they were the ones r-responsible?” The question sounded flimsy and forced, as if some panic-loving demon lived inside the ogre, forcing him to act and speak in random ways.

      “Umm, that information isn’t relevant right now. We’re following up on a lead,” Doughas responded. “So I’ll ask you both again. Have you seen any marauders around?”

      When the word in question left the dwarf’s mouth, the ogres’ discomfort became obvious. They both flinched, and a fresh, gushing wave of sweat poured out.

      They shook their heads so violently that Doughas wondered if their necks would snap. “Nope. Nope. Nope,” they repeated, slightly out of sync with each other.

      Vor arched an eyebrow and tilted his face toward Doughas so the dwarf could see what he was thinking.

      Not a chance in the Quadras these nitwits are telling the truth, Doughas thought in agreement.

      The ogres seemed to realize the game was up.

      The counter-jockey began to huff and puff as his breathing became erratic. Suddenly, he leapt over the counter without any great speed or skill. More accurately, he tumbled over the counter and took off sprinting as soon as he regained balance. He charged directly at the Inquisitors, then tried to run past them.

      Either of them could have arrested his flight, but they knew what was about to happen. The ogre was probably running for his life. There was no need to stop him. They could search the rest of the station on their—

      “Inquisitors!” the ogre screamed at the top of his lungs the instant he got outside. “They’re here! They’re here! Please, spare me!” The lanky brute raced toward a repair garage nestled beside the main structure.

      Bingo.

      As the counter-jockey neared, the garage’s side door burst open with a fully-powered blast from a long-heater. The door exploded off its hinges, and the shot continued directly into the lanky ogre’s gut.

      He dropped dead without a sound, his body nearly torn in two.

      “Idiot!” Doughas growled. “What did he think he was doing?” The dwarf shouldered his rifle and fired at the open doorway, sending the heads poking around the frame into a rush for cover.

      Vor already had his ARC out but leveled it at the attendant inside first. “On the ground and put your hands behind your head!” he barked.

      The ogre complied at once, though he was shouting for his brother, wondering what had happened. Now was not the time to tell him.

      Doughas kicked over a rack of firewood in front of the store and readied his weapon for another shot through the side door. Yet the marauders had no intention of funneling their bodies through a narrow gap where they’d receive a bolt to the chest before they made it to cover.

      Instead, there was a loud cranking noise as a machine started up. Before Doughas could identify the sound, three ogres bolted from the front of the garage and opened fire with their massive weapons. Doughas threw himself away from his cover and ran bent over into the building with Vor already ahead of him. From behind, there was a crunch! as the firewood rack shattered under the combined force of the ogres’ attack.

      Damn it. That noise must have been the garage bay doors. Now they’ve got us penned in. Doughas and Vor took up cover positions inside the store where they could also keep an eye on the back in case the ogres sent someone to flank.

      They likely would. If Doughas had a little time, he could use that to his advantage.

      The ogre attendant was no longer on the floor but hiding behind the snack shelves near Doughas. He didn’t seem like a threat. Still, Doughas didn’t want to take any chances, given what the ogre’s brother had done.

      “Get back on the ground!” he growled. Once again, the attendant instantly obeyed, though he stayed behind his shelf.

      The ogre bubbled out a response. “T-they have traps in the garage and around the back of the store. They’ll try to flush you out and let the traps kill you!”

      Doughas moved toward the attendant and helped him off the floor. “Thanks for the tip. I’m sorry about your brother. Is there anything else you know about them?”

      The squat ogre began to shake his head but stopped. “They have someone locked up in the garage basement. I don’t know who it is, but I heard them mention they had a prisoner.” The fresh tears in his eyes had already begun to dry. This ogre had a hardness to him that the other lacked. He was young but also strong.

      Doughas pulled the mace from his belt and handed it to the ogre.

      “Do what you can if they get close,” he told him. “Now, show me one of these traps. I think I have an idea of how we can use them.”

      The ogre’s features firmed, and he nodded.

      Across the store, Vor opened fire and unloaded half his magazine at something outside. Doughas swiveled with his long-heater, but whatever it was had vanished.

      “Stay here, Vor,” Doughas declared, hopefully quiet enough that the marauders wouldn’t hear. “There are traps in the back. I’m going to go take a look. See if I can rewrap one of their presents.”

      The attendant hastily guided him through the back door and into the storage area. It was filthy, with a thick layer of dust and grime on every surface. There was a wall of boxes stacked to the ceiling yet full of gaps where some had been removed. These containers littered the floor, pried open to reveal colorful piles of snack packs and potato chips.

      Halfway across the room, the ogre stopped and pointed not at the door itself but at a closed box sitting beside it. “They fiddled with that for a whole day, then told us never to use the back door if we wanted to keep using our legs.”

      Doughas thanked the young ogre. “Go back to the front and help Vor keep an eye out. I’ll handle this on my own.”

      The attendant nodded vigorously and sprinted back into the main store toward a lethal firefight that was apparently less scary than whatever this box contained. Doughas was curious but cautious to find out. The Sons of Orkys weren’t known for their careful construction. They weren’t known for careful anything.

      Near the door, he discovered a thin wire attached to the frame, almost invisible from a distance. He followed this to the box, then gently tested the lid. There was no resistance that suggested a second tripwire attached to the top. Still, rather than remove the lid, he pushed it slightly aside until he could get a look at the contents. It was dark inside the box, so he took out his shard and flashed the beams through the crack.

      He found no wires running to the lid and removed it. The rest of the bomb was a crude combination of an activator, a fuel source, and shrapnel. The tripwire was connected to some kind of fishing reel. The door opened outward, so when the string was pulled, it would reel out even more. Doughas couldn’t tell exactly how the ignition worked, but the fuel looked like liquid in a jerry can. Broken glass and jagged scrap metal shrapnel heaped along the inside edges, piled highest on the side where the victim was supposed to be.

      Doughas’ stomach cramped simply thinking about the kind of body-tearing damage this would do at close range.

      Thankfully, snipping the wire would disarm the device. It would only trigger if the reel was pulled out, or so he hoped. However, he didn’t want to deactivate the bomb. He had other plans.

      He snipped the wire as close to the door frame as possible, then yelled for the attendant to come back. The ogre arrived to see Doughas sliding the bomb across the floor toward the front. He flinched and started to back away.

      “Calm down. It’s disarmed. Help me move it into the store,” Doughas stated.

      The ogre was too terrified to argue. More sweat poured off his body as he helped maneuver the device into the main area. Finally, they pushed the box next to the front door.

      Vor kept watch outside. So far, there’d been no sign of the ogres.

      Doughas worked quickly, keeping as much of himself in cover as possible as he reconnected the wire, this time to the front door handle. If the marauders tried to come in, they’d be blown to bits.

      He finished just in time. A rain of ARC fire swept the building, punching through the walls and shredding everything at chest height. The Inquisitors and the attendant hit the deck and crawled to the best cover they could find. The barrage continued nonstop for almost a minute. The marauders fired high and low, but never low enough.

      Sunlight peeked through the roof and the walls on the western side as the shooting ended. The ensuing silence lasted twice as long as the onslaught, probably as the ogres tried to decide if they’d killed their quarry. Apparently, they decided they had. Two of them walked up to the front door, now devoid of glass but otherwise intact, and pulled the handle.

      Boom! The marauders vanished in a shimmer of blood and shrapnel. After the dust settled, only their boots remained. Doughas didn’t want to look any closer.

      Unfortunately, the trick did not have the desired result. Instead of becoming terrified and surrendering or running away, the marauders renewed their wild fusillade. Bolts and heater slugs peppered the walls and turned everything inside and outside the store into piles of confetti.

      Thankfully for the Inquisitors and their new ogre companion, they managed to slip into the back room with seconds to spare.

      “The back door is clear but move slowly. There could be more traps,” Doughas warned as they exited the door and moved counter-clockwise around the general store. However, they didn’t encounter any further pitfalls.

      Meanwhile, on the other side of the building, the remaining marauders reloaded and launched another volley. Their aim was so spread out that when Doughas peered around the corner, he noticed they’d punctured one of the spectrol tanks near the pumps. The white fog poured from the bolt hole and formed a rapidly expanding cloud, too far away to engulf the marauders. If it did, the icy substance would necrotize their flesh and eat it away until only bones remained.

      Gruesome way to die, Doughas thought, then turned his attention back to the task at hand.

      Vor drew up beside him with Hope and Glory. “You ready?” There was a glint in his partner’s eyes, perhaps the start of a gleaming primed to empower his next attack.

      Doughas felt for the hidden muscle inside himself and readied his spirit. The edges of his body began to unravel and blur as if his limbs were out of focus.

      Vor swung around the corner and fired at the marauders.

      Doughas tightened his chest and felt himself unravel as he went invisible. He followed the elf out but rushed ahead of him and to the left, dropping to a knee before he ended the invisibility and fired a charged slug into an ogre’s chest. Vor managed to drop one more before the marauders regrouped and returned fire. Despite the four dead ogres, there were still three on the field who looked mighty pissed about their friends’ deaths.

      The Inquisitors rushed toward the nearest cover and ducked behind it, barely avoiding a shower of bolts.

      “Nice shooting,” Doughas commented to his partner as he jammed more slugs into the back of his heater. “I’m starting to think we should have waited for the rangers, though.”

      “And miss all this fun?” Vor quipped.

      “If you’re referring to dying outside a spectrol station as ‘fun,’ then yes. I think I could live pretty happily without,” Doughas shot back with a smile. Their situation was bad, but they’d been in worse ones.

      Both Inquisitors readied themselves to break cover and fire on the last three. If they were lucky, they’d take them all out in a single barrage. If they weren’t lucky…well, best not to consider that.

      A chill wind kicked up, and the air pressure changed. Something was wrong, though Doughas wasn’t sure what. Then he noticed the bank of spectrol fog flying toward the marauders as if it wanted revenge for their careless shooting. It was an act of revenge…but not perpetrated by the spectrol tank.

      “That’s for my brother, you shitheads!” the station attendant cried. Amid the confusion, he’d rolled up a shop fan and positioned it to blow the necrotic fog toward the marauders—and also toward the garage. Doughas hoped the basement was tightly sealed. They still had a prisoner to rescue.

      For all the sheer stupidity of the action, it worked.

      The spectrol flew toward the marauders and swallowed first one, then another. The third fired his last few shots and nailed the attendant in the neck with the final bolt. Both ogres dropped, though the marauder screamed the loudest and longest as the icy white mass consumed his flesh and his soft organs.

      Doughas rushed to the attendant, but the poor ogre was dead by the time he reached him. A massive pool of blood puddled beneath his body. The dwarf heaved a powerful sigh. That ogre had been too young to die in battle…and right after his brother, to boot.

      They let the fog roll through the garage bay doors and out the destroyed side exit. It passed into the back woods, where it would slowly dissipate in the air or down into the soil, maybe taking a squirrel here or a songbird there. It wouldn’t be dangerous for much longer. However, the fog left the wretched odor of necrotized flesh behind to pervade the whole station with a rotten stench. Doughas waited a moment longer before entering the garage.

      Thankfully, the smell improved inside. It was a typical grease monkey station with a car-sized area for working on vehicles, walls covered with tools, and a long line of workbenches for more intricate labor. Near the back, he found a trapdoor leading into the basement. Doughas hefted the metal hatch and walked down the steps, keeping an eye out for the fog of death or any more traps.

      Instead, he found a battered elf tied to a chair. Blood from multiple beatings caked the sides of his face. He looked at Doughas with fear, then released a deep breath when he realized it wasn’t one of the marauders.

      “Thank the ancestors. I thought those idiots decided to shoot up the place for no reason,” the elf rasped. He was decked out in black tactical gear with no insignia. Given what the Sons of Orkys had been hired to do, Doughas suspected he knew this elf’s role in the situation.

      “You’re from the team that massacred the humans,” he stated as Vor came down the stairs and joined him.

      The elf didn’t deny it. He seemed relieved beyond belief at the sight of another elf. “Yes. Yes, I was part of the group who did that.”

      Vor frowned. “Let me guess. The marauders were trying to beat information out of you, probably about your employer?”

      The elf’s head flopped through a nod. He tried to say something else, but the words morphed into a gurgling cough, and a trickle of blood dripped from the corner of his mouth down his chin. When the elf’s chest finally settled, his head hung limp, and his breath wheezed loudly.

      “Get him some water,” Doughas told Vor. His partner rushed back up the stairs without complaint and was gone only a few seconds before he reappeared with an unopened can of some sparkling beverage.

      “It's not alcoholic. I think it's bubble water. Here, drink some of this. It might burn going down, but it’ll wash away some of the blood.” Vor tilted the prisoner’s head upright and poured a sip of fizzy liquid into his mouth.

      The elf gulped it down and gasped for more. Vor obliged, and it wasn’t long until he’d emptied the can. “Thank you…that’s the best damn water I’ve ever tasted. What flavor is that? Blackberry? Tasted like some kind of berry. Not strawberries, though. It had more…more of a woody flavor. Something wild.”

      Doughas arched an eyebrow as he wondered where this fruit flavor soliloquy came from. At least the elf had stopped choking. “If you really want to show your thanks, would you mind telling us who hired you? We did save you from whatever shitty fate the marauders had planned after they squeezed that valuable information from your lips.”

      The elf was already talking before Doughas finished. “My entire company is dead. We were told the ogres were reinforcements to help us sweep the area for survivors, but in the night…they started cutting throats, tent by tent.” This was not the answer to Doughas’ question, but perhaps the elf was headed that way. His eyes glazed over as he remembered the harrowing night. “I’d woken up a few minutes before and gone into the woods to piss. When I heard the screams, I sure as hell didn’t go back. I didn’t trust those Orkee sons of whores from the start. Always watching us, looking at our weapons and gear like they were picking out what to take after the deed was done.

      “Anyway…they tracked me down, as you can see, and shoved me in here, trying to get me to yap. I didn’t yap to them. I only open my mouth when I want to.” He smiled at Doughas, then at Vor. “I’ve done a lot of rough shit in my day. Used to be in the Syndicates, but then we folded into a more powerful organization.”

      Doughas and Vor shared a glance. There aren’t many groups bigger or stronger than the elven Syndicates. That leaves a few options, none of them good.

      The elf wasn’t done speaking. He finally came out with it. “We were working for…you know. That Thing. You know them, right? Last I heard, the Inquisitors finally put it together. Took you damn long enough.”

      Vor rocked back on his heels at the news. It was always hard for the lad when his cousin became involved. Esselliar had imprisoned Valorius in order to reduce his power, but instead, the crafty devil had only seemed to gather more reach from inside the walls of a maximum security prison.

      “All those humans…” The words slipped from Vor’s mouth, and he slapped a hand to his forehead. “Damn it, Valorius!”

      The prisoner elf’s head swayed. “Yup, that’s the fellow in charge. Real piece of shit, I hear, though I’ve never met him. And listen, about the humans. I won’t defend what I did to them. No, I think I’m finally realizing how shitty an elf I’ve become. Had a lot of time to think down here, after all…but there’s more you should know.”

      The prisoner actually scooted his chair closer to the Inquisitors and leaned in as if to tell them a secret. “The humans, they were being brought in by our competitor to be trained up and used as hired soldiers.”

      “You mean the Humanitarians are the ones who tried to ferry the humans in?” Doughas blurted.

      The elf nodded. “Good, you know about them already. Was afraid I’d have to go on a monologue or something. But yeah, it’s them. Don’t know why they want the humans so bad, but we wanted to throw a wrench in their plans. The higher-ups thought this was the way to do it. Go figure.” The elf’s eyebrows crashed together. “And how do they repay their faithful employees? By feeding our bodies to those wild-ass ogres. Forget That Thing, and screw Valorius. He can eat a fat shit, as far as I care.”

      “Is there anything else you know?” Vor asked.

      “One more thing,” the elf announced. “We knew there would be a ranger with the humans. That Thing hired him to double-cross the Humanitarians and bring them to us, knowing what would happen to them. He was in on it from both sides, so don’t feel too bad about us merc’ing his ass. He actually deserved it.”

      That was all the prisoner had to offer.

      Doughas didn’t know what to think about that last nugget of information. They left the elf tied to the chair and retreated up the stairs in time for the cavalry to arrive.

      Parak leapt off the back of JunRazelien’s steed with his knife already out. He surveyed the devastation, shook his head as if disappointed, and shoved his knife back into its sheath. “What a fight this must have been!” He looked at the pair. “You must not let me come second next time and take all the fun for yourselves. The blood of Yaask burns hot in my veins!”

      Doughas blinked. “Sorry?”

      JunRazelien approached next, and Doughas filled him in on the details. The grim-faced elf grunted as he learned of his ranger’s deception but took the information in stride. “He’s actually cleaner than I thought he was… Damn fool. That’s why I argued with him a few weeks ago when I started to hear about his involvement with less-than-savory individuals.”

      The ranger surprised the Inquisitors even more with his next statement. “I’m sorry one of my men was responsible for this. He should have known better than to get mixed up with the city criminals. It always ends bloody.” The elf whistled and gestured for one of the cars to be brought up. “Let’s get this prisoner and the good Inquisitors back to the city.”

      A swarm of deputies took over the scene and brought the former Syndicate member into the sunshine before stuffing him in the back of a van with several escorts. Doughas, Vor, and Parak jumped in, and the van tore away from the ruined waystation.

      Doughas was more than happy to leave that wretched place.
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      Esselliar

      The ever-present horde of journalists impeded Vor and Doughas’ return to the Inquisitors’ Bureau. They congregated outside the glass doors, separated into twenty-odd huddles of folks who seemed to have accepted their dull existence. Vor appraised them as their convoy rolled around the corner and secured a parking spot along the street. Some sat on the steps, deep in conversation with coworkers or, more often, their shards. Others splayed on the sidewalk or with their backs pressed against a wall. A few enterprising individuals had set up folding chairs and drink coolers, well aware of what kind of day awaited them.

      They had been waiting so long that when the vans finally pulled up, none of them noticed. Vor knew their luck wouldn’t last, and he was right. A shudder began to pass through the gathered throng as a few turned toward the street by chance and noticed their quarry’s arrival. Instead of announcing the Inquisitor’s presence with shouts, these keen-sighted reporters quickly and quietly gathered their materials, either a camera or a notepad, and descended the steps as casually as possible.

      Van doors began to slam as the Inquisitors dismounted and retrieved their elven prisoner.

      What began as a few journalists’ secretive stroll turned into something far more terrifying. Shouts went up from the crowd, and all faces turned toward the Inquisitors at the bottom of the stairs. The ranger deputies had formed their own protective huddle to the side, more than ready to mount back up and leave. They probably wanted to make sure the prisoner was secured before heading out. In preparation for the stampede of desk jockeys, the deputies stood in tight formation and practiced their silent, distrustful glares on passing city dwellers. A jogger with wires dangling from his ears. A mother elf pushing a stroller along. It didn’t matter who. They all received the same hard-eyed wariness from the Valley folks.

      On the steps, the violent migration was already in full swing. The nearest ranks of journalists swarmed down the slope, while those in the center of the mass tried to follow suit but kept tripping over each other. Several pileups of angry, tangled news folks formed. Vor would have laughed at the scene and taken bets on the number of broken bones if not for the remainder of the mass storming their way.

      “Damn it, we can’t have this when we’re delivering a prisoner. This is disgraceful,” Doughas growled and ordered the rest of the Inquisitors into a wedge formation around the elf. “We move as one. Now, march!” Doughas took the lead while Vor circled to the rear of the triangle, ready to throw himself to whatever position needed the most help. However, there was no need.

      The waves of spindly-armed reporters broke against the powerful column of Inquisitors.

      Doughas shooed away the shard devices shoved in his face and the demands for statements. Vor did the same as the horde enveloped their wedge and pressed from all directions, still strongest from the front.

      The tense minute of marching through the thick mass of shouting bodies was nothing compared to the marauder fights they’d already endured. Vor might hate the journalists, but at least they weren’t shooting at him.

      The Bureau’s front entrance rose to greet them at the top of the stairs, and Doughas urged them on. “Almost there! A little further!” The cacophonous din of hurled questions nearly drowned his deep, barreling voice.

      The reporters sensed their chance at fame, money, and success was about to literally walk through the doors and leave. Their competitive spirit disappeared in the face of certain defeat. Suddenly, elves began to link arms with ogres and so on until a chain of bodies blocked access to the front door. Other journalists saw the coalition forming and rushed from the rear to join their brothers and sisters in arms.

      As the resistance grew, the strength of the Inquisitors faltered. If they had wanted to, they could have torn the petty defenses apart and stormed through…but not without breaking a few wrists. They did not want those kinds of headlines.

      Finally, after much struggling and pushing, Doughas was forced to engage with the enemy. Vor joined him for the proceedings.

      Doughas patted the air. “Everyone! Please, calm down! We can talk about this, but I need to hear myself think.” It took a minute or two of screaming before Doughas achieved his goal. Vor was impressed. He was even more impressed with what happened next.

      “Listen up,” Doughas asserted. “I understand many of you have questions about this incredibly serious case involving the human massacre.” Someone screamed out a question from the back of the crowd, but it was too muffled to make out. Doughas raised his hands again. “Now, listen. We can answer some of your questions, but not like this. There are too many. What I need is for everyone to form a line, starting here and going down the stairs.” He pointed at the spot beside him. “As soon as we get that, we can begin.”

      No one moved at first, especially those with linked arms blocking the door. They knew doing so would cede what little power they had over the Inquisitors. Then that old competitive spirit reared its head as the first reporter jumped to the head of the line, and others rushed to form up behind him. Those by the door held together…but not for long. As the line lengthened, the chain link broke. Reporters scattered from the top of the steps and elbowed into the line wherever they could.

      The doorway was almost clear.

      Doughas offered the congregation a small bow. “Thank you for your cooperation. Now, go home.”

      The dwarf led the Inquisitors through the front doors and into the safety of the lobby.

      Inside, the rest of their group started laughing. Doughas remained quiet. Both he and Vor were simply glad to rid themselves of the pests.

      “Take the prisoner to the infirmary,” Vor instructed another pair of Inquisitors. He and his partner had other plans. They retreated to the back of the lobby.

      “I need to see Valorius,” Vor proposed, and an immediate concerned expression broached Doughas’ face.

      “Aye, Valorius has information we need, but you aren’t going alone. You won’t be lucky enough to get fished out of the sea by a friendly guard a second time. We can take the ferry over and be there in a few hours. Then we’ll figure out why the hell he planned this massacre.”

      “If he’ll even tell us,” Vor added, though something about the situation gave him hope. The human massacre was a big move but seemed hastily done. The Humanitarians must be a bigger threat to That Thing than even Valorius realized, or maybe his other attempts to weaken the rival organization hadn’t come to light yet.

      “Worth a shot,” Doughas professed. “We’d better get out of here soon to do it, though. I have a feeling there will only be more reporters the longer we wait here.”

      “Agreed.”

      The two Inquisitors started for the rear exit, but the sound of harsh footsteps preceded an even harsher voice. “VorKluvaith! Ruiridh! Get your asses over here!”

      Without turning, they knew it was the Reeve.

      They obeyed the command and returned to the center of the lobby beside the stairs leading up. The Reeve stood tall and especially stiff, as if the rod up his ass had been shoved a little higher.

      The new boss glared down at them. “There’s a mess outside this building, and I want it cleared up. For real this time. You’re hosting a press conference in half an hour, and I don’t care how long it takes. You’re answering all their damn questions.”

      Doughas shook his head. “With respect, sir, we have a lead we need to chase down. Now is not the time for a press conference. We’re close to nailing the responsible party, and I don’t want to spook them by showing how much we know.”

      The Reeve raised a hand and flapped it like a talking mouth. “Yadda-yadda. I don’t care. I gave you an order, Inquisitor Ruiridh, not a request. Press conference in thirty. Not another word unless you want to be suspended.”

      Vor’s insides burned at the disrespect, but he stepped up beside his friend. “Protecting this city is more important than pacifying a bunch of reporters. We’ll give them a conference when we have the culprit in hand. Not before.”

      The duo stood their ground as the Reeve’s face flamed with rage.

      “This is insubordination! I will not stand for this. You will do what I say, or I will have you fired. No! We’re past that. You’re already on that track. Press conference in thirty minutes, and at the end, you can give your resignation. Otherwise, I will have you arrested.”

      Vor chuckled. “Really? Go ahead and try to arrest us. Not a single Inquisitor in this building will obey that command. Not when we haven't done anything wrong. Not when we’re trying to do what’s best for the city and the citizens of the Quadras.”

      They were all shouting by then. Everyone else in the lobby had fallen silent. As the Reeve surveyed his other employees, he saw the truth of Vor’s words in their eyes.

      He pointed at Gerhosk and VenTessen in the corner. “You two! Arrest these Inquisitors for insubordination!”

      The ogre put a hand to his ear. “What is that noise, Maia? Well, it sounds most pitiful. Most sad and unwelcome. I hope the source is a bug. No, a broken machine that spins and spins but accomplishes nothing. Yes, I think that is the noise I hear.” The gargantuan ogre smiled at Vor before turning away to head for the elevator with his bright-haired partner in tow.

      The Reeve shouted curses at Gerhosk, then at Vor before he stormed past them, down the stairs, and toward the front doors. “I’ll give them a damn conference, then. All of you are useless. You hear me? Useless!” Before he reached the exit, he turned and leveled a cruel finger at Vor and Doughas. “You should have listened when you had the chance. You’ll get what’s coming to you. I swear it.”

      He abruptly shouldered through the door so hard that Vor thought he might break it.

      The crowd of reporters formed around him, and the Reeve raised his arms to greet his favorite and only friends.

      “Come on.” Doughas pulled Vor toward the back again. “Let’s get out of here and on our way. I’m already tired of being in his building, and I sure as hell want to be gone by the time he comes back.”

      Vor followed, and the pair traveled through hallways and exited through a back door. They snuck past a few groups of roving reporters and safely reached the Street Behemoth, only to find someone already inside.

      Vor yanked open the passenger door, where Parak stoically sat in his seat. The human had slipped away as soon as they parked, and Vor hadn’t spared him a second thought. Yet here he was, and he did not look happy.

      The human scowled. “Leaving me behind again? Yes, so it would seem. I won’t be left this time. Not when there are battles to fight and blood to shed.”

      “Parak…” Vor began, but Doughas was already jumping into the driver’s seat.

      Parak shook his head. “I won’t hear excuses. I’m coming.”

      “We’re going to visit a prison to question someone there, not fight a battle.” Vor was more upset about losing the front seat than having Parak tag along. This was the most forceful the human had ever been with them. He wondered if that had something to do with their encounter with the Reeve. Was Parak working for him? Did he want to report on what Vor and Doughas did? Vor didn’t know for sure, but he saw no way to get rid of the human. Besides, Parak had proven effective when it came to a fight.

      Vor finally relented. “You can come, but the front seat is mine.”

      Parak immediately agreed to the terms.

      Compared to their last few days, the ferry to Stannheim across turbulent waters proved uneventful. No shrikes came pelting out of the storm clouds to attack the ship en route. No sea brutes or their brute-a-babies hurtled from the depths to conquer and devour them. Vor was no longer a stranger to the rolling, rocking deck, so his stomach felt content instead of tortured. Perhaps because on the ocean, he found peace and solitude similar to what he experienced on the Gwuellihyn.

      Parak seemed more at home on the ship’s deck than even the crew members. He flowed with the waves and adjusted his weight instinctively, similar to his battle movements but with less violence. Every ten minutes, after he had walked the length of the ship, he paused beside the Inquisitors and inhaled a deep breath through his nose, so sharp and powerful that Vor almost heard the air whistling as it rushed into his nostrils.

      Then the human would comment, “A whipping breeze! Perfect for chasing down the rabble,” or, “The blood of Yaaskr boils this sea! Oh, for a chance to harness its wrath once again!” After these pronouncements, he strolled on to the end of the ship and back again.

      The human had a similar reaction when Stannheim appeared on the horizon. He stopped by the prow and stared, amazed at the dark specter. “Now, there is a place I could call home and be content for the rest of my days.”

      This confused Vor most of all. He wondered if there was a double rainbow over the prison that had somehow fooled the human. Yet the fortress loomed ominous and jagged, the same as ever, like a haunted mountain in the middle of the sea. The circle of clear sky above Stannheim, the eye of a magi-tech hurricane, made it especially uncanny. Vor found nothing appealing about the place, but Parak was enchanted as if he was viewing the fairytale castle of his dreams.

      Are all humans this strange? I want to say no, but my sample size is rather limited…

      The afternoon progressed, and before long, the fortress of Stannheim filled their vision. The ferry rolled up to the dock and slid into the grooves along the side. Two massive piles extended from the ship and were inserted into the solid pier, locking the boat in place and separating them from the movement of the sea. The ship’s deck became as firm as solid ground, and Doughas looked relieved to feel it. He was first in line to exit the ferry, ahead of the chain gang of prisoners huddled on the deck.

      Captain Jeuth waited on the pier with his angry eyes, prepared to weed out the weak prisoners from the career criminals. It was part of a separation process within the prison that kept the white-collar and relatively minor criminals away from the truly vile. The former entered a prison designed to reform and rehabilitate, while the latter were contained in an effort to mitigate the inevitable damage. Several criminal factions existed in the dangerous felon section. Valorius’ operation, That Thing, was the largest and most cohesive.

      When Vor and the others moved from the ferry onto Stannheim proper, they were stepping on Valorius’ turf. He had plenty of power and influence here. Vor still bore a neat scar on the underside of his forearm from his first nearly fatal visit, where one of Valorius’ goons had slashed his arm before pushing him into the sea to be devoured by brute-a-babies, or to simply drown.

      Captain Jeuth had the prisoners marched inside before attending to the Inquisitors. With the chain gang gone and only other guards in their presence, the captain’s cruel demeanor lifted. He greeted Vor with a friendly handshake.

      “A fine day to be seeing you lubbers,” the goblin captain enthused in his typical slurred speech, though his voice rang genuine and kind. His fat lip wiggled where his tongue pushed a bundle of chew around. Vor found the habit distasteful but knew the goblin had a stressful job. Addiction was never healthy, but it was at least understandable.

      The captain continued. “Now then, what can I do you for? Every day’s a busy day on the isle, but I’ll do what I can to help. The Warden is pleased to have some friendly faces on the mainland who know a bit more about what goes on here.”

      “We’re here to speak to Valorius,” Vor admitted and watched the color drain from the captain’s face.

      Jeuth whistled sharply. A drop of spit flew out of his mouth along with it. “Always that one. I know you’re related and all, but at this point, I think you ought to change your name. He’s bad news every day of the week, but I’m sure you know that better than old Jeuth.” The captain gestured at a nearby pair of guards. “Take the Inquisitors and…” He eyed the human suspiciously for a moment, then shrugged. “And their guest to the west-wing visitors’ room. Fetch Valorius from his cellblock and make sure he doesn’t have them knifed on the way there or back. Do you understand?”

      The guards nodded. They were both ogres and looked scarier than even Gerhosk. Vor wondered if they were former prisoners from the rehabilitation sector. Jeuth had once explained that criminals from the section who completed their sentences sometimes came on as guards if the captain trusted them. He seemed to trust these ogres, and they respected their captain. They threw a short salute as he turned and marched after the chain gang, about to welcome a new set of prisoners to the warzone of Stannheim.

      We’re headed into Valorius’ home turf, or close enough. Vor checked the knife on his belt, the only weapon he’d been able to slip past security. That and a gleaming would protect him from a lot of things on Stannheim, barring a full-scale revolt or a bribed guard. He eyed the ogres in front of him leading the way to Valorius, or so he hoped. He did trust Captain Jeuth, and the goblin trusted his guards. Vor would have to do the same.

      The ogres led them into the mountainside, first through tunnels of natural stone carved by hand, then up into a labyrinth of bland, modernized concrete corridors coated with beige paint. Vor almost wished for the damp stone and the strong smell of sea salt that pervaded the earlier passages compared to the current hallway’s cold, clinical feel. It was so bright, it made his eyes want to leap from his head and take cover in an air vent.

      At the end of one such hallway, the guards ushered Vor’s group into a room with a table. They played a quick game with their hands to decide who had to fetch the prisoner. The victor sighed in relief while the loser steeled himself for the challenge ahead. When the second ogre left the room to perform his potentially deadly errand, the first settled against the wall and motioned for them to take a seat.

      “The prisoner will be along in ten minutes or so, depending on how much trouble he gives. You should make yourselves comfortable.” The ogre tapped a shardwatch on his wrist, perhaps setting a timer to remind him to check on his friend if he wasn’t back after a certain amount of time.

      Minutes passed. The ogre guard stopped leaning against the wall and stood by the door, checking his wrist every thirty seconds or so. The interval grew shorter with each check. A bead of sweat trickled down his cheek. Finally, he tapped his watch twice.

      “I need to check on him. You all stay here. If I don’t come back in half an hour, head back the way you came and alert any guards you find.” The ogre reached for the door, but before his hand could grasp the knob, it flew open as if kicked and smacked the guard in the face. The impact wasn’t forceful enough to knock him down, but it left a mark.

      The ogre swiveled back toward the door and growled, but the ferocious sound morphed into a startled yelp. Valorius himself stood in the doorway. It looked as though he’d kicked it open, too.

      Vor was on his feet with a hand drifting toward the knife at his waist until the ogre guard who’d gone to fetch his cousin appeared behind the elf and remained standing by the door. Both ogres blanched and would not meet Valorius’ gaze.

      Vor did. He locked eyes with his cousin and refused to let go.

      Valorius seemed delighted to engage in the game. He returned the gaze, unblinking and unconcerned. He was almost excited. “Ah! You finally made it! I will be entirely honest with you both. I had bets you would be here sooner, but you weren’t. You lost some of my hard-earned cash with your ineptitude. I think there’s a way you can make it up to me, though.” Valorius glanced behind Vor and saw the human staring back at him.

      The elf blinked and looked away.

      That’s strange. Worried about humans, is he?

      Vor put the pieces together in his mind. “Your plan worked. You massacred the humans that the Humanitarians brought into the Quadras, but even that wasn’t enough. Was it? Or you were too late to make an impact.” Part of Vor wanted to fill his voice with as much snark as he could summon, but that wouldn’t serve the city or its citizens. For better or worse, he needed Valorius’ help. He also had a feeling Valorius needed theirs.

      The elf displayed his open palms. “Congratulations, you got me. Go ahead and put me behind bars…oh, wait.” He cocked a crooked grin. “I already am. That’s a shame. What can the city do to stop an elf who is already in prison? What a quandary.”

      Doughas crossed his arms and squared off with the criminal overlord. “You’ll get what’s coming to you someday, Valorius. I wager Vor is correct, though. You did the deed, but it's too little, too late. The city might not be able to take you down, but the Humanitarians can and will.”

      Valorius rocked his head back and released an exaggerated sigh. “Fine. Perhaps I am in a bit of a pickle. Perhaps I did orchestrate the murder of some twenty-odd humans and their families in order to prevent magical shock troops from being brought into the city and used by the Humanitarians. I do wonder if you know why the Humanitarians wanted them, though. How deep does the brownie den go?” He raised a knowing eyebrow.

      The mention of brownies confirmed it for Vor. “We do. They brought them in to deal with another underworld threat. An ancient one.”

      Valorius nodded. “Good! You’ve at least heard of the Fair Lady. So maybe you’ve heard that she’s dead.” The Inquisitors shared a look, which Valorius took for surprise. “Yes, the poor girl hasn’t been seen or heard from after the latest attack by the Humanitarians, and there are reports of increased wee-folk violence in the undercity. Only a matter of time before the bastards start learning sorcery. Then the real fun begins.”

      Vor blinked twice. Wee-folk sorcery? I was not expecting that angle. Vor searched his cousin’s face but found it surprisingly serious.

      When Valorius saw the effect of his words, it spawned another twisted smile. “So you didn’t know that, huh? It took us a while to learn it as well. There’s no shame in it.” Except Valorius’ tone made it clear he wanted Vor to feel shame. The elf continued. “That’s why the Fair Lady wouldn’t leave the Quadras, even to save her life. She saw it as her sacred duty. A load of shit, if you ask me, so it's no surprise that oath was the death of her.”

      Parak listened to the conversation with interest, though Vor wasn’t sure how much of it he understood. If he did, he kept it to himself.

      Doughas was more vocal with his thoughts. “So the Pixie Queen—”

      Valorius broke out laughing. “Is that what you call her? I can’t say you’re wrong or my way is better, but at least Fair Lady is funnier. Of course, you’d have to see her to get the joke.”

      Doughas growled his next words to demonstrate his dislike of interruption. “You’re telling us the Pixie Queen’s role was to stop wee-folk from learning sorcery?”

      Valorius nodded. “Isn’t it obvious?” He gestured toward Parak. “We know what semi-rational beings can do with magic. Imagine how broken the world will become if those stark-raving, lunatic, shit-eating wee-folk learn how to use it? That’s the end of the world, and we’re living in it.” He sat at the table. “Of course, I think we’ll fare better out here on this safe little island than the mainland will.” He glanced at the guards and grinned. “Once we’ve enacted a change of leadership.”

      The ogres paled under his smile.

      Eventually, Valorius returned his attention to the Inquisitors. “If I had known how much the Fair Lady hated sorcery, I never would have employed that idiot ArnUthfiel.” He rubbed his temples. “That she-devil of a Queen is the one who started my illustrious organization down the path it's currently on. And yes, for those of you who can’t read the subtext, that road is shitty. Potholes everywhere, and the dead-end fast approaching. The Humanitarians are stronger than ever. Without the Fair Lady, there’s only little old me standing in their way. Not to mention they have human shock troops to throw at me now that they’ve finished stomping the wee-folks’ mistress.”

      Vor tried to keep any hints about the Queen from showing on his face. There was no reason to let Valorius know he was wrong. This was the best behavior he’d ever seen from his cousin. Sure, the regret he showed was the regret of failure and not true remorse, but it was a start.

      Valorius sighed, and this one seemed at least partially genuine. “I could have done more, but the bastards wrested the political powers into their grubby hands. There’s only so much a criminal mastermind can do behind these walls. Think what you will of me, cousin, but I’ve always needed pawns on the outside to do my ingenious bidding.

      “Except politicians these days suddenly think they’re too good for an old hat like me. They want new. They want shiny. They want money, and the Humanitarians have far too much of it with the endless fundraisers and the galas supporting human refugees…but really, they’re supporting a new class of criminal.”

      “Do you know which politicians are dirty? Give us a list, and we’ll have them taken down. Eventually,” Vor clarified.

      Valorius shook his head. “Hell, no. Didn’t you hear me? I need people outside prison to enact my plans. If they betrayed me once, they might also betray their current employers. I only need some startup capital.” He fluttered his eyes at the Inquisitors. “You two wouldn’t be interested in making a charitable donation to a down-and-out organization, would you?”

      Vor narrowed his gaze at the elf but said nothing. Doughas did the same.

      Valorius shrugged and leaned back in his chair. “Thought so.” His eyes flicked toward the human and scrutinized him. “What about you, ink-lips? You got a hidden chest of gold you want to invest?”

      Parak’s tattooed lips twisted into a grin. “You speak like a man of power, and yet you are trapped on an island against your will. I think you deceive yourself. You can have all the power in the world, but if you must use pawns to carry it out, you are not strong. You are weaker than a rat, for at least vermin hunts for its own food.” Parak spoke with an even-keeled voice as if he were simply explaining a truth and not insulting an enemy.

      Valorius leapt to his feet, knocking his chair over and reaching his full height. He stared at the human who dared oppose him, but Parak didn’t flinch. His smile remained the same as he gazed with disinterest at the elf across the table. Valorius seethed. His face reddened, and he looked ready to explode.

      Then the elf slammed back into his chair and began to simmer down. The red slowly faded from his cheeks. He sat glum and silent until he chanced upon a new idea.

      “Actually. Now that you ask, cousin, there is one unsavory politician I would very much like eliminated.” Valorius leered. “The others might have turned on me, but this one took my money when he left. I want him dead or thrown in here so I can kill him myself.” The elf flashed a gaze toward Parak to prove a point before returning his focus to the Inquisitors.

      “We’re not assassins, and we don’t work for you,” Doughas informed him. “Tell us the name, and we’ll do what’s right at the right time.”

      Valorius grinned. “I believe you may rethink the murder side when I tell you who it is. From what I hear, you’ve already made an enemy of this politician. He’s asking around for dirt on both of you. I haven’t obliged, of course. I like to keep those secrets close to my chest.”

      Vor raised an eyebrow. “Who is it?” As soon as the words left his mouth, he already knew the answer.

      “Figured it out, have you?” Valorius chuckled. “Not that hard once you know.”

      Doughas looked at his partner for an explanation, and Vor gave it. “It’s the Reeve. He’s the dirty politician. I knew he was crooked, but working for the Humanitarians… That’s awful. He only cares about the human massacre because it impacts his bottom line.”

      Vor’s face took on a similar shade of red to the one Valorius had worn a moment ago, and he slammed a fist on the table. “That greedy, worthless shit! Valorius is right. I do want to kill him.” He stood, turned away from the table, and drew several deep breaths to calm himself. “We can’t, though. We need to bring him down the right way.”

      “Oh, boo!” Valorius cried. “You people are no fun!” The elf settled into his chair and frowned. He looked at his wrist and tapped it as if he wore a watch. “Speaking of no fun, I am already late for a business appointment. Sorry to end our chat so soon, but I really must be going. This was more enjoyable than I thought it would be. You must visit more often, cousin…and not only for my sake. You really need to talk some sense into that girlfriend of yours. She’s gone native.”

      “What?” Vor almost shouted. “What’s wrong with Medivh?”

      Valorius sighed, a sound packed with snark and ego. “I hate playing the middleman, but if you must know, she’s taken her infiltration of the Humanitarians to the next level. By which I mean she is no longer an informant but a devout believer.” He clucked his tongue in disapproval. “I tried to dissuade her, but she wouldn’t listen. That stubborn elfess! Maybe you can convince her of the error of her ways, as you so often do with me. If you do, please send her in my direction afterward. She’s proven herself an effective tool, and her talents have thus far been wasted. Not to mention that pretty face. Who wouldn’t want such an electrifying employee?”

      Before Vor could punch him, Valorius stood and whistled to the guards. The same ogre who’d brought him in led the elf out and back to his cellblock, leaving Vor and the others with one final piece of information.

      Doughas laid a hand on Vor’s shoulder to calm him down, but Vor pushed him off.

      “I need to talk to her.” Vor jabbed a finger at the remaining ogre guard. “Take me to Medivh. Now!”

      The guard obeyed at once, hurrying to the door and throwing it open for Vor to follow. As he did, the ogre’s skin paled with fear. The same reaction as when Valorius had ordered him.

      Vor snatched a few deep breaths. Whatever happens, I do not want to become another Valorius. I’d rather die. With that inspiration guiding him, Vor brought his breathing under control, preparing internally for another unhappy reunion. He wondered if there was anything he could have done to prevent Medivh from ending up in this prison. He’d already wasted hours of his life on this thought process and discovered no alternative. Yet he still blamed himself for her situation.

      He paused in the doorway and saw Parak trying to follow. “You both head back to the ship. I’ll talk to Medivh on my own. She trusts me. Maybe I can get her to listen. If I’m not back in an hour, then you can be worried.”

      Both Doughas and Parak nodded understanding.

      “See you at the ship,” Doughas added.

      Vor left the room and followed the ogre guard as he hurried down the hallway to the nearest stairwell. They took the flight heading down and dropped two floors before the concrete turned to hand-carved stone with seawater dampening the walls. Small flecks of white spotted the stone where salt crystals formed from the evaporated brine.

      Vor paid little attention to the scenery, not that there was much to begin with. He hurried after the guard and into the bowels of Stannheim. They soon came upon another visiting room with a table, similar to the last except for the strong smell of salt and the change of color palette. Vor settled into the chair and waited for the guard to fetch Medivh. He tensed further as the minutes stretched on.

      Finally, the doorknob jiggled, and the door swung open, squeaking on its hinges. A sharp-faced elfess entered the room. In the past, she’d often wielded her eyes like darts, throwing her razor glare from across the room to slice whatever prey she was hunting. Usually Vor. Today was different, though.

      Vor was already off-balance from his meeting with Valorius, so this knocked him flat on his metaphorical ass. In reality, he sat with a dropped jaw and observed a Medivh unlike any he’d seen.

      Instead of a jagged gaze, she met him with warmth and a kind greeting. “Hello, Vor. I’m so glad you’re here. It’s been too long.” Gone was the pent-up rage, and in its place was something else. Something strange. Vor scanned her face for the answer. It looked like genuine peace, but that was impossible, Wasn’t it?

      I’m not sure peace like that exists.

      “Are you playing a joke on me?” Vor sputtered, at a loss for all other words.

      She cocked an eyebrow as if to say the same to him. “You’re the one who called me up. Were you expecting someone else?”

      Yes, actually, Vor wanted to say, but he thought the subtext might be lost to her. “No, nothing like that. I’m surprised to see you like…like this.” He didn’t gesture but let his words hang in the air for her to interpret as best she could.

      Medivh settled into the chair across from him, and a hint of her sly character returned, showing itself as a sarcastic grin. “Ah, I think I get it. I have changed, haven’t I? Prison will do that to you.”

      “I don’t usually think of prison as changing a person for the positive. Especially not you,” Vor pointed out, thinking mostly of his cousin and the felons he’d known. However, criminals like that were not the average sort, who probably did get better in prison. Vor pushed the thought aside and refocused on Medivh.

      “The change you’re seeing? It’s hope,” she told him. “I’m glad you noticed it because I want to talk to you about something important. Something you’re not going to like at first.”

      Vor beat her to the punchline. “You’ve joined up with the Humanitarians for real. Is that the big news? The reason you have hope?”

      Medivh straightened and gestured in panic. “See, that’s why I wanted to tell you myself! I know you think the organization is bad news, but they’re not. The Humanitarians are exactly what the Quadras needs.”

      Vor wanted to tug on his ears to make sure they were working because he couldn’t believe the noises they were transmitting to his brain. He sighed the breath from his lungs, then pinched his temples and tried to understand what she meant.

      She saw the opportunity to convince him and kept talking. “When I was in the Justicars, I accomplished nothing. We locked up elf after elf, mostly for petty crimes. The next day, there were more elves to arrest. Often, we couldn’t find the ones responsible, and the higher-ups didn’t care. They declared the cases impossible to solve and moved us to the next one while the families received no justice.”

      As Medivh spoke, her body began to quiver. “Even outside the police, I couldn’t accomplish enough to make this city a better place. None of the government shitheads have the power to right this sinking ship. There are too many laws, too many regulations that stop us from getting the work done.” Her breathing quickened, and her voice took on a frantic tone. There was no more peace in her, and Vor saw how fragile it had been. Her hope was real, but trying to defend her position had already taken her to a dark place before she’d finished explaining.

      Vor pushed his chair back from the table, worried about what she might do next.

      She didn’t notice and continued her monologue. “The Humanitarians can use the humans like a reset button. With the power of sorcery, we can finally fix this city. Then, when all the filth and corruption has been swept out, we will rid the Quadras of the humans who forced us to hide in this corner of the world before destroying their portion of it. They broke the world, Esselliar, and they need to be punished.”

      Her tirade ended, and she trembled and watched Vor with wide eyes as she waited for his response.

      A swirl of emotions trapped him. Thoughts and feelings hurtled from one side of his mind to the other. On the one hand, he understood precisely what Medivh had said and why she was joining the Humanitarians. Then the rational side of his brain kicked back in, and he had no idea why she would join a band of murderers and thieves.

      He felt attacked from within and without. A chorus of voices called to him. They joined with Medivh and tried to convince him she was right. The Justicars failed us, a pair of voices intoned in unison. He didn’t recognize them, but as he lifted his gaze, he found the room filled with dense fog. There were faces in the blackness. The first voices belonged to an elf and elfess. A child’s face hovered by their side, but she remained in the shadows. The parents’ bodies suddenly came into focus. They were charred and twisted with exposed sections of muscle and bone. It was horrible.

      The Justicars failed us, the elves repeated. You failed us.

      Other faces appeared in the mist, many of whom Vor didn’t recognize. They all cried out for justice.

      He had none to give them.

      As he despaired and wished to drop dead at the table, one more voice called out. This one, he recognized.

      It was the little elf child from the lightning bomb incident. She separated from her parents and stood beside Vor. There was something different about her, something more substantial. If the others were ghosts or spirits, she was somewhere in between. A deep sadness filled her eyes as she looked at him.

      Why does she feel pity for me? I’m the one who couldn’t stop the attack in time. Maybe Medivh is right. Maybe the experiment of the Quadras and the Inquisitors is a failure. Maybe it’s time to start over…

      The small elfess rested a hand on his shoulder, and Vor felt warmth pass through him, like the power of a gleaming that didn’t come from him. Instead of attaching to his hands or his feet, the gleaming filled him. The warmth latched onto his despair and gleamed that dark emotion.

      The elf child’s voice rang in his ear. They want a perfect world, but that’s not going to happen as long as folks remain the same. They want to start over because they think it’s easier, but it’s not…

      New life pulsed through Vor as the gleaming consumed his despair and soothed his soul. A moment passed, and the darkness left the room. Medivh sat watching him with a concerned expression. Vor blinked several times to adjust his eyes, not sure whether what he’d seen was real.

      A thread of power lingered inside his chest, wrapped around his heart. Unlike other gleamings, this one didn’t fade.

      He could see clearly now.

      “Medivh, I know this is hard, and I know you don’t want to believe me, but the Humanitarians are lying to you. They don’t want what’s best for the Quadras. They want what’s best for them. They’ll toss you and anyone else aside as quickly and brutally as they’re planning to destroy the humans. You have to see this is evil, Medivh. Please…”

      Medivh’s body stilled, and the panic left her. “If you don’t believe me, you need to talk to the higher-ups. They will convince you. They’ll show you the stables where the humans are being kept. Once you see how effective they are at ridding the city of crime, you’ll be convinced.”

      Vor’s anger began to rise. “Oh, I need to talk to higher-ups, do I? Why don’t I go to my new boss and see what he has to say? From what I’ve recently learned of the Reeve, I imagine he’s the perfect person to enlighten me about your special club.”

      Vor mentioned the Reeve’s name on purpose. He watched her face closely to see how it changed. Sure enough, a wild panic flooded her features. She jumped up from the table.

      “No, not him! He can’t be compromised. You shouldn’t know about him. I’m sorry, Vor, but I have to do this. A broken arm will keep you quiet for a few days. By then, it won’t matter.”

      She threw herself across the table to attack. The ogre guard rushed to help, but Medivh was already on him.

      Vor twisted beneath her strike and managed to topple his chair backward. He rolled and came up on his feet, but Medivh was already charging him again. Something glinted in her hand.

      He reached for the knife on his belt, only to find the weapon gone.

      Damn it! She stole my knife!

      Vor readied himself to try and catch her arm. Seconds before she struck, a massive hand smacked the side of her body and sent her flying into the wall. She crashed against the stone, collapsed to the floor, and writhed in pain, clutching her arm.

      Vor retrieved his knife. “I’m sorry, Medivh. I really am.”

      The ogre guard produced handcuffs and bound Medivh’s unbroken arm to the table before he rushed out of the room for backup. Vor took the opportunity to leave. He walked back through the hallways on his own. He’d been to Stannheim enough not to get hopelessly lost, but it still took him twenty minutes to reach the ferry

      Doughas and Parak were waiting for him by the door, and Doughas, at least, looked relieved when he finally arrived. Though the dwarf must have seen something on his face that told him how the meeting went.

      Parak did not look happy. “You leave me, and then you get into a fight. This happens every time. I am tired of it.” The human looked genuinely upset. “If I am to tell the truth, I need this position. Normally, a Witch-Knight must prove himself in battle again and again in order to climb the ranks, but you keep leaving me when the action is about to start. I will not let it happen again.”

      Vor wanted to protest the man’s claim, but his words sparked an idea. Parak represented a way to deal with the dirty Inquisitors, the Reeve, and the Fellows all at the same time. “Listen, Parak. I’m sorry you haven't gotten the fighting you wanted. How about this? You promise to keep a few secrets, and we bring you in on some upcoming battles. Sound good?”

      “Excellent.” Parak seemed uncomfortably giddy.

      Doughas raised an eyebrow. “Upcoming battles, you say? I’d like to know about those myself.”

      Vor nodded. “Let’s get out of here first. I’m sick of Stannheim. This place is terrible.”

      “Agreed,” Doughas proclaimed, and they boarded the ferry together.
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      Doughas

      It was dark outside Kroth’s Korner. The businesses that had once flanked the restaurant and flooded the street with neon were gone. Doors and windows boarded over, glass shattered, wisps of movement where a curtain shifted in the gentle, almost imperceptible breeze—breath from the cave leviathans, whose building-size lungs funneled air throughout the undercity.

      Doughas and the others approached the Korner’s ogre-sized mahogany doors. For his part, Parak seemed content and untroubled by their surroundings. He asked no questions on the drive but kept a hand on the hilt of his sheathed dagger.

      “There won’t be a fight here,” Doughas informed him. “We’re meeting with two Inquisitors, and though we have information that they may be dirty, we think we can work with them. So please don’t knife anyone. Not without asking me first, anyway.”

      Parak graciously accepted the information but kept his palm loosely resting on his knife. “You say you are here to have a friendly conversation, and that may be true. If I learned anything from accompanying you, it is that a fight is never too far away. Make your speeches. If the day goes well, I will bide my time. However, if trouble tries to make a meal of us, I will soak the earth with the blood of our enemies.” Parak smiled proudly. His cheeks almost glowed like cave fungus, no doubt dreaming of the glorious battles to come.

      Remind me never to get on this human’s bad side. I’d never sleep again, that’s for sure. Doughas mounted the steps toward the front door, eager to get inside since they were already late for the meeting.

      The duo had gone back and forth about how to get the dirty Inquisitors alone without raising their suspicions or sending them into hiding. If Vor’s plan to handle the Fellows and the Reeve was to work, they’d need the other Inquisitors. In the end, they’d decided to reward the pair for their help in the battle against the Sons of Orkys with free dinner and drinks. It wasn’t much of a stretch, as they were one of the only pairs who’d truly held their own in the wilderness. Doughas simply wanted to talk to them. To find out the truth. What had the Inquisitors really been up to, and why?

      The street was so dark that Doughas wondered if the Korner had also gone out of business like its neighbors. Yet when he tugged on the handle, the great wooden door cracked open, and a wall of noise surged through the gap and struck Doughas in the face. Along with the wild bar noise, a breeze five degrees warmer than the outside air and laden with aromatic spices jumped up Doughas’ nose and tickled his face from the inside.

      Light once again reached their eyes, and they saw the Korner as it had been for many years. A spacious yet cozy restaurant, rustically adorned with an alchemical twist. Multicolored lights shone from the wall behind the bar, backlighting the shelves of liquor bottles and lending their heady contents a sorcerous glow.

      When Parak entered, he removed his hand from the knife and whistled. “A lovely establishment. I must give my compliments to the owner.”

      “Aye, we’re friends with the ogre who runs the place. Throm. He usually drops by to say hello, but business first.” Doughas gestured toward a secluded booth at the far end of the restaurant. “I see our friends. Let’s go and have ourselves a chat.”

      Doughas eyed the rafters, where candle smoke from the tables wafted up and mixed with the shadows before vanishing. He was glad Throm’s obsession with hunting was finally over, and he’d returned his establishment to its former decoration. The giant animal heads and stuffed monsters had been interesting to look at but unsettling when Doughas tried to finish his meal or drain a tankard while the lifeless creatures stared him down.

      Somewhere in the rafters, he thought he glimpsed a tentacle. Maybe the monster formerly hung there had been raised higher and left alone, or maybe the smoke and the shadows were playing tricks on his eyes. He wrenched his gaze away from the ceiling and tried not to think about it.

      The elf and dwarf Inquisitors rose to greet Doughas and the others as they arrived at the table. “Inquisitor Ruiridh.” Fennighan’s pale dwarven face looked even more ashen in the dim lighting. “Thank you for inviting us out here. I must say, I’ve always admired you and your partner's effectiveness.”

      Fennighan extended an arm, and Doughas gripped it with his own. “Aye, the same to you, Inquisitor Brochier. Thank you for joining me here on such short notice.” Doughas sat in the booth as Vor greeted first Fennighan, then his graceful elfess partner Yundi.

      The elfess shook Vor’s hand, and they both took a seat. Parak settled in last, sliding beside Vor and earning a raised eyebrow from the other Inquisitors.

      No doubt they’re wondering why Parak is here. Perhaps they think he’s working for the Reeve. They would understand soon enough. As a silence began to bloom between them, the Inquisitors leaned forward in their seats, and their hands shifted toward their belts. They’re wary of us. That much is clear.

      Doughas cleared his throat to begin the conversation. At the same time, they all became aware of a shudder in the floorboards and a change in the air as a massive someone approached. Doughas knew who it was.

      “Throm, it’s been too long,” he greeted as the ogre rounded the corner and stood before their table. Doughas began pushing Vor back to the edge so he could greet their host properly.

      Throm raised a hand to stop him, though his sightless eyes couldn’t have noticed the movement. “Please, I would not have my guests disturbed. I merely came to pay my good friends a visit. You are right, Ruiridh. It has been too long. Yet I have been here, so it is you who has neglected to visit.” His voice was neither upset nor emotional. He sounded bored, though Doughas knew that was only the ogre’s normal timbre. A tiny lick of a grin touched the ogre’s lips. “Can it be that my cooking has gotten so terrible? No doubt you have been too polite to tell me.”

      Doughas smiled back. “Not in the slightest, Throm. If anything, my taste buds grew so accustomed to your food that everything else tasted like cardboard. I had to cut back on your establishment’s excellent meals for my wallet’s sake.”

      Vor chuckled at the exchange. “Good to see you, too, Throm. How is your nephew? Up to anything we should be worried about?”

      Throm slowly shook his head. “He is a picture of obedience. Every day, he creates a dish that surprises and delights me. It will not be many moons before he surpasses me.” He grinned again and added, “Except for my good looks.” The ogre turned his face, so the candlelight shimmered across his ruined eyes and the skin surrounding them.

      The other Inquisitors watched the exchange closely and rested their hands on their weapons. Throm turned his attention to them, passing over Parak completely. He rose to his full, towering height and looked down at the dwarf and elfess. “I greet you two as well, Inquisitors Brochier and Zav’Korrish. I wondered when I would see you enter my establishment. It is only fitting that my other friends from the Bureau would be the ones to bring you.”

      Fennighan and Yundi said nothing to the gargantuan ogre, clearly off-balance after he used their names since they’d likely never met him before.

      Throm continued. “Let it be known this is neutral ground. A place for discussion, not violence.” He narrowed his blind eyes at the Inquisitors, who slowly moved their hands off their weapons. “If there is any trouble, I will not hesitate to deal with you personally.” He let his words linger before continuing. “I hope you enjoy the food. The special is one of my famed creations. I will have it brought out for the table to try. On the house.” With that, the ogre moseyed away. The ground shuddered as his powerful feet struck the floor.

      When he was gone, the other Inquisitors cupped their weapons under the table once more. Fennighan glared at them. “You’re friends with that criminal? I don’t want to say it, Doughas, as I have a lot of respect for you and your partner, but I no longer believe you invited us here to congratulate us on our efforts. I’ve heard a lot of rumors about you both, and I’m starting to believe some of them.”

      Doughas shared a look with Vor before turning back to Fennighan. “Actually, I invited you here to discuss some rumors we’ve heard about you. Not only rumors but facts. We could have acted on this information, but I want to hear your side of the story first.”

      Fennighan raised an eyebrow at the exchange. “Perhaps I know what you’re talking about, but I don’t think you know the whole story.”

      Doughas placed his hands on the table. “Then how about informing me why an Inquisitor is storing contraband at one of the Fellows’ outposts?”

      Fennighan deflated. “Oh…that. Yes, I can see why it looks bad, but I think you’ll find the rumors mistaken.”

      Yundi piped up, clearly angered by the conversation. “How do you know about that, huh? Did your ogre friend tell you? Is that why you invited us here, to blackmail us? Well, we won’t do what you want. We don’t care if you come out with the Fellows’ outpost story. We were working that angle for the Inquisitor-General.”

      Vor’s jaw dropped open. “What? The Inquisitor-General had you take over the outpost?”

      After a seething stare from Fennighan, Yundi clamped her mouth shut and wouldn’t say another word.

      Doughas picked up the conversation. “If the Inquisitor-General really did have you take over that outpost, we don’t have to know why. We trust him, and he trusts us. Even you can’t have failed to notice the General relied on us for special operations?” He tried to appeal to their sense of integrity, but the Inquisitors only became more guarded. Doughas sighed. “If we want the truth from you, maybe you should hear the truth from us. The reason we know about the outpost is that the Fellows told us.”

      Yundi jumped up from the table and leveled a finger at Doughas. “I knew it! You’re working for them. We’ve suspected it ever since their raid on the Sons of Stone. We know you were there.”

      Fennighan yanked his partner back into her seat. “Quiet down, Yundi. There’s no need to tell everyone in this damn building what you know. Clearly, there’s more going on here than we thought.” The dwarf turned to Doughas. “Why did the Fellows come to you?”

      Doughas turned his palms up. “Because Yundi is right. I was with the Fellows when they raided the Sons of Stone…but she’s also wrong. I’m not working for them. I despise those ignoble bastards, but I needed their help. The Sons of Stone took my daughter hostage. I leveraged the Fellows’ animosity toward that group to have them raid their stronghold. There was no time to do it the right way. That’s easy for me to say after the fact, though.” He cleared his throat for the tough part. “Now, the Senior Fellow came to me afterward and said I owed him a favor and that one day, he would call on me to fulfill it. Well…he called, and he wants you two taken down. He wants his outpost back.”

      Fennighan and Yundi absorbed the information in silence. Their faces strained with the effort of understanding everything Doughas said.

      Finally, Yundi nodded. “That explains a lot, actually. It must be a terrible position the Fellows have put you in. I truly am sorry…but I wonder what you plan to do. And that contraband you think is stored there? It’s actually evidence. We’re going to expose the whole system of outposts and take the Fellows down. So, are you warning us that the Fellows know? Or did you have another idea about what to do?”

      Doughas smiled, thankful to see the Inquisitors were receptive. “Aye, we’ve got an idea. A damn good one, too. But there’s more involved than the Fellows.” Doughas glanced around to make sure no bystander was too close, then leaned over the table. “The Reeve is dirty. Dirtier than dirty. We have good information that says he is involved with the Humanitarians.” Doughas nodded at Vor. “My partner has an idea that will take down the Fellows and the Reeve at the same time. What do you say? Are you interested in a little subterfuge?”

      Fennighan turned to Parak. “I want to know if he can be trusted before I agree to anything. How certain are you that he isn’t the Reeve’s puppet?”

      Doughas started to answer, but Parak stopped him. The human smiled from ear to ear. “My allegiance is to the Yaaskr and to my fellow Witch-Knights. You ask if I am the puppet of that knee-brained elf? I am no one’s puppet.”

      Vor added, “Parak has proved himself trustworthy. We need him for this plan to work. Are you in or not?”

      Fennighan and Yundi shared a look and seemed to decide after a few moments. They turned back to the Inquisitors. “We’re in. Let’s do this.”
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      Esselliar

      Vor sipped his tea with a smile, one leg crossed over the other and with a pinky raised in the air. “I say, good Doughas,” the elf began in a high-falutin’ accent. “This is a most marvelous day, is it not? So peaceful. Certainly, nothing of any interest could be happening anywhere in the city. Not on a day like this.”

      Doughas glared at Vor from across the table, unimpressed with the elf’s joke. He hefted his ceramic mug to his lips and swallowed a draught of the thickest, blackest coffee Vor had ever seen. The oily substance perfumed the air with an unholy stench, something like burnt waffles mixed with vinegar…and that was how the dwarf liked it.

      Doughas spoke quietly, but still loud enough for Vor’s elven ears to pick up, “If I didn’t know you, I’d say you spiked that tea with alcohol or some other brain-addling substance.”

      Before the grand mystery of Vor’s behavior could be properly explored, Doughas’ shard buzzed violently, shaking their table at the outdoor cafe and making them both flinch.

      A dwarven waiter stopped and glanced at them. “Are you all right? You know shards are supposed to do that,” he mentioned.

      Vor reached across to pick up the shard, but Doughas beat him to it, answering the waiter as he did. “Aye, that’s what they do. We’ve just been waiting a few hours for this message.”

      The waiter nodded. “Can I top up your coffee?”

      Doughas offered his half-drained mug, and the waiter obliged while the dwarf examined the book-length text from the Fellows.

      The waiter turned to Vor with a flask of hot water. “And you?”

      Vor dipped his head aggressively and held his dainty cup aloft. “I could think of nothing greater than the refuel of this tired mug, so that I might refuel my aching soul!”

      The waiter blinked at him. “Umm…”

      Doughas set down his mug and gave a small burp. “Excuse me. And excuse the lad. He’s a little…” He swirled a finger around his temple. “If you know what I mean.”

      Clarity took over the waiter’s face. “Ah, I see. Here is your water, lad.” He poured the cup halfway full, but instead of returning it, he hustled to a serving station and retrieved an ice cube. He plopped it in the cup and set it in front of Vor. “Stay safe, lad. Wave me down if either of you needs anything else.”

      “We’ll take the check,” Doughas requested. As the waiter waltzed away, Doughas snapped his fingers at Vor. “Come on. It’s showtime.”

      Vor dropped his accent. “Did it work?”

      Doughas checked the text again. “Aye, it seems the Fellows showed up to the location we gave them in time to find our Inquisitors in the middle of an off-the-books meeting with good old Reeve. Looks like the surly elf took the bait.”

      Vor chuckled. “I’m sure he was ecstatic when Fennighan offered dirt on the two of us. Probably thought he was about to get some sweet, sweet payback.”

      “Joke’s on him,” Doughas rejoined. “The Fellows showed up and started to move in, but then…get this. Some crazy human showed up and chased the Inquisitors off before they could attack.”

      “Way to go, Parak!” Vor cheered. “I’m glad he didn’t get sidetracked and try to take on the Fellows for fun.”

      Doughas looked at the text again. “Okay, now they want to drop off the Reeve with us. Seems when they picked him up, they didn’t realize who he was. They’ll be in deep shit with the Wardens if this gets out. It would shatter the contracts the Fellows are supposed to keep.”

      The waiter returned, and Doughas swiped the check and offered his ruby ring in exchange. No doubt the dwarf had plenty of funds stored there to pay for the drinks and cookies they’d enjoyed. Vor could have covered the bill, but Doughas always saw it as his responsibility. His partner saw no reason to change that.

      “Let’s go,” Doughas urged when the waiter returned with his ring, still lit with the soft red glow that said his bank account wasn’t empty. He rose from his chair. “I messaged the Fellows to meet us at the outpost Fennighan and Yundi took over. Maybe we’ll catch them there.”

      Vor smiled and sprang up beside his friend. “Somehow, I doubt that.”

      The Inquisitors pushed in their chairs and walked quickly but calmly to the Street Behemoth.

      The first part is done. Now it’s up to us.

      When they arrived, Vor was surprised to find Fellows already occupying the outpost. For a moment, he worried about the secret hidden in the rafters, but the dwarves guarding the doors seemed uninterested and bored. He breathed a sigh of relief.

      Senior stormed out of the squat two-story warehouse with boarded windows and a host of signs that warned about a roof collapse and toxic waste, attempts to keep outsiders from snooping. The dwarf stomped toward their car before they had even parked.

      Vor was barely out of the passenger door when the half-masked leader began his tirade. “What kind of shit is this? You give us the location, and not only do the Inquisitors get away, but we get saddled with the new head of your Bureau?” Doughas joined him in time to share the stink-eye Senior gave them both. “I don’t like this one bit, and I want you to take care of this fool. Make sure he doesn’t talk, and we’re even, regardless of the Inquisitors. You hear?”

      Doughas nodded. “Aye, we’re no fans of the Reeve. We’ll take care of him. You have nothing to worry about us on that account.”

      Senior began to turn away, but Vor stopped him by saying, “Did you ever find out who the human was and why he was after the Inquisitors?”

      Senior paused for a moment. “No. The bastard took out three of my men who tried to follow. Don’t concern yourself with the human. He and the other Inquisitors will be in the ground by the end of this week. You have my word on that.” With that, the dwarf stalked away to a black limousine, climbed in, and slammed the door.

      The rest of the Fellows exited the building and entered cars of their own. Then the whole caravan of criminals whisked off down the street, probably headed back to their Fellowship hall to conspire.

      When the Fellows were out of sight, Doughas and Vor shared a quick high-five. “Well done,” they congratulated each other and entered the building to find their prize.

      The Reeve waited in the center of the warehouse, tied to a chair with boxes walled around him. He struggled against his bonds but found no relief. When he saw Doughas and Vor standing in the shadows, watching him, he exploded with anger.

      “Treachery! Why you ugly bastards. I’ll have you in Stannheim for this! Worse, I’ll have your heads taken off before you even make it to that safe little island.” Spittle flew from his lips, and the red veins in his eyes bulged. “You messed with the wrong elf. I have friends. Powerful friends! You have no idea who you’re screwing with.”

      Vor glanced at his partner. “What do you think? Do we have no idea who we’re messing with?”

      Doughas approached the Reeve and shook his head slowly. “No…your friends won’t help you. I believe it will be you headed to Stannheim when it comes out that you work for the Humanitarians.”

      The Reeve, who had probably never been interrogated before, made the rookie mistake of freezing. He stared at Doughas in surprise and mumbled a few empty words. It was obvious the claim was true from looking at his face, but the elf still had the audacity to deny it.

      “That’s ridiculous,” the Reeve insisted. “You have no proof. Let me go, and I will only have you fired from the Bureau, not prosecuted. I am a merciful leader.”

      Vor laughed. “Merciful? That’s a crock of shit if ever I’ve heard one. For your information, though, we do have proof.”

      The Reeve looked back and forth between the Inquisitors. “What proof could you have?”

      Vor smiled. “Why, we have a signed confession from the Reeve himself.”

      The Reeve raised an eyebrow. “That’s ridiculous. I haven’t confessed to anything.”

      Doughas crossed his arms. “Aye, but you will in a few minutes. After our friend is through with you.”

      The Reeve steeled himself for the torture he thought was coming. “I am a paragon of this city. I will not be slandered like this! Release me at once!”

      Vor shook his head. “No, I don’t think we will.” He glanced toward the dark rafters. “He’s all yours, my lady,” he called, and the Inquisitors stepped back into the shadows, leaving the Reeve alone in a small circle of dim light.

      Black tendrils slithered from the ceiling and encroached on the center. Strange noises drifted down from above, and the Reeve began to shudder in his chair.

      “No, not you…you’re supposed to be dead!” the elf shouted and tried with all his might to break his bonds. The ropes held. The Fellows could tie excellent knots, at least.

      A chorus of uncanny voices called down to the Reeve. “You will wish for death by the time I finish with you,” the Pixie Queen burbled and edged her tentacles closer to the elf.

      For a desk jockey like the Reeve, that was already too much. “Please! Stop! I’ll talk! I’ll tell you everything! Anything! I’ll dance naked through the streets! I’ll tell you every crime I’ve ever committed! Please, for the love of the ancestors, keep this witch away from me!”

      The tentacles retreated into the darkness, and the chorus of voices echoed laughter throughout the warehouse before falling silent once more.

      Vor and Doughas entered the light and approached their prisoner. “You’re going to tell us where the Humanitarians’ base of operations is, what kind of guards they have, and the name of every prominent person involved with your little club. If you hesitate for a second, or if we have even a shred of doubt … then we turn off the lights and let the fair lady have her way with you,” Vor promised him.

      The Reeve nodded violently and began spewing words so fast that Vor had to slow him down. Somehow, Vor was even more disgusted. He could have at least lasted until she started stretching his limbs.

      The interrogation finished without a hitch. The Reeve gave them the required information and then some. He was eager to please, even signing his own confession like the Inquisitors said he would. They called up Fennighan and Yundi to let them know the Fellows bought their story and that the Reeve was ready for a pickup at the outpost. When that was finished, Vor and Doughas returned to the Street Behemoth and found Parak slumped in the back seat.

      Vor flung the door open. “Parak! What’s wrong? Are you injured?”

      The human’s eyes flew open. “Hmm? Injured? No, I am not. Those dwarves couldn’t scratch a chalkboard, let alone a Son of the Yaaskr.” He rubbed an eye with his knuckles. “I am the opposite of injured. I am bored. The chase was interesting, but I long for the rush of combat. I had thought accompanying you more closely would ensure this. Now, I am not so sure.”

      Doughas jumped into the driver’s seat and started the engine. “Don’t worry, Parak. You’re about to get as much violence as you can handle.”

      The human bolted upright. “Yes? Excellent. Excellent! Go on, then. Let us ride to our glory and an honorable death!”

      Parak seemed way too happy with the idea of death in battle. Vor did not feel the same as he mounted the passenger seat. However, he was glad that after today, all their current troubles would end. They could rest and return to their normal affairs.

      Doughas punched the gas, and the Street Behemoth tore down the street, barely pausing at the stop sign on the corner. He already had the Humanitarians’ base of operations punched into his shard.

      Most of the drive passed in silence as they each contemplated the battle to come. Vor considered the repercussions of his death and the effect it would have on Areal and the boys, not to mention how it would affect Doughas. He searched his friend’s face and saw tired lines inscribed across Doughas’ forehead and under his eyes.

      The dwarf stopped the car several blocks away from the hideout. “We’re here,” he announced. “Get out and take cover in the alley. We’ll take the back route to the building and enter from the rear. From what the Reeve said, we should expect heavy resistance. Some of it human.” Doughas glanced at Parak. “We’re likely to deal with some sorcery in there. You have the most experience with it, so I expect you’ll know how to deal with it. Is that right?”

      The human grinned. “Indeed. Their power will fail against the skills of a Witch-Knight,” he disclosed, though he did not elaborate.

      Doughas nodded. “Vor and I will move from room to room and secure the structure. You can work with us or split off as you choose. I trust you can handle yourself.” He turned to Vor. “Let’s do this,” he said and cracked open the driver’s door.

      Vor did the same on his side and walked calmly to the back of the Behemoth. They loaded up on ammo, and Doughas slung his long-heater over his shoulder. Vor offered a spare ARC to Parak, but he shook his head.

      “I wouldn’t even know how to use it,” he explained and tapped the hilt of his knife. “I have all the weapons I need.”

      The Inquisitors and Parak entered the nearest alley and followed it to the service street that ran along the back side of the buildings. It was a business district, though it seemed sparsely populated. They passed the backs of restaurants and clothing stores, but no smoke issued from the vents, and all the dumpsters were empty.

      “Seems they’ve closed down,” Doughas remarked.

      Vor drew his heirloom ARC and took point as they marched down the back street. The uncanny quiet in the air only increased as they neared their target, an old outlet mall that had been purchased and repurposed by a Humanitarians shell company. They ran the majority of their operations from this building, or so the Reeve said. They would know more once they got inside.

      At the back of the massive brick building stood a line of cargo doors where large trucks could park and offload their delivery. There was one such truck there now, and as the group watched from behind a dumpster, they saw folks filing out from the trailer. Not just any folks, but humans.

      Parak bristled when he saw them. “Crows,” he grunted and placed a hand on his knife.

      Vor nudged him. “Hey, we’re here to stop the ones controlling this operation, not hurt a bunch of refugees. Even if those refugees are planning to fight for the Humanitarians. They’re desperate, not evil. Let’s focus our energy on the ones with weapons, shall we?” He pointed at a pair of goblins guarding the back entrance. “If we take them out, the whole building will know we’re here.”

      Doughas examined the situation. “Aye, but there may not be a better way. There will be confusion. The people inside won’t know what’s happening until it’s too late.”

      As the Inquisitors discussed this, Parak rose and walked openly toward the goblin guards. Doughas and Vor noticed too late to stop him and could only watch as he approached and hailed the goblins.

      The guards looked at each other but did not seem entirely alarmed.

      Parak drew right up to the two of them and began talking. The goblins nodded and responded.

      “What is he doing?” Vor suddenly doubted the human’s allegiance to their cause, but he didn’t fear for long. In a flash of sudden movement, Parak’s arm flung out and tore sideways across the goblins with his knife. He was too far away to hit them until his short blade shifted into smoke and emerged as a polearm with a long, curved blade instead of a tip. He slashed both their throats, cutting them down before they could make any sound beyond a pitiful gurgle as the blood sluiced from the gaping wounds.

      Parak waved the Inquisitors forward. They walked across the open ground until they reached the safety of the building's shadow. The loading dock was on the other side and out of view from the rear door, so Parak had managed to dispatch the guards without catching anyone else’s attention. Especially since he’d accomplished it without firing an ARC.

      “Well done,” Vor congratulated him. “I doubt the rest of this will come easy, though.”

      Parak smiled. “Have a little faith in your blood brothers, Esselliar. We shall triumph as one today! Come, now. Let the true battle commence.” Parak nudged open the rear door and confidently walked inside.

      Doughas shook his head. “So much for a plan. Guess we’re storming this castle.” The dwarf shouldered his long-heater.

      Vor brought up his ARC and steeled himself for a gleaming.

      Inside, rather than a network of hallways, the entire building had been gutted and turned into one huge warehouse. Boxes lined the floor and rose twenty feet or higher, except at the center, where an open square of the floor had been transformed into a training ground. Boxes were used as barriers, and weapons racks lined the side. No doubt they fired rubber bolts like the kind the Bureau and the Justicars used in their training.

      Yet the weapons carried by the assortment of guards scattered around the room looked very real. And very deadly.

      As they entered the room, the door slammed shut, and the noise echoed violently throughout the chamber. Everyone present turned in their direction, wondering who the new arrivals were and stunned to discover unfamiliar faces.

      There was a moment of hesitation as the Humanitarians tried to gauge whether they were threats. Ideas passed through Vor’s head about how to leverage the situation. They could say they were sent by the Reeve to check on security. Or maybe—

      Parak released a battle cry and shouted, “For the Yaaskr!” The human leapt from the floor, traveling fifteen feet into the air to land halfway up one of the box piles. He stayed there only long enough to push off again. This time, he touched down on a guard-lined hanging walkway. His blue shield came up as the humans there opened fire on him, only they didn’t shoot bolts. They opened literal fire by slinging small pockets of flame from their hands.

      Before Vor could marvel at the display, a group of humans on the floor gave him an up-close demonstration. It began as orange light in their palms and grew to grapefruit-sized fireballs hurtling toward them.

      Vor and Doughas ducked behind a row of boxes and managed to avoid a fireball to the chest.

      “Well, this is new,” Vor muttered and deepened his breath, steadying his heart until he felt an inner calm. He plucked on the invisible strings in his chest and felt power flush through his body. Instead of directing it to his weapon, Vor funneled the energy into his feet.

      With a powerful spring, he leapt across the aisle and fired three bolts at the humans from midair, dropping two. He jumped again, avoiding another barrage of flaming missiles as he fired the rest of the magazine into the group. Three more dropped to the floor, clutching their wounds, and the remaining party turned tail and ran.

      They probably aren’t used to dealing with competent fighters, Vor thought and used the last of his gleaming to hop to the floor. He landed in a combat roll and reloaded as fast as he could while searching for more threats.

      Through the cracks in the shelf, Vor spotted Doughas in another aisle, shouting his own war cry as he emptied his long-heater into a group of enemies Vor couldn’t see. Doughas switched to his ARC and unloaded that, dodging fireballs as he went. When the pistol ran dry, he flipped out his mace and charged.

      Vor worked his way forward and found an opening in the shelf. He squeezed through in time to see Doughas dispatch the last human with a crippling blow to a leg, then another to an arm.

      Wounded littered the floor, and Vor picked his way carefully to his partner. “If this is the worst sorcery we have to face, I am more than happy to keep facing it,” Doughas commented.

      Vor had a bad feeling. These humans would have stood up to street riff-raff or pixies, but how did they ever think they’d help in a gang war with That Thing?

      Above them came the sound of rending metal as the hanging walkway dropped from the ceiling and crashed into the shelves, breaking apart where it landed and scattering the floor with shards of twisted metal.

      Vor and Doughas entered the center of the warehouse to see Parak land gracefully on his feet, somehow able to absorb the shock without rolling.

      On the other side of the tactical course, a new group of humans entered. These were no fresh recruits with a single spell under their control. They wore jagged armor and carried ARCs in one hand and a shield in the other. At the head of their group was a giant of a man with a shield so massive it couldn’t be carried, only pushed in front of him. He had no weapon other than the shield, and Vor wondered what he could possibly accomplish.

      His question was answered as the man ducked behind his shield and charged across the open space at an unbelievable speed. He was like a train, and whatever he ran into would explode.

      Parak nimbly leapt to the side before it could crush him. He surged toward the rest of the humans to engage them, igniting his blue shield to eat up their bolt attacks.

      Vor tried to gleam his feet again, but the shield charge was too swift. He settled for running and made it in the nick of time. Doughas barely managed to avoid getting squashed. Vor knew they couldn’t let the shield human charge again.

      The Inquisitors opened fire on the human’s backside, only for their projectiles to ricochet off the same type of blue field Parak employed. However, Vor knew that such protections could be broken. He settled his breath and reached again for a gleaming. Warmth flooded his body and surged down to his weapon. With the remaining bolts, Vor unloaded on the energy barrier. Each one caused the blue field to shimmer and distort. Doughas fired another round from his long-heater, and it was enough. The barrier broke apart, and the man was defenseless.

      However, the Inquisitors needed to reload.

      The human giant took his chance and dropped his shield. He charged at Vor with his bare hands. Vor thought he intended to rip him apart, but as the human drew close, he saw flames growing in his palms.

      Vor took a deep breath and drew his knife. Time to test the limits of those tattoos. He charged the human, lunging with his knife and stabbing him in the chest. He twisted the blade and knew it would be fatal for the man, but the enemy didn’t seem to care. He smashed his flaming hands against Vor’s chest and squeezed, intending to take the elf with him.

      Vor’s vision blurred. He twisted the knife again, this time in the other direction. His tattoos itched as they activated and suppressed the fire. Still, he wouldn’t last long. He could feel the heat scorching his flesh and smell the burnt leather of his ruined jacket.

      Then, with a massive boom!, the struggle ended.

      There was an empty space where the human’s head had been a moment before. The giant’s body went limp and left Vor barely standing.

      Doughas rushed to his side and propped his partner up. They turned with their weapons up to confront the rest of the humans, only to find Parak nearly finished with them.

      The sorcerer swung his blade a final time and sliced an enemy’s throat. Bodies lay piled around him, and blue veins bulged beneath his skin, radiating from his wrist. He issued another war cry and searched for more foes, but there were none.

      No one remained in the warehouse to contest them. There were only the dead, the dying, and the wounded.

      Vor collapsed as his adrenaline began to fade, and waves of pain washed through him.

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            CHAPTER TWENTY

          

        

      

    

    
      Doughas

      In contrast to the dilapidated structures beside it, the Fellowship hall was a palace. Granite columns lined the entryway and lent an air of classical brilliance to the stout building. It was old but kept in good repair, as evidenced by the recent caulking on the windows and the swept street outside. Behind the imposing columns stood a pair of gleaming mahogany doors, beautiful and massive.

      Doughas and Vor headed for those grand doors, accompanied by Fennighan, Yundi, and a host of other Inquisitors who would wait on the street in case they needed backup. Doughas doubted they would, but it felt good to have it.

      The doors opened as they drew near, dragged inward by a pair of half-masked attendants. Rather than military attire as Doughas always saw them, they wore butler-esque clothes. It was a comical sight. Their fancy clothes, combined with their cruelly designed masks, made them look more clown than soldier.

      Doughas hadn’t come to make fun of the door guards, though.

      As they stepped inside, a party of Fellows entered the foyer, headed by none other than Senior. Apparently, word had reached him of their arrival.

      Doughas spread his arms in a welcoming gesture. “How nice of you to come down and greet us at the door. I was thinking we’d have to dig you out of a hole to get an audience on such short notice.”

      Senior and his group of Fellows stopped in front of the Inquisitors and eyed the party with suspicion. Then, troops of armed Fellows burst out from doors on either side of the room and surrounded the Inquisitors.

      Only then did Senior approach Doughas. “I expected more honor from you than this. I treated you with good faith, and now you come in here with a smirk on your face and act as though you’re going to arrest me.” He turned to Fennighan and Yundi. “You two will not be leaving. Lay down your weapons, or die where you stand.”

      The Inquisitors didn’t move. Doughas’ smile grew wider by the second.

      Senior narrowed his gaze. “What is the meaning of this? Come on. Out with it!”

      Doughas removed a set of cuffs from his belt and let them unfurl in view of Senior. With his other hand, he clicked play on a recording device. The voice of the Reeve drifted from the speaker and answered the Fellows’ question.

      “Yes, the Fellows have violated their ancient contracts in two ways today. They kidnapped me, a member of a government, and they brought me to a safe house located outside the Fief…”

      The recording faded to silence.

      Senior glared at Doughas as veins bulged under his skin. “You think that matters now? That elf is a criminal. His word will never be trusted. I’ll tell you whose word can be trusted…mine. Do you know what I say now? I say the Ruiridh family will not survive the night.” He lifted an ARC toward Doughas’ skull. “Starting with you.”

      Doughas calmly looked at the Fellows on either side of Senior. The marks on their mask designated them as his chief officers…and the next in line if he was removed. “What do you lads think of the boss’s words? Do you think a senior elven politician will be believed when a host of physical evidence is added to the pile? You see, our good friends Fennighan and Yundi here weren’t using your facility to store contraband. They were using it to gather evidence. Thanks to them, we have enough to bury you.” He stared them each in the face. “Every one of you. Or…maybe only one of you has to go down.”

      Senior’s eyes widened. “What? Shut up! Get on your knees!”

      The Fellows saw the writing on the wall. They stepped away from their boss. Senior lowered his weapon and yelled at them to get back in line.

      Doughas took his chance. He pushed Senior’s ARC toward the floor and stepped within range for a punch. And what a pummeling he gave that pompous son of a bitch.

      Doughas’ knuckles struck beneath the Fellow’s jaw and knocked him clean off his feet. The ARC skittered a few feet away, and Senior sat up slowly, coughing up teeth and blood.

      Doughas tossed the cuffs to Fennighan. “He’s all yours. This is the bust you’ve been working toward.” The other Inquisitors went to work cuffing Senior and hauling him to his feet as he cursed and kicked the whole time.

      Doughas approached Senior. “I keep my word, too. This is what I told you would happen when you broke into my home and threatened my family. Enjoy Stannheim.”

      As they exited the building, Vor took Doughas aside. “Hey, how are you doing with all this? That was pretty tense back there. A lot more than I thought it would be.”

      Doughas leaned against a granite pillar. “Aye, I’m a little winded, you could say. No, scratch that. I’m beat. I’m ready for a vacation…and maybe not the one we had originally planned. I’ve had my fill of killing for now. We can save the carpelsnuff for another day.”

      “What about the beach? I could bring Areal and the kids. Could be real peaceful,” Vor offered, then his face suddenly tightened. “Oh, right. We still need to get the Pixie Queen back to her people. That’s gonna be fun.”

      Doughas smacked Vor’s back. “Aye, that will be a fun task for you, now, won’t it? Best of luck.”

      “Oh, no, you don’t!” Vor countered. “You’re not getting rid of me that easy.”

      Doughas smiled. “I wouldn’t dream of it, laddie…wouldn’t dream of it.”

      They stood for a moment and enjoyed a dose of hard-earned peace.

      If only it had lasted longer than a few seconds.

      Vor’s shard buzzed in his pocket. At first, it looked like he would silence it until he saw who was calling. He flipped the screen to Doughas. Crazy Journalist Lady.

      “We can’t avoid her forever,” Vor pointed out. “Might be good to get that interview out of the way before our little vacation.”

      Doughas sighed. “Aye, I suppose you’re right about that. Better to get it over with. Then we can rest.”
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      Somehow, the Valley grew more beautiful the further Glav and his family ventured. The tall pine woods had given way to a steppe land of hills and tall golden grass. Farms appeared here and there in the distance, recognizable with large patches of brown earth or uniform field crops. Then the forest returned with a passion. The trees grew twice as tall on the hills. The stars and the moon wheeled overhead as they passed, and finally, the sun rose. A new day. A new life.

      Glav and Rezy huddled together on a bench in the back of the van, listening to the radio as it blurted music and news from the front speakers while the children lay fast asleep in their laps.

      A flash of static emanated from the radio, then out came the voices of two familiar Inquisitors as they discussed their latest case and the trials they had overcome to solve it.

      “Doughas? Vor?” Glav was more than surprised to hear their voices again. He’d thought when they said goodbye at the ranger compound, it would be the last he ever heard of them. But that was not to be.

      Glav smiled and lifted his eyes skyward. Thank you for your plan, Fruitful Mother, and for bringing those Inquisitors to our rescue again. He was still stunned when he looked back on what had happened at the cave. So much had been stacked against him and his family, yet they had survived.

      The van crested a hill and revealed a quaint community of houses nestled at the bottom of the Valley. A shudder of voices ran through the vehicle’s other passengers as they whispered, “We’re here! We’ve made it!” Glav could hardly keep from crying out with joy. Then he looked at his sleeping children.

      We’ll let them nap a little longer.

      The van bounded down the makeshift road, hitting every pothole it could find until it finally came to rest in the center of the village. The side doors rolled open, and the orange light of dawn greeted their eyes from the outside of the van. Glav and Rezy stood shoulder to shoulder in the new land, holding their children tight while a crowd of goblins gathered from the surrounding buildings, anxious to meet the colony’s new arrivals.

      Glav recognized only a few of the goblins here from their last trip. The looks on their faces said they remembered Glav and Rezy. Despite this, Glav stood tall and snaked an arm around his wife.

      The bystanders searched their faces. Perhaps they recognized the struggles they had gone through, or perhaps they had pity on account of the children and forgave them. Either way, several villagers stepped up to Glav.

      “Welcome to the colony,” they told him. “We’re so pleased to have you here.”

      Glav breathed a deep sigh of relief.

      We’re home.
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      Dear Readers,

      I’ve always loved lore, always loved the ways in which there are tales which have depths not immediately present or even accessible at first blush. This probably isn’t a huge surprise to my readers who know doubt have caught wind of this as time has gone on, though I do wonder if any have guessed how much lore undergirds my work.

      Now there are certainly stories where such things as lore and deeper understandings aren’t necessary, but most of my favorite stories have this sort of depth even if it is deep beneath the surface. In fact I’d even go so far as to say that most lore should be beneath the surface in such narratives. It’s almost like the dreaded essays with their annotated bibliographies that I dread in the ancient days of my schooling where my teachers would inform me that if my essay was done well the annotations would almost be the invisible substructure, vital to have, but only the foundations.

      Yet, the lore I gather for each of the books I write is far more fun an exciting than the sort of stuff I used to have to scribble on note cards, at least to me. Everything from the vagaries of the spectrol market to matters of elven etiquette at a dinner party, the lore springs from my mind, often only half-formed but eager and willing to be shaped and fitted into the correct place, which is again just beneath the surface.

      Still more than telling you about it, or you being able to see it, I hope you feel it. I hope you feel the texture and fiber I’m so thrilled to create and if you have feel free to let me know in a review or even head over on one of the social media portals and let me know. I’d love to hear from you.

      Until next we meet between these pages, Dear Readers.

      
        
        Sincerest regards,

      

        

      
        Aaron D. Schneider
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      First and foremost, thank you for reading this story and joining me in these author notes, where I sometimes let my imagination run wild.

      Legolas and Gimli: A Tale of Rival Cities

      As I was thinking about this series, I found myself pondering an unusual scenario. 

      (This is totally my collaborator's fault. Aaron was speaking with fans on his Facebook page and mentioned that some fans spoke about these characters. 

      So, in essence, I'm blaming our fans. It's nice to be the collaborator!)

      Now, back to my author notes.

      Picture this: Legolas, the heartthrob of ladies everywhere, hailing from Boston, and Gimli, the stout and sturdy dwarf, representing New York. How would these two iconic characters from Tolkien's world navigate the complexities of a modern-day rivalry between two historically competitive cities?

      Let's dive into this thought experiment and see what we can come up with.

      First, imagine Legolas, with a thick Boston accent, walking around Fenway Park in a Red Sox jersey, passionately discussing the greatness of his hometown sports teams. Meanwhile, Gimli, sporting a Yankees cap and a New York attitude, would never shy away from voicing his opinion on why New York is superior in every way.

      Despite their differences, Legolas and Gimli would find common ground in their love for adventure and camaraderie.

      Maybe. 

      They might bond over a shared appreciation of good food, exploring the culinary delights of both cities. Picture Legolas introducing Gimli to a piping hot bowl of clam chowder while Gimli returns the favor by taking Legolas to an authentic New York pizzeria.

      However, their friendship would be tested when it came to sports rivalries. Tensions would rise (perhaps weapons would be brandished) during baseball season, with Legolas passionately defending the Red Sox and Gimli stoutly standing by his beloved Yankees.

      But their competitive spirits would also lead to some friendly bets and hilarious moments.

      Ultimately, their loyalty to each other would hopefully prevail, and their friendship would grow stronger through these spirited debates. They would come to appreciate the unique qualities of each other's cities and, in doing so, learn to embrace their differences.

      Ok, maybe…perhaps…almost certainly perhaps…

      As a writer, exploring these "what if" scenarios is fun and opens up new avenues of creativity. Mashing up two vastly different worlds, Middle Earth and modern-day America, allows us to see our favorite characters in a new light and sparks our imagination.

      Where do you think Aaron and I went to come up with the details of this series?

      I hope you enjoyed this playful detour into the realm of Legolas and Gimli. Thank you for indulging me, and I'll talk to you in the next book!
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