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      “You in?”

      A few days ago, someone had deposited a small piece of parchment bearing these two words in Harlun Prammelkoff’s lunch pail.

      He swallowed as he shoved the parchment into his coat pocket, stepped out into Southern Stair, and breathed deep in the gathering gloom. He wasn’t going to think about it. Not yet. Hoping to distract himself, he looked up and down the street.

      It was a decent neighborhood, all things considered.

      Sure, it raised a few eyebrows when they’d first moved in over a decade ago. A dwarf in the goblin quarter. Over time the stares stopped, and they became part of the neighborhood. Harlun had always heard goblins were the first to see past race, but he’d never seen it firsthand growing up.

      Yet he supposed it made sense, as he’d never heard of a goblin staying in the dwarven communities.

      He stepped down from the stoop and crossed the street to his minuscule excuse for a car. A few paces later, he stopped and turned back toward the tiny apartment made of brick and limestone. Half of it was embedded in the cavern walls. It was a modest setup but home, nonetheless. Tiny, like his car, though it was enough for what they needed.

      Something moved in the apartment window.

      Harlun glanced up. He could see his wife Ferla and his kids waving from the window, thanks to the bright tunnel lights. Harduk, his eldest, was hitting his adolescent years, with his bearding not far off. Little Kouryn was still a toddler by dwarf standards, but she was already growing to look much like her mother.

      “I’ve got to go,” he mouthed.

      “Love you,” his wife pantomimed with exaggeration before she smiled and blew him a kiss. She hid it well, but he made out the gnaw of worry at the corners of that smile. It pained Harlun to see her like this. Behind the smile was an insurmountable struggle due to their clanless situation.

      Living with the goblins wasn’t the worst thing in the world. It didn’t make life easier, though.

      Harlun waved back and hopped into his car. He grabbed his keys from his pocket and turned the ignition. The car started up, the small but hardy spectrol engine giving the hint of a cough as it cleared out some ectoplasmic residue.

      After one last look at his family beaming down at him, Harlun left for his daily commute.

      He hadn’t gotten more than a few blocks when he remembered today was grocery day, which meant his lunch pail was empty. He’d have to pick up lunch before work.

      He made a slight detour to stop by a small, rundown food stall. The goblin staffing it was barely five feet tall, old, and sported a gray wisp of a beard.

      “The usual, please,” Harlun said as he pointed at the goblin’s display of steamed dumplings.

      The goblin nodded and packed half a dozen into a carton box, which he placed in a brown bag. He added a fork and a tissue.

      “Grocery day, eh, Mr. Prammelkoff?” the goblin chuckled as he handed the bag to Harlun. He held out his hand, which bore a silver ring with a white gemstone. “That’ll be four and a half, sir.”

      Harlun forced a smile on his face as he raised his hand with a similar ring. He reached forward and allowed the bands to touch. “Four and a half silver,” he commanded. Both rings glowed yellow as the transaction proceeded. Once complete, the gemstones pulsed blue and returned to their natural white state.

      These snacks are getting more and more expensive.

      Harlun bid the goblin farewell and hopped back in his car.

      A buzzing alarm sounded. He glanced at the dashboard and groaned tiredly.

      Almost out of spectrol. Again. He cursed under his breath. He’d have to fuel up after work. That meant dipping into their savings account again. A surge of anger coursed through his chest with the thought of spending money and —

      Always money! Harlun slammed a palm against the steering wheel as he pulled out. Wait…

      He reached into his other pocket to ensure the cash was still there. I need to deposit this today. I don’t want Ferla to get black-ringed.

      Getting black-ringed wasn’t that bad of a situation, but it would impact their clan re-admission application. They didn’t want to look financially unstable, after all.

      The dwarf rummaged through the coins he’d made doing odd jobs for neighbors and tried to draw confidence from the soft clinking. It almost worked until his fingers found the piece of parchment still nestled in his coat pocket.

      Thinking of it made Harlun’s stomach knot. They don’t understand. I can’t go on strike with them. It’ll cost me more than they know. I only want to get through these next few months and be re-admitted into the clan. After that, the department can go straight to hell.

      Through the window, Harlun observed the vast ley lines and air channels that kept everyone alive and comfortable. As he began to descend, the numerous cavern roads filled with a bustle of beings and vehicles. It made him take a good, hard look at his bag of maintenance tools.

      All these folks going about their business like my work doesn’t exist. Like I don’t exist. If they only understood the pain we endure to keep these lines operational.

      He was leaving the Southern Stair neighborhood when he spotted the webbed wings of low pixies flitting about the alleys and the darker tunnels.

      Wee folks getting into the garbage. No wonder it stinks down here. Where the hell are the Verminators? It ain’t my job to clean up. I do my part. Why can’t anyone else?

      He caught a glimpse of a goblin sprawled in an alley, one bone-thin claw clutching a clay pipe that emitted blue vapor.

      Pixies loitering in the caves and washheads everywhere else.

      Harlun looked away before the junkie could make eye contact and drove off. Throughout his drive, he couldn’t get the thought of debt and their clan re-admission out of his head. Plus, there was the damn strike at work.

      Goblin politics, he pondered. Poor bastards are set against themselves as if they didn’t have enough problems.

      The new supervisor was a Crusty, a goblin from the surface, unlike the Drips living here in the undercity. That made things complicated. Why couldn’t the company hire a Drip to take over the position and keep everyone happy?

      It didn’t matter. Sooner or later, the new supervisor would fall into the temptation of corruption. Everyone down here did. When that happened, the Crusty would get kicked out, and the goblin workers would get what they wanted. It was only a matter of time. He just had to wait it out. Siding with his workers would make him look rebellious, and he could get fired. Siding with the company would make the goblin union censure him. If they all went on strike, the department could close this branch.

      Either way, being jobless would be bad for their re-admission.

      Harlun followed the road down into the bowels of the quarter.

      “Only a few more weeks or months, and this will all be behind me,” he whispered.

      He’d been born clanless—thanks, Granddad—but if he could keep things together for a little longer, that would change.

      There was the work site. The dwarf calmed himself before parking. He sat in the vehicle for a moment to breathe.

      Before stepping out of the vehicle, he pulled a small ARC pistol from the glove box. The automatic recocking pistol glinted as he stared at it before checking to ensure the bolt magazine was full, with no bolts in the channel. It wasn’t much of a weapon, but it was better to have one and not need it than the other way around. Everyone’s emotions were riled up. One could never be too careful.

      With a last heavy sigh, Harlun stuffed the weapon inside his coat and stepped out.

      He hadn’t made it ten steps from his car when several goblins approached with visible eagerness. “Mr. Prammelkoff, are you joining the strike?” some of them asked. “Please don’t block the strike, sir!” cried others. “If you’re not joining us, you’re against us!” accused the rest.

      Harlun didn’t fight back. He wove through them to get to the office. I don’t want trouble, he thought. I only want to get through the day.

      “I’m sorry, everyone. Your concerns were brought to management, and there’s nothing more I can do. I’m just a worker here, like you all.”

      The goblins groaned and complained.

      “Mr. Prammelkoff, you’re the only one we can talk to,” one of the goblin workers pointed out. “We don’t trust anyone else.”

      I’m the only one who puts up with this, you mean. Harlun turned to the crowd and raised his hands. “Look, I’ll see what I can do, okay? Let’s get to work today and finish what we can so we can all go home and get paid.”

      “Mr. Prammelkoff!” a group protested in unison.

      He shook his head and fell unwittingly into his “Dad voice.” “We’ll discuss this later.”

      Before the workers could push him further, he headed into his trailer. Harlun didn’t even wait to settle in. He tossed his coat to the side, tucked the dumplings into the fridge, and pulled out his coveralls and a helmet. He dressed fast and shoved his ARC into his belt before heading back out.

      “Let’s go. We’re behind schedule!” Harlun commanded. He had to bellow to make sure everyone could hear him. The workers got in line and headed over to the main worksite, which was a collection of small lakes. In each pool of water was a cave leviathan, a gigantic lungfish that provided oxygen for the undercity. Piping connected to the pools, and small tunnel openings surrounded them.

      These care tunnels allowed workers to crawl under the pools and access the bellies of the leviathans through special water-impermeable fields. Some of the tunnels led deeper into the cavern networks to unexplored spaces that the city hadn’t mapped. It was a dangerous idea to use these tight tunnels to clean the leviathans, but it wasn’t like the company had any other options.

      Harlun’s main concern right now, however, was making it through the day.

      Despite being a foredwarf, Harlun believed in working with his employees. Setting a good example and getting his hands dirty was his style of leadership. He figured he’d never truly trust someone who wouldn’t step into the frontlines themselves.

      For the first hour, work proceeded as usual. Harlun and a team of goblins hopped onto a trawler and started cleaning the scales. Leviathans were sensitive creatures, after all. A few barnacles and other parasites could slow down their natural processes, which meant slower oxygen production for the undercity.

      Everything was going so smoothly that Harlun felt a brief moment of pride and ease. They finished cleaning three leviathans in a row before he even heard a whisper about the workers’ strike. Harlun even managed to bust out a whistle during work.

      Problems only piled up once they stepped out of the trawler and got back to the airgrid, where the main pipes from the leviathans connected to processing machines. Harlun wasn’t even fifty paces away when he noticed the large crowd of workers shouting in chaos.

      “What’s going on here?” Harlun asked the crowd as he approached.

      “What’s going on? What do you mean, ‘what’s going on?’ You know what the problem is here, Mr. Prammelkoff, don’t play stupid with us!” one of the goblins retorted.

      Another worker threw his helmet to the ground. It almost smashed against one of the ground lamps. “Exactly! We know we don’t matter to you in the grand scheme of things, but all you got to do is let us have our strike!”

      Harlun felt a knot form in his guts. They were right. If he gave the green light, they could all do what they wanted. He was the only one standing between the workers and their new superior.

      “Look, fellas,” Harlun began, but another goblin spoke over him.

      “They put a Crusty in, and not even one who worked in the department. Nobody cares that we Drips have been keeping the undercity alive for generations.”

      The angry voices crackled with growing fury.

      “I-I understand,” he attempted again, trying not to think about the ARC on his waist before someone else interrupted.

      “At this rate, when those humans start showing up looking for a handout, they’ll probably start getting spots in our department. Bad enough, they wrecked three-quarters of the world, but now they’re going to take our jobs!”

      The angry voices were a dull roar.

      “Okay, lads, let’s try to stay calm,” Harlun said before every eye swung toward him. In over a decade, Harlun had never felt so sharply the fact that he was one dwarf among a whole lot of goblins.

      “Let’s give up, boys,” one of the goblins cursed. It was one of the bigger boys, Groff.

      “This limp-dicked, bald-balled gnome ain’t going to help.”

      The crowd fell silent so fast it was almost painful.

      “What…did…you…say?” Harlun forced out through clenched teeth. Everyone seemed to hold their breath as the two exchanged stares.

      Groff stepped right up to Harlun. Despite being big for a goblin, his build was lanky compared to a dwarf. Harlun still stood a few inches taller, and he had a more muscular form. Even with the physical disadvantage, Groff appeared more intimidating. He pushed closer until his face was right up against Harlun’s.

      “Groff.” Harlun wasn’t going to back down, not this time.

      “You heard what I said,” Groff shot back. “You’re nothing but a limp-dicked, bald-balled gnome who’s sniffing at the department’s ass to see where you can kiss it.”

      Grub! Harlun almost shouted it out loud but stopped himself even as he shoved the goblin.

      To his horror, Groff shot backward and tottered for a second before tripping and landing hard on the ground. The other goblins gasped as they took a few paces back. Before he could say a thing, Harlun realized everyone had their eyes on him.

      “I… I w-wasn’t…” Harlun couldn’t get his thoughts straight. Everything seemed like a blur to him.

      “Groff, don’t!” a goblin shouted before another discharged a shrill cry. “He’s trolling! Everybody, out of the way!”

      Groff rose to his feet. However, the goblin wasn’t struggling as Harlun initially figured he would. Instead, Groff was growing. The goblin was almost twice his normal size now, his muscles swelling as he grew. In mere seconds, he had transformed from a lanky goblin into a hulking brute.

      “Oh f—” Harlun couldn’t even finish as Groff came for him. Some of them waved at Harlun to move.

      Terror gripped Harlun’s body. He couldn’t even scream.

      “Mr. Prammelkoff, get out of the way!” another goblin shouted in panic.

      It wasn’t enough to push Harlun to fight back, but it did snap him back to reality. He dashed to the side, barely in time to dodge Groff’s fists. Harlun pushed his way through the crowd toward a care tunnel. Right as he dove in, he sucked in a deep breath and tried to focus.

      There was a soft prickle over his skin as he felt the dwarvish talent for invisibility conceal him.

      He couldn’t hold his invisibility for long. Like a goblin’s trolling ability, this natural magic was like trying to hold your breath. Even with practice, which Harlun didn’t have, it wouldn’t last long. He only had to stay out of sight long enough for Groff to give up.

      The good news was Groff couldn’t even pursue him in the tunnel. With his newfound size, he was too bulky to fit.

      Harlun stuck to the walls of the tunnels. He could hear the goblins talking. Some of them commented that Groff was out of line, and a few others mentioned that this wasn’t going to do any good. Complaining to Harlun was one thing. Trolling out on him and causing a scene was another.

      That’s sweet of them, but it’s too late. I’m not even sure if they’re telling the truth or only talking loud enough that I’ll hear them and come out.

      Harlun stayed in the comfort of the darkness and waited. The stress of remaining invisible was a knot in his chest, but he was determined to keep hiding as long as he could. He wouldn’t step out until he was sure the tunnel opening he’d passed through was clear.

      It wasn’t until he heard the sounds of workers clearing out that Harlun figured it was time to step out. Yet before he let go of his invisibility, he heard footsteps. He clung to the wall and listened.

      One pair? No…two. Who in the world —

      A dwarf approached the area. The stranger stuck to the shadows, never nearing the tunnel opening. He was clad in a black coat and a half-mask. The mere sight of it made Harlun’s heart beat faster.

      A Fellow? Harlun’s head started to ache. Staying invisible was causing his whole body to shake as well. He was already well beyond his limit. What’s a member of the mob doing down here?

      There wasn’t time to think about it. He had to get out of there. The whole issue with Groff was nothing compared to getting entangled with the Fellows. Even being seen with a member of the notorious dwarvish crime family could compromise his clan re-admission and endanger his family—

      Damn it. Harlun exhaled without thought, and his invisibility peeled away like a threadbare coat. He gasped as the Fellow spotted him. The mobster took a startled step back and produced an ARC pistol from his jacket. The masked stranger pointed the weapon at Harlun.

      “H-hey, there’s no need for that.” Harlun panicked as he kept his arms up and took a step back. If he had to, he’d pull out his weapon and fight back. He only needed to distract this guy so he could whip out his ARC and shoot first. “I promise I won’t tell anyone you were here.”

      The Fellow chuckled softly. “Of course you won’t.”

      “W-wait, no, don’t!”

      There was a soft whistle followed by a thud. Harlun looked down at the blood oozing from his chest. A thought popped into his head, something about his wife and depositing that cash. Even that faded into nothing as his vision blurred and the darkness took over.

      Harlun Prammelkoff fell to his knees. His face hit the ground.

      “You wouldn’t have room for one more, would you?” the Fellow asked whoever was behind him.

      Harlun heard a low, raspy chuckle. The second stranger answered in a rough, scratchy. “Always got room for one more. Oh, coveralls with a zipper, how convenient. Buttons are so very tedious.”
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      Doughas

      Doughas Ruiridh stared at the tall granite building for an eternity. He knew it was a waste of time, but he couldn’t help but observe the tall glass doors that greeted him.

      Fancy, he thought. Fancy and pretty, but it creates too much open space in case of a shootout. I doubt they built these glass panels to withstand an ARC shot. Even if they could, how long can glass stand up against a trolling goblin or a rampaging ogre?

      The impracticality wasn’t what truly got on his nerve. It was the fact that citizens paid for this. Tax money from honest, hard-working folks across the Quads went into this new building and its fancy facade. He supposed he should withhold judgment about the whole organization, but this didn’t bode well.

      With a sniff and a grunt, Doughas pushed through the glass doors and into the Inquisitor’s lobby on the other side of the main entrance. At least they gave this some thought. Most precincts force civilians to go through the processing lobby. It’s a nightmare to watch moms or kids look at agents like me handling criminals in cuffs.

      Entering the lobby was overwhelming, and not only for the sheer number of folks there. No, it was seeing ogres squatting on slouching benches across from a gaggle of goblins practically rubbing elbows with a couple of dwarves while behind them, a lone elf sat stiff and erect. There were few places, if any, where you’d ever see this many different races working together.

      This is going to be different. No way around that.

      Across the lobby were rows upon rows of desks, each one covered in piles of paperwork. A few Inquisitorial staff sat at the desks, but most were on their feet shuffling paperwork or calling on waiting folks. The lobby was shockingly quiet despite the constant coming and going. After a moment, Doughas suspected the use of enchanted stone to dampen the ambient noise.

      Good idea, but expensive stuff, that dampened stone. As he made his way toward the desks, Doughas’ gaze skittered around to assess the area for emergencies. All the desks and papers made the place a bustling fire hazard. There were only three doors to the other parts of the building, which made it easy for folks to get stuck in an emergency.

      He took in the high ceilings. As a dwarf, he didn’t appreciate having so much open air over his head. Yet he expected low ceilings would make it challenging to process ogres.

      Despite this reasonable accommodation, Doughas was disappointed to see exposed buttresses. Some heavier armaments could bring the next level down on their heads without much effort.

      “Can I help you, Warden?”

      Doughas snapped out of his thoughts and realized he’d reached the desks, where a goblin with tanned, leathery skin dressed in the typical black and silver coat of the Inquisitors looked up at him. In the goblin society, he would count as a Crusty as opposed to Drips, the goblins from below with pale, moist skin.

      Beside the goblin was an elfess. Both stood at a marble podium stacked with papers that looked like an inquiry desk.

      “Oh, yeah. I’m here to talk with the inquisitor-general.”

      “Name?” the goblin asked with a flat, uninterested tone.

      Interesting. I’m barely a minute in, and here I am talking to a goblin like it’s any other Monday. Doughas wasn’t bothered by the interaction as much as the novelty. For over two hundred years, he’d worked and lived with dwarves. He could go months or years without talking to a goblin. Now he would probably see them every day.

      Not bad. Just different. Very different.

      “Of course.” He filled his chest to give a proper introduction. “I’m Doughas Ruiridh of Clan Banlaech, Holt Warden and First Blade of the Kaith nar Tirecuath East Wardens Division.”

      The goblin’s mouth twitched in a smirk but didn’t chirp a single word of complaint. He shuffled through some papers, checked something on the interactive viewer, then pointed at a female dwarf seated close to a pair of double doors. The dwarfess’ gray hair and rounded posture suggested she had a good four centuries on her.

      “That’s Aurice Thyme of Clan LosgadUisgeh,” the goblin informed him with a hint of a giggle. “At least, I think that’s how that goes, but I ain’t no dwarf, now am I? Anyway, talk to her, and sign the logbook. She’ll tell you where to go.”

      “I already know where to go,” Doughas groused, at once finding the goblin’s manner irksome. “I’m supposed to see the inquisitor-general. I need directions to get there before I’m late for my meeting.”

      The goblin didn’t bat an eye. “And I’m saying you ain’t going nowhere until you talk to the Madame and sign the logbook. Just follow the protocol.”

      Doughas gritted his teeth. He didn’t appreciate the clerk's tone but knew better than to share what he thought of the protocol. He had to work here. One short little decade and he’d be out with a full warden’s pension. He could play nice for now.

      “Understood,” he grunted, but the goblin had already moved on. The elfess next to the goblin began directing him to tackle a stack of documents.

      Doughas headed for the venerable dwarfess, who didn’t even bother to look up when he approached.

      “Ahem.” Doughas attempted to make first contact. “My name is Doughas Ruiridh of Clan Banlaech, Holt Warden and First Blade of the Kaith nar Tirecuath East Wardens Division. I’m here to see —”

      She cut him off, still without looking up. “Sign here.” She opened a book and indicated the pen tied to the desk. “Don’t fill it with all your titles. First name, last name, time, and purpose of visit.”

      “I’m not visiting. I work here now,” Doughas corrected.

      “Do you have an Inquisitor’s ID?” she asked.

      He shook his head.

      “Then you’re visiting,” Aurice concluded. “Name. Time. Purpose.”

      He grabbed the pen and signed the logbook.

      It was almost nine o’clock on a Monday, and Doughas felt disgusted with himself. He’d planned an early arrival so he could observe his new partner. He had reliable information from a fellow warden that he would be working with a dirty cop. Some elf Justicar known for corruption.

      Doughas could still remember the warden’s exhortation. “Get rid of the bad apple, and someone is going to owe you a favor. A favor that will see you retiring even earlier than you thought.”

      One scumbag down, and I get my life back. Only one more.

      He quickly scribbled “meeting with Inquisitor-General” and offered up the logbook.

      Aurice took it, checked what he’d put down, then shut it. She pointed at the doors beside her. “Go through there and past the Services Department. You’ll come across an intersection. Take a right to hit the stairs up. The left hallway leads back to the main lobby, clinic, and Patrol Department. Go to the third floor and follow the signs to the Administrations Department. There’ll be a direct path to the inquisitor-general’s office.”

      Double doors, speed through Services, intersection, take a right, third floor, follow the signs. Doughas repeated the instructions in his head as he nodded at the dwarfess and started away.

      He halted in his tracks when a loud crash sounded near the entrance.

      What was that? Doughas turned to see the goblin clerk on the floor. There were papers scattered all around him. The elfess that Doughas had ignored seemed amused by the arrival of a young elf—which Doughas admitted was a guess because, well, elves.

      This was a strange one, not only tall but muscular in build, at least for an elf. Doughas wasn’t an expert on elf fashion or aesthetics, but he was pretty sure most elves would find the newcomer disproportionately bulky. What made it more peculiar was this elf showed it off, wearing a sleeveless vest to display the corded muscles in his arms.

      Doughas’ frown deepened before he proceeded through the doors.

      His path went as described by the curt dwarfess with the logbook. Though when he reached the stairs, he was pleased to find a pair of elevators. Next to high shelves, stairs were a dwarf’s greatest nemesis.

      Doughas shuffled over and tapped the elevator button, but it didn’t light up. He heard no confirmation sound, either. He pressed it again before he tried the other button.

      “You’ve got to be kidding me,” he grumbled as he strode over to the stairwell. The united government of the Quadras spent all this time and money on a fancy building but couldn’t afford to maintain the elevators. Typical.

      Begrudgingly, Doughas opened the stairwell door and started climbing the steps that spiraled upward. As he did, he peered down the middle. The building had at least three basement floors and likely another two or three underground parking lots.

      This place is a mess. There’s no tactical thought in its design. It’s like they simply wanted to represent integration and this new, forward-thinking thing that’s pervading the news but didn’t consider that this is, at its core, still a precinct. There will be dangerous criminals here. There will be dangerous magical weapons and artifacts. The evidence room will have mounds of illegal substances and other forms of contraband.

      “It’s all a publicity stunt.” He had to voice it, if only through a whisper.

      Doughas continued to climb. With each step, he found more reasons to feel disgusted and concerned. The stairs were too widely spaced, for example. This was fine for an elf or ogre, but the design made it difficult for dwarves or goblins to utilize. These were floating steps too, which meant any random piece could come undone and fall off.

      I hope I never end up on these stairs during an earthquake. I feel like this whole thing would collapse with the slightest shake.

      He reached the third floor and proceeded to a bronze plaque on the wall. It had instructions leading to the General Resources offices, the inquisitor-general’s office, and the Administrative Head Office. Doughas followed the directions to the inquisitor-general’s office.

      I hope I’m still early. It’d be nice to get a read on him before we step into the general’s office.

      Fortunately, the office wasn’t that far. However, it had an “In Meeting, Don’t Disturb” sign on the doorknob. There was a bench bolted to the floor, much to Doughas’ chagrin, so he decided to sit and wait.

      While waiting, he would look at the photo of his new partner. I need to thank Varghan for this. I’ll drop by with something to drink or a gift for his wife. He did me a solid with this one.

      Won’t be my partner for long. I can’t stand dirty cops. Doughas didn’t appreciate how cops who took bribes or did things under the table slowed official business down. He didn’t tolerate it back with the Wardens, and he wasn’t going to tolerate it here at the Inquisition Bureau.

      Doughas dug into his pockets and pulled out a folded envelope. He had never looked inside and now realized how dangerous that mistake was. He should’ve looked at the photo at home and then burned it to make sure none of this got back to the warden, who’d gone out on a limb to help him.

      What in the…

      He recognized the face in the photo. His new partner, the scumbag, was the young elf in the lobby downstairs. The one with the brawny arms and quick smile.

      Doughas heard footsteps. He buried the photo in his pocket and looked up to see that same elf approaching.

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            CHAPTER TWO

          

        

      

    

    
      Esselliar

      “Open the door!”

      Oh man, why now? Esselliar VorKluvaith rushed toward the shout. He leapt over a stool and spilled the cup of water he’d been drinking all over his shirt. He didn’t pay it much mind as he got to the apartment door and checked the peephole. With much disappointment, he confirmed it was his landlady. She looked mad. Maybe more than that.

      “Vor, open the door, or I swear I’ll smash it with a gleamed hammer,” his landlady threatened.

      Vor hung his head. He carefully opened the door enough to squeeze his face through and greeted his landlady with a nervous grin. “Oh, hi there, Mrs. Yllenthar. Good morning! You know what, I was just thinking about you. I do miss those little hash browns you make. Is that your recipe? It must be your recipe. Only a home-cooked recipe passed down from generation to generation can—

      “Rent, Mr. VorKluvaith. Your rent,” she interrupted as she held a hand out. “Your rent is past due, and you owe me another discretionary fee.”

      “You’re right about the rent,” Vor admitted. “But another fee? Seriously? It’s the same girl as last time. You can’t bill me twice for bringing the same girl, right?”

      “I wouldn’t if it was the same girl. You know that I know that whoever you brought in wasn’t the same girl you did over the weekend. I know you know that I know.” She never took her eyes off him as she spoke. He was a good six inches taller than her, bulky for an elf, but Mrs. Yllenthar had a way of making anyone feel small.

      Vor shrugged and shot back a smile. “Okay, you got me. I promise I will pay for everything this weekend. I only need to finish stuff at the office. I swear.”

      “Sure. The ‘office,’ you say.” She rolled her eyes as she started to leave. “I’m expecting payment this weekend, Mr. VorKluvaith, and it comes with those fees!”

      Vor shut the door as soon as she was gone. He locked it and double-locked it. Once he was sure the apartment was secure, he ran back to his bedroom. There wasn’t time to think things over again. He had to get dressed and head to the Inquisition Bureau before his new partner did.

      Partner. What a dirty word that had become. Vor pondered as he dressed. A partner’s supposed to watch out for you. They’re supposed to help you get the job done and close a case. This guy’s nothing but a dirty rat trying to expand his influence. I wonder who he has in his pocket. Now, where’s my coat?

      “ID, ID, where the hell did I put my ID?” Vor twirled in a frantic search. He wouldn’t have spotted it if he didn’t trip over one of his shoes. His identification card was in the shoe.

      He stuffed the card into his trench coat pocket and reached for his bed. Underneath his blanket was his old ARC. It was an older model compared to what other officers carried, but it was his by ownership and intimacy. He knew every contour and subtle oddity, from its initial construction and the tinkering and adjustments over the years.

      He wouldn’t trust his life to anything else.

      He glanced at the clock. It was almost nine in the morning. Time to go.

      Vor exited his apartment into the main hallway. The wood floor creaked with every step. The echo of his landlady applying her unique form of encouragement to another overdue tenant rang out. As he made for the front door, Vor was glad to know he wasn’t the only one capturing Mrs. Yllenthar’s attention.

      That might buy him more time.

      Outside, it didn’t look much different. Vor lived close to the projects, where the government stepped in and provided cheap or free housing to those who relied on welfare and low-income jobs. Those scavenging for food in the trash bins or hunting down plastic, metal, and bits of magical artifacts to sell for cash at a junk shop flooded the streets.

      Houses here were tightly packed. Most were boarding houses and apartment complexes overpopulated with delinquents or folks struggling to meet their daily needs. The Quivol’Uri government never went so far as to call this district the poor section of the elven quarter but should have. No one would blink in retaliation.

      Vor turned a corner and smacked a palm to his face when he saw the drake-tram already departing. I missed it yet again. Good job, Vor. Good job.

      Steam puffed out as the tram chugged on, almost like it was leaving a farewell insult to injury.
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        * * *

      

      After an excruciating jog, he finally reached the Inquisitions Bureau building. To Vor, it looked like any other tall structure in the central sector. It appeared fancier than the rest, but he attributed that to it being new.

      There was the main entrance and another for employees. I’m technically an employee now, right? Vor went straight for the side entrance and wound up in the middle of a busy processing room. Rows and rows of Inquisitors handled various paperwork and processed perpetrators into jail or out of the precinct.

      It was too much to handle. Fortunately, he spotted an inquiry desk operated by a gorgeous elfess. A well-dressed goblin sat by a wooden table beside her, stapling a bunch of documents. Even from a short distance, Vor could hear the goblin slamming the stapler down. The racket was muffled only by the low chit-chat from those around them.

      “Can’t you do that quieter?” the elfess asked her goblin companion. She hadn’t noticed Vor’s approach even as he leaned closer to the marble desk.

      The goblin grunted in the back of his throat. “Bad stapler.”

      “Ah, excuse me.” Vor interrupted with a light tap on the elfess’ shoulder. “I’m running late for an interview. Could you give me a few directions?”

      The elfess whirled and did a double-take when she got a good look at Esselliar. She didn’t say a word but cracked a smile. Vor found it cute, especially as he stared at her bright blue eyes.

      “Hi, sorry for interrupting.” Vor kept his tone light in an attempt to snap her out of her stare.

      The elfess stuttered and paused. They both laughed at her futile attempt, and she blushed. The goblin beside her continued to staple with furious intent.

      “H-hi. Welcome to the Inquisitions Bureau,” the elfess simpered as she composed herself.

      “Thank you, glad to be here.” He chuckled and flashed a practiced smile. “My name’s Esselliar VorKluvaith. I’m here to see the inquisitor-general, but right now, I’m glad to have met you.”

      The she-elf blushed again when he complimented her. She looked down to hide the fact that she was biting her lip. After a moment, she lifted her gaze and replied, “Oh, you’re one of the new Inquisitors.”

      She pointed at the other end of the room, where a female dwarf presided over a podium. A male dwarf in the leather suit and armored regalia of the dwarven Wardens was busy talking to her. “That’s Madame Aurice. You need to log in there, then go through those doors to—”

      The elfess balled her hands into fists as she turned and gave the goblin a sharp look. “Do you have to keep doing that?”

      The goblin didn’t bother to look back at her. “Well, I’m not cute enough to flirt with everyone walking through the doors, so I have to do actual work. Besides, you could make this job a whole lot easier, y’know?”

      “I’m not going to gleam on command,” the elfess shot back. “I’m sorry you can’t, but that isn’t my fault.”

      The elfess turned her attention back to Vor with an apologetic shrug.

      “Sorry about that.”

      Vor cocked his head. “First time working with a non-elf?”

      She nodded. “Yeah, it’s a bit of a pain,” she whispered. “I keep forgetting the most basic details. They can’t gleam, goblins can’t reach top shelves, ogres don’t realize how big they are, the poor things, and all that sort of stuff.”

      I’m sure she hasn’t considered how that sounds, Vor thought. She’s not trying to be mean.

      “You’ll get used to it,” he said with a wink. “You’re more than a pretty face, after all.”

      That made the she-elf chuckle. She smiled at him and nodded in agreement. “I’d like to think so. I only started this job a week ago. There’s this whole thing about—”

      Another loud thump interrupted the conversation. The elfess looked ready to fight this time around.

      “Enough, please!” she told the goblin through gritted teeth. Her eyes flashed with irritation as she addressed Vor. “I swear, he’s only trying to prove a point.”

      Vor was starting to get annoyed. This wasn’t amusing anymore. It was time to leave. “Don’t worry about it. I’ll catch up with you again later. I do need to get going.”

      “Sure! I get off by four,” the elfess declared eagerly.

      “Four o’clock.” Vor tapped a temple and dropped another wink for good measure.

      She returned the wink and nodded at the desk. She was pointing at the stapler. When the goblin pressed down on the device, the elfess activated her gleaming ability to empower it. The goblin hardly pressed the stapler, yet it broke through both the stack of papers and the desk. It all came down with a loud crash.

      Humiliated and frustrated, the goblin looked like he might go for the elfess. Then with a shuddering breath, he began to move his work to another desk.

      Vor was about to step in, but the elfess stopped him with a raised hand. “It’s all right.” She leaned in closer and whispered into his ear, “I doubt he’ll be here for another week. I mean, who wants to walk into a government building and see someone who looks like a criminal, right?”

      Vor gave the trembling goblin a once-over. He wore professional clothing and sensible shoes, but Vor knew what she meant, and it made his stomach turn.

      Well, no way around it.

      Upon meeting her eyes, Vor knew she didn’t understand the repulsion in his gaze. Somehow that only made it worse.

      “Not sure about that, but I’m pretty sure I wouldn’t want to work with a racist,” he declared matter-of-factly before turning to the goblin. “Sorry about that, but don’t worry. I don’t think she’ll last long here.”

      The elfess glared in response and took a step back. Her mouth twisted for an angry retort, but then she wilted under the eyes looking at her.

      Vor left the elfess at her post and headed to the dwarven lady at the podium. The fella in the warden getup had vanished.

      “Excuse me, Madame,” Vor greeted, trying to shake off the last encounter. “Sorry to disturb you, but I was told I have to log in here.”

      “Oh, good morning,” the dwarf replied. She looked up at him and smiled. “It’s nice to know some young folk still know how to be polite these days.”

      Vor couldn’t help but chuckle as he fought not to look over his shoulder. “I’m sorry that’s such a rarity these days.”

      The lady handed him a logbook and a pen. “Here you go. Please write down your first name, last name, the time right now, and the purpose of your visit.”

      Vor didn’t say another word and filled out the logbook accordingly. He simply wrote down “scheduled meeting” as his purpose. The dwarfess didn’t seem to care.

      Due diligence done, the elderly civil servant gave directions which included a warning about the defunct elevators.

      Vor bid her farewell and strode off. Soon enough, he reached the third floor and entered the hall leading to the inquisitor-general’s office. To his surprise, the warden from before was there too, seated on an otherwise vacant bench.

      This must be my new partner, Vor figured. He doesn’t look like a corrupt Warden, but I suppose he wouldn’t last long if he had “dirty” written across his forehead.

      Elf and dwarf regarded each other without a word for a few long seconds.

      “You, Justicar.” The dwarf spoke first. “Esselliar VorKluvaith?”

      Vor nodded as he tried to get comfortable on the bench, “Yup. Call me Vor. You’re Doughas?”

      “It’s Doughas Ruiridh of Clan Banlaech, Holt Warden and First Blade of the Kaith nar Tirecuath East Wardens Division.”

      Interesting. “That’s how it is, huh?”

      The dwarf regarded Vor in sheer confusion. “What do you mean, ‘that’s how it is?’ That’s my name, laddie.”

      “Laddie? Not sure I bite,” Vor retorted. He spoke at a normal volume and attempted to keep his cool.

      Doughas was persistent. “Not sure that matters, laddie.”

      Calm down. Vor took a moment to breathe and sent Doughas a smirk. “Fine. How about you call me Vor, and I’ll call you whatever painfully long title you prefer. Every. Single. Time.”

      There was a pause. Vor could almost see the gears turning in the dwarf’s head. He came close to laughing out loud.

      “Huh.” Doughas shrugged. “Doughas’ll do.”

      “Doughas it is,” Vor agreed. Before he could speak again, the office door opened, and a voice called them inside.

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            CHAPTER THREE

          

        

      

    

    
      Doughas

      Doughas frowned at the bleak surroundings. The square waiting room was as barebones as they come. No bench, no decorations on the walls, no coat tree by the side, and no table for important documents or forms. There was only a single marble desk, currently staffed by a pair of female goblins.

      These two looked similar. Both had dark blue-black hair and wore Inquisitor black and silver. One was busy transcribing and copying notes, while the other answered three different shards. Doughas pitied both lasses. There were piles of documents to work on, and calls kept coming in as several shards pulsed red to show folks on hold. A busy day for the Inquisition can’t be a good day in the Quadras.

      Doughas surmised the goblinesses must be siblings, cousins, or at least relatives from the same clan. Or whatever goblins called their communities. Broods? Nests? He wasn’t sure.

      “Sorry to bother you,” Vor cut in. “We’re new Inquisitors with an appointment with the inquisitor-general.”

      A weight left Doughas’ chest. He didn’t want to be the one to disturb the pair.

      The lass handling the calls gave them a quick once-over before turning back to her bank of shards. “One moment. The general stepped out. He’ll be back in a moment. Thank you.”

      Without another second wasted, she started answering calls.

      Doughas took another look around.

      He prodded Vor with a finger and swept a hand around the room. “Good luck. Place is as bare as an elf’s chin.”

      The phrase fell out before the dwarf could stop himself.

      “Very observant,” Vor replied. His eyes glittered with what could have been malice or humor. “Seriously, though, how do they get anything done in a place like this? It’s like they just moved in here this morning.”

      Smooth.

      Doughas was relieved the elf hadn’t taken offense. He couldn’t care less if a dirty cop didn’t like him, but he wanted to be hated for the right reasons. A thoughtless comment was not one of those.

      “It looks like they’ve been busy since the whole integration plan began without much to show for it. Typical bureaucratic kak.”

      Vor nodded and warmed to the subject. “I know, right? I still get confused with the new currency we use. Somehow, exchanging goblin coins for elvish ones seems easier than remembering the value of the new stuff they make us use.”

      At least I’m not the only one bothered by the new policies. Integration in the wake of the coming human migration was one thing, but did it require tossing out centuries—no, millennia—worth of culture and tradition to make room for refugees? Especially those of a race foolish enough to wreck most of the world?

      It made no sense to him, but things were bigger than one dwarf’s opinion.

      “That dwarf lady from the Pitz is calling again,” the goblin handling calls complained to her companion.

      “Nothing you can do, and she’s taking up a line,” the other answered without looking up from her papers. “Tell her to call the DAMS offices to get her off the line.”

      The goblin secretary’s sharp but sensible nail clicked as it tapped a crystal shard, “Excuse me, ma’am, hello? Yes, you’ll need to call the Department of Alchemical Maintenance and Sustenance… Yes, I understand, but… Ma’am, I’m very sorry, but… Ma’am, we can’t do anything until we get a full report from their end… Again, my apologies… Yes, ma’am. Thank you.”

      The goblin tapped the shard, took a quick breath, and proceeded to answer a series of inbound calls. Most of them were asking the whereabouts of the inquisitor-general. She always gave the same answer. He was out of the office and was currently unavailable.

      Something going on in the Pitz? That’s the goblin undercity. What is a dwarf lass doing—

      Before Doughas could finish the thought, the office entrance door slammed open, and in walked a tall, slender elf clad in a ruffled black and silver uniform. The elf had short, bristled silver hair and an ARC holstered at his side. The pins and chalk marks all over the uniform made Doughas wonder if the design was still a prototype or if this one was fresh out of the tailor’s shop.

      “Jagai, Krish,” the elf barked as soon as he entered.

      “Jagai, reporting, sir,” one goblin answered as she put all the calls on hold and stood at attention.

      “Krish, reporting, sir.” The other goblin looked up from her papers and did the same.

      The elf executed a sharp salute before bombarding them with questions. “Where the hell is the tailor? She was supposed to finish this damn uniform ages ago. I’ve got pins getting familiar with places my wife hasn’t touched in months. Where’s that snack I ordered? Call the kitchens and get on their asses now! I put my order in hours ago, and I haven’t seen a crumb yet. Why am I still asking about food when it should already be here? Speaking of orders, why are my wife’s calls connecting directly to my office? Put her on hold so I can deal with her when I’m good and ready, or are you that scared of the ol’ harpy? And where in the name of every ancestral paragon are those limp-dick morons we were supposed to dump the Clan Nebluv case on?”

      “The tailor quit, sir,” Jagai answered.

      “What?” the inquisitor-general snapped. “She can’t quit. She—”

      “She left after you yelled at her during work and called her, and I quote, a ‘mindless, scissor-swinging needle slut,’” Krish added.

      The head of the Inquisitors frowned down at his suit in bemusement, but the goblinesses had hit their stride.

      “You ordered lunch, sir, not a snack,” Jagai continued.

      “We supposed you skipped breakfast—” Krish went on.

      “So we ordered Iggilbur’s,” Jagai finished. “They should be coming up as we speak.”

      Krish followed, “Regarding your wife, we put her on hold, as instructed.”

      “But she wised up,” Jagai added. “She calls, drops, and calls again. You might as well pick it up, sir, and answer her query about dinner tonight.”

      “We surmise that’ll stop her endless barraging and will keep the shard lines clear,” Krish noted.

      “And as for the two morons…” Jagai pointed at Doughas and Vor.

      “They’re here, sir,” Krish finished with a nod to Doughas and the elf beside him.

      “Of course they are,” the elf shot back as he noticed the pair for the first time. “Very good, as you were.”

      Seamlessly, the two goblins sat and resumed their work.

      The elf executed a proper military about-face and saluted. Doughas and Vor saluted back, and Doughas opened his mouth to speak. Before he could get a word out, the elf turned on his heel and entered his office.

      “Get in here,” the elf commanded over his shoulder. “Shut the door behind you.”

      Vor didn’t wait. He stepped inside, and Doughas followed right behind.

      The main office was almost as spartan as the other room, but at least this time, they had a pair of chairs in front of the inquisitor-general’s desk.

      Doughas and Vor sat dutifully as their new boss snatched up a cup and took a sip. He pulled a face and looked ready to start shouting at his pair of secretaries when Jagai came in with a fresh cup. In the middle of taking a call, she expertly exchanged the cups and exited in less than thirty seconds. Throughout the encounter, no one made a sound except for Jagai offering understanding affirmative noises to whoever was on the other end of the call.

      After Jagai was gone, Doughas and Vor waited while the salty elf took a few tentative sips and got comfortable behind his desk. When he finally looked at the pair, there was an irritated, expectant edge in his gaze

      “Egh, good morning, sir,” Doughas began with a cough. “Doughas Ruiridh of Clan Banlaech, Holt Warden and First Blade of the Kaith nar Tirecuath East Wardens Division, reporting, sir.”

      “You need to stop doing that,” Vor commented. He pointed at Doughas as he addressed the general. “Just call him Doughas, sir. I’m Esselliar VorKluvaith. Vor, sir.”

      “You’re salt and pepper, for all I care.” The inquisitor-general waved his hand. “I don’t know what you two heard, but this whole organization is in shambles. Nothing is where it should be. Folks are doing jobs they ain’t supposed to handle. Paperwork keeps getting lost, and the damn shard lines are always on hold, cut, or redirected to the wrong offices.”

      Vor raised a hand in an attempt to make a comment. Doughas pulled it back down.

      “Not now,” he whispered to his new partner.

      The general continued to ramble. “Do I look like some bumbling, barrel-bummed section chief? Of course not. Strike that question. That said, here I am handing out assignments to blathering incompetents and random assignees like you two. I swear, just let me get some of these cases done, and I can establish something that resembles a functioning hierarchy. Why are you two so silent, by the way? Say something, you morons, or I’ll assign this case to a bunch of cave worms. I’ve seen pets with more confidence and better working mouths.”

      “We’re here for the Nebluv case, I presume,” Doughas spoke up. Without looking, he could tell Vor was struggling to hide a chuckle.

      The general opened his desk drawer and dug through a few envelopes. He pulled one out, opened it, and sorted through the documents. After a minute or two, he looked back at the pair.

      “I take it you two never worked a case together,” the general noted. “All this integration stuff can take the wind out of any veteran from the Quads. Well, if you have any issues with each other, shut the hell up about it. Stuff those problems, or I’ll stuff ‘em for you and then some.

      “Before we continue, I want to let you know this is a confidential case. You’ll run every bit of detail directly to this office, you hear? You discover what food the perps eat, what color their underwear is, what day they go out to meet their mistresses, and what kind of powder they use for a specific weapon on a specific day. You don’t tell anyone until it’s gone through this office and into my ears, understand?”

      Doughas and Vor answered in unison, “Sir, yes, sir.”

      The general continued. “Good. This case is under time pressure. Have you heard of the Nebluv Clan? No, strike that question. You’re idiots. They’re an old clan and one of the first to take advantage of this whole integration thing. They set up shop in the Southern Stair, deep in the goblin sector. The whole gig was to sell clan-made items to the goblin community and potentially to outsiders once folks from other races started moving to the Southern Stair. That didn’t go so well. Otherwise, none of us would be having this conversation. They’ve suffered from constant raids. Perps have been destroying their properties and stealing valuable goods. It’s bad for business and bad for politics. These raids are fueling anti-integration talk. Some crowds are getting bolder than usual.”

      Probably a group of Drips who aren’t keen on integrating with some dwarves.

      “Unfortunately, that’s not the end of it,” the general rambled. “The Sons of Stone are on the move. They’ve got a rally scheduled three days from now. At least, that’s what we heard. The rally will go through the Northern and Southern Stairs, then through the Pitz. It’s supposed to be a peaceful walk to represent ‘dwarven solidarity’ or whatnot, but if you ask me, it’s a powder keg. One wrong comment or thrown bottle on the streets and things’ll explode into a bloody riot.

      “The raiders could incite violence as soon as the rally begins. The goblin Keepers aren’t doing their job. I think some of them are also anti-integration, so there’s a conflict of interest. You’ll be on your own on this job. I need you to get down there and figure out who the hell is raiding Clan Nebluv and stop them before the rally starts, lest things get bloody. This whole integration movement could come crashing down before it begins.”

      The Sons of Stone. Doughas had a few run-ins with them before during his tenure as a Warden. He had some strong feelings about them, but no one was asking, and now wasn’t the time.

      “When did the raids begin, sir?” Vor asked.

      “I don’t know. You’ll need to find out yourself,” the general answered.

      “How dangerous are these raiders?” Doughas followed up with a second question.

      “I don’t know. You’ll need to find out yourself.” the general answered again.

      “Were there witnesses? We need to ask somebody about these raids,” Doughas persisted.

      “I don’t know. You’ll need to find out yourself. That’s all you’ll get out of me. Stop asking. It’s making me sound like a broken record. It’s turning you into a redundant piece of crap, wasting oxygen in my office. To one end, however, make sure you’re armed. Any weapon you already have, make sure to sign it into our logs. Get down to the General Resources offices and let them log your weapons into the system. When I say everything, I do mean everything. You got any firearms or blades with you right now?”

      Vor nodded. Doughas shook his head.

      “I left my goblin long heater in the car,” Doughas clarified.

      “Tell them about it and get it logged,” the general instructed. “GR should also suit you up. You’re supposed to be in uniform from now on and always carry your Inquisitor ID and badge. Process all that today. Any questions?”

      “Yes, sir.” Vor raised his hand again. This time, Doughas didn’t stop him. “Why’d you assign us to this task? I expected you to assign Doughas since this case involves dwarves, but why me? This took place in the goblin quarter. Why not assign a goblin Inquisitor?”

      Smart, this kid. He’s missing the point, though. Doughas already had a guess as to why the general assigned the elf to the case.

      “We need to make this integration work,” the general answered. That alone confirmed what Doughas had in mind. “We want to avoid any talk of bias, so I avoided assigning a goblin. It’s supposed to help bring us all together. A gesture of unity, you could say.”

      “That’s inspiring,” Vor commented.

      The general wasn’t done. “Also, I already assigned every capable goblin Inquisitor to other cases. That left you two numbskulls.”

      “So much for inspiration,” Vor lamented.

      “If you need inspiration, get a motivational poster,” the general stated. “Now get out of here.”

      You don’t need to tell me that twice. Doughas stood and saluted, and Vor followed suit. The pair waited for the general to salute before turning and walking out of the room.

      As soon as they did, Krish handed them a small rolled parchment.

      “What’s this?” Doughas asked as he took the unsealed scroll.

      “The address for one of the raided shops,” Krish replied. “We set you up for an appointment with one of the Clan Nebluv Mercantile Shops representatives. It’s at ten-thirty. Just follow the address.”

      Doughas pocketed the paper and nodded. “Thanks. We’re supposed to head to GR first, though.”

      “It’s right outside this office. Head back out to the intersection and follow the plaque. You can’t miss it,” Krish directed.

      Doughas nodded in acknowledgment and patted Vor on the back. “Let’s head out, laddie. We got some boring desk work to finish before we can step out.”

      “Laddie?” Vor repeated with a perplexed look. “You know, I’m over eighty years old.”

      Doughas didn’t look back. He kept on walking out of the waiting room. “Still a kid to me, elf. Let’s go.”

      Vor heaved a sigh and followed.
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      Esselliar

      “How can you not like classic rock?” Vor found it unbelievable. “The Four Ogres of the Apocalypse is the epitome of power ballads done right.”

      Doughas took a left turn.

      Despite Vor’s insistence that they take a motor pool vehicle, they’d had no choice but to hop in Doughas’ painfully practical sedan when it turned out nothing else was available. Less than a minute out of the parking garage, Vor had started fiddling with the radio and provoked the subsequent conversation about musical tastes.

      Doughas didn’t glance at Vor as he responded. “Rock sounds like a bunch of flirty rollercoaster notes that can’t get along. Jazz is where it’s at.”

      “Okay, okay. I can agree that jazz is amazing,” Vor offered, trying to sound jovial and easy-going. “It’s a showcase of true musical showmanship. It also tells me that you’re a dwarf who likes his coffee black. You like things organized. You pay attention to the brick more than you do the brickmaker.”

      “I pay attention to the brick because that’s what stops the wind and rain.” Doughas attempted to defend himself without realizing he was further proving Vor’s point. “The brickmaker, I couldn’t care less. I won’t see or hear from him again once the job’s done.”

      The brickmaker is the guy making the thing your walls need. Vor turned away and looked out the window. They were already heading down the central district speedway. By his estimate, they were barely four blocks away from the central plaza. Yet there was already an apparent dichotomy between those who had and those who had not.

      Where are the city cleaners? The streets here are a damn mess. Vor’s thoughts continued to strike him as they passed by a young goblin mother carrying a baby in one arm with two children trailing behind her. They were lining up for food stamps from an ogre charity group. Vor recognized the logo but couldn’t recall the name.

      “We’re still on the surface,” Vor mumbled in almost a whisper. “It already looks pretty bad. I never imagined the goblin quarter to be in such terrible shape.”

      “Don’t assume the elven quarter is any better,” Doughas stated as he took another turn. This brought them to the tunnels that spiraled down into the undercity. It was still a long way down before they’d reach the Southern Stair, and the neighborhoods along the way already appeared worse with each passing second.

      Vor didn’t buy the declamation. “What do you mean it’s not better? Have you been to the elven undercity? It’s all neon lights and parties down there. Over here, it’s like every goblin is fighting for any morsel they can get their hands on.”

      “Pretty signs don’t mean the undercity is in any better condition,” Doughas spelled out. “I’ve been to your side. I’ve been to mine. Ours is one of the safest and most organized neighborhoods in the Quadras. That said, even I know not to screw around. The dwarven syndicates are old, powerful families. They’re the only reason our sector doesn’t look as decrepit and rotten as this.”

      Vor’s face sank in defeat. “No matter how you paint it, all four corners of our city are in ruins. We’re at a boiling point. Once the humans start coming in, this whole place will explode. It’ll get out of control.”

      “It’s already out of control,” Doughas corrected. “We’re only patching up the pipes. Sooner or later, the whole thing will shatter. It makes me wonder why we’re trying. What’s the point of this whole united Inquisitor business?”

      “It’s that we have to try,” Vor replied softly. His eyes followed the citizens they sped past. He couldn’t help but wonder how they fared. Had they eaten? Did they have money to get by? “If we don’t try to set things right, who will?”

      “It’s a futile effort.”

      Vor shook his head. “If we can save one life, it was a job well worth the effort. I’d fight for that.”

      They both sat in silence after those words. Doughas took the statement to heart. Confusion, deep reflection, and doubt were written all over the dwarf’s face. Vor himself took a moment to reflect on their conversation.

      At least we agree on something. Vor regarded his companion. I can’t let my guard down, though. I trust my source. If they say Doughas can’t be trusted and has ulterior motives, I’ll keep on digging until the truth prevails.

      A dreadful thought struck Vor. Something could’ve been amiss from the very beginning. If Doughas is innocent, that means someone is setting us up. Well, there’s only one way to find out. I’ll have to keep investigating.

      “Hey, wait a minute,” Vor spoke up as he snapped out of his thoughts. “We’re slowing down.”

      They were deep inside a closed tunnel with six lanes, three leading deeper into the undercity and three leading back up. Horns honked, and drivers screamed. The traffic congestion had ground them to a halt.

      “What got into you?” Doughas asked. “Here I was rambling about traffic, only to find you were spacing out. We’re stuck.”

      “Can’t we turn around or something?”

      Doughas shook his head. He grabbed the key and turned the engine off. “We ain’t going nowhere, not like this. You might as well get comfortable, laddie. We still got time, anyway. We ain’t late…yet.”

      I’m always late, Vor admitted to himself. I didn’t want to keep that habit up, especially with a new partner.

      Vor leaned back in his seat. “Since we’re stuck here, you care to tell me more about yourself?”

      “What is this, twenty-one questions or something?” Doughas raised an eyebrow. “Just do your job, and we’ll get along.”

      “No, you’re not jumping out of this one.” Vor wagged a finger as he got comfortable. He found the lever to pull his seat back. “You were a warden, right? Like a cop for dwarves? Did you work with a partner before?”

      Doughas nodded. “I have, yes.”

      “A lot of them?”

      “I’m old,” Doughas said. “Of course I’ve been through a bunch of partners. Agents come and go. The job comes first.”

      Vor wanted to go beyond scratching the surface. “Tell me more. How was your last partner?”

      “I’d rather not talk about him,” Doughas shot back almost too sharply for Vor’s comfort.

      I think I struck a chord. “Well, at least I know it’s a him. I figure something didn’t go right. You guys get into a fight or something? Did he betray you? Did you flirt with his wife and get caught in the act?”

      Doughas didn’t blink when he answered. “He got thrown out of a building. Four stories down. Landed on a car. That’s the only reason he’s still breathing.”

      Vor’s jaw dropped, and his heart sank. “I’m sorry to hear that. I didn’t know. W-what the heck happened?”

      “We were handling a—”

      Before Doughas could explain further, the loud bang of a modified ARC sounded. It wasn’t far, either. Screams erupted from across the tunnel as folks started exiting their vehicles and making a run for it.

      “That didn’t sound like a standard-issue ARC,” Vor said.

      Doughas was impressed. “You can tell from the sound?”

      “You listen to a lot of loud music, and you’ll eventually be able to pick up the slightest shifts in tone and pitch,” Vor explained. “That shot came from something much heavier than a handheld ARC.”

      “Yeah, well, I got something that beats that,” Doughas proclaimed. “Come on, let’s go take a look. It’s not like we can drive forward anyway.”

      Vor nodded and unholstered his weapon. Oldie but a goldie.

      Doughas, on the other hand, walked to the back of the vehicle. He opened the trunk and pulled out a massive double-barrel goblin long heater.

      That thing’s a monster. Doughas’ weapon was likely heavy too. The dwarf had to carry it with both arms as he walked toward the sound of the shot.

      Vor and Doughas kept low to the ground, sticking near the vehicles as they made their way closer to the fight. There was another shot, then another. Bystanders were emptying from the area. A bolt hit one of the tunnel lights, and darkness enveloped an entire section.

      They heard voices.

      “Round them up, boys!” shouted one. The rough growl was clearly a goblin.

      “You ain’t rounding up anybody, you dirty Keeper!” answered another, also goblin.

      The Keepers are here. Vor felt relieved at the arrival of local law enforcement for the goblin quarters. At least this isn’t a one-sided battle.

      Doughas slammed himself against the side of a car. He looked over the hood and back at Vor. “I see three…four goblins at the bottom side of the tunnel, close to the dark end where someone had shot out the lights. There are two Keepers by our side, about forty to forty-five feet behind us on the other end of the highway.”

      “At least the good guys are already on one side,” Vor stated. “It’d suck if we got sandwiched.”

      Doughas agreed. “Let’s go say hello.”

      “What? Hey, wait!”

      Doughas didn’t follow his partner’s suggestion and immediately stood. He greeted the two goblin Keepers, both clad in their organization's dark green and blue coats. “Hi, we’re here to help. We’re from the Inquisitor’s Bureau.”

      “Vile scum,” one of the Keepers spat out. He aimed with a handheld ARC and fired.

      Doughas ducked, barely in time to avoid the whistle of the empowered crossbow bolt as it shot over his head.

      “I take it back,” Vor said with a groan. “We’re sandwiched.”

      Doughas wasn’t ready to give up yet. “Hey! We’re on your side, you idiots! We’re not trying to fight you. We’re trying to fight them!”

      “Those Keepers got back up!” one of the perpetrators at the other end of the tunnel shouted. “Take them down!”

      Vor slammed a fist against the car they’d hidden behind. “Oh, great, that’s just what we need. Now both sides think we’re helping the other.”

      “Keepers,” Doughas muttered. “Unlike most in the Quads, goblins aren’t so harsh when it comes to working with other races. These guys probably think the mobsters hired us.”

      Vor dashed out of cover and fired four shots at the mobsters. He didn’t hit anyone, but it was enough suppressing fire to keep them back. He turned to the Keepers, who were slowly inching closer, their weapons drawn and ready to fire.

      “We’re not here to hurt you! We work for the unified government, for the council!” Vor shouted. Another shot was fired, this time from behind. Vor took cover again. “Damn it. We can’t shoot law enforcement.”

      Doughas got on the ground and checked under the vehicles. “The Keepers are coming,” he murmured. “I can’t see the mobsters. At least three, but it’s always safer to assume there are more.”

      He looked above. Vor did the same. The two came up with the same idea almost simultaneously, like a light bulb flashing between them.

      “Are you thinking what I’m thinking?” Doughas asked to confirm.

      Vor nodded. “It’s a risky shot. But it’s a better idea than sitting here until one or both groups reach us and riddle us with bullets and crossbow bolts. I happen to like my body. No skewering required.”

      “You take out the ones on the left. I’ll take the ones on the right,” Doughas instructed. He pulled out a small ARC, a more modern one that fired heated metal shards instead of bolts, and gave Vor a cocky grin. “I love my heater, but I ain’t wasting it until I get one of these ugly gangsters straight in the face.”

      “Aye, you’re the captain on this one,” Vor stated. He gripped his ARC and gave it a kiss. C’mon, baby, don’t fail me now.

      Doughas gave him one last look. “You take care, okay? I want to see you alive after all this.”

      “You too,” Vor responded. For the first time, he saw in Doughas’ eyes what could’ve been a hint of genuine care. It made Vor feel guilty about investigating his partner. Maybe, when all this is done, I can at least get the authorities to reduce his sentence. That would be a kindness. He seems like a good soul. A decent dwarf caught doing the wrong things.

      Doughas held his long heater tightly and prepared to run. “On three.”

      “One, two,” they both counted. “Three!”

      Doughas dashed out of cover. Vor did the same and headed to the left-most lanes. Heated metal shards and crossbow bolts flew from both directions as soon as he was visible. He tried to stay low, using the vehicles as cover as he continued to run with all his might. As soon as he got close to the left wall of the tunnels, Vor ducked and aimed upward.

      He shut down one of the lights with a single shot. He aimed again, fired, and missed. Screams followed, but he wasn’t sure which side they were coming from. He fired once, twice, and a third time before he hit another tunnel light.

      On the other end, he heard the sound of glass shattering. With each passing second, the tunnel section grew darker. Doughas and Vor continued their assault on the lights until there was nothing but absolute darkness.

      Stay low, Vor reminded himself. He covered his mouth to silence his breathing. As he did, his heart beat faster and harder. The adrenaline was getting to his head and chest. It made him feel restless. Let them do the hard work.

      He waited and listened. The fact that he couldn’t hear Doughas shuffling in the dark or shooting showed he had the right idea.

      There was a flash of light and a loud bang. It came from above, meaning it was likely one of the Keepers shooting as he walked down the tunnel. Another shot followed, now from the gangsters’ side. A few more single pop sounds built to a loud volley of gunfire from both ends. It was enough to light the tunnel. The loud, explosive noise approached unbearable levels.

      That’s right, keep wasting your ammo. Just get closer.

      The elf held his breath as footsteps approached. One pair… No, two. Is that a third, or was that the first set? I can’t tell.

      There was another flash as someone fired again. Not Doughas. His position was still quiet. The shot had come from a small ARC, not a heavy long heater.

      The crunch of boots on glass sounded a few feet away. Vor waited, ARC in hand.

      Give me one good moment. Vor got into position. He knelt and shuffled his feet enough to launch himself forward and attack. He raised his ARC, loaded three more bolts into the chamber, and took a deep breath.

      Another flash lit up the tunnel from a distance. It was enough. In that instant, Vor lunged forward. Before the goblin mobster knew what was happening, Vor grabbed the enemy’s collar to pull him closer. He pressed his ARC against the goblin’s temple and fired. Blood gushed out, and bits of flesh and skull exploded all over the area.

      Before Vor could go for his next target, Doughas strode like a crazy dwarf down the middle of the tunnel highway with his long heater, firing at the gangsters ahead. Sudden flashes dotted the sheer darkness as the dwarf unleashed the full power of his weapon.

      “Come get some, you bloody stinkin’ morons!” Doughas shouted at the top of his lungs. He fired with each step forward.

      Vor wasn’t about to let his partner risk his life like that. As Doughas attacked from the front, Vor came in from the side. He jumped over a vehicle’s hood and slid under a goblin’s arm as the gangster was about to fire at Doughas.

      While the goblin couldn’t see in the dark, he did hear Vor’s approach. The goblin attempted to kick the elf out of the way, but Vor turned and rose to his feet. Being much taller than the goblin, Vor slammed down and head-butted the gangster. Blood flowed from the goblin’s nose, and the enemy howled in pain when he realized how many bones had likely shattered from the hit.

      Vor took a step back and prepared to fire. He could hear Doughas tussling and wrestling with someone. He needed to get there before Doughas got outnumbered, especially with the Keepers still firing vehemently at them.

      However, the goblin whose nose he’d broken wasn’t going to sit still and take it. Unsure where Vor was in the dark, he dropped his ARC and unsheathed a dagger. He swung violently and wildly. Unfortunately for Vor, one of those swings nicked his collarbone. The cut was deep, and searing pain flowed through him.

      Vor ducked, kicked, and struck the goblin’s knee. The impact cracked the bone and dropped the goblin.

      Before the goblin could swing again, Vor lunged, grabbed his head, and slammed it against the side of a car. He repeated the action twice before the enemy’s body loosened and weakened.

      “Just give up!” Vor screamed.

      There was a sudden jolt, and Vor realized the goblin had stabbed him with the dagger. The blade jutted out of his thigh. He crumpled to the ground.

      A roar filled the air that sounded like a nightmare coming to life. In another flash from Doughas’ weapon, Vor caught sight of the goblin transforming.

      Ah, crap, he’s trolling out.

      This caught the Keepers’ attention. They focused all their ammunition on the hulking giant, but the goblin-turned-troll ignored the pain and rampaged toward Vor. He slammed his feet down in an attempt to crush. The elf rolled out of the way, but he was slowing down. The dagger in his thigh made it difficult to maneuver.

      Vor slammed against a car. He couldn’t move back any further. He couldn’t see if there was room to his left or right. Ahead of him, he heard the rampaging goblin slamming wild punches in all directions, hitting every car and overhead sign like he was swatting flies.

      Well, what else can you do? Vor held his ARC aimed high. I got a few tricks up my sleeve too.

      Vor inhaled, redirected his energy into the weapon, and waited. There was a flash from one of the Keepers. The tunnels lit up again when Doughas slammed a goblin against a car and blasted a hole in his chest. A volley of gunshots and another heavy stomp followed.

      After one more step, Vor shot a bolt right as the goblin realized someone was underneath him. The crossbow bolt went through the enemy’s jaw and into his skull. The gleamed ammo didn’t stop there, however. It exploded a second later. The blow was powerful enough to shred the goblin’s skull and most of his upper torso.

      When Vor got back up, drenched in blood, he saw Doughas pressing his foot down on a goblin’s gut.

      “You got something to say?” the dwarf goaded. There wasn’t much light left, save for the burning red tip of his long heater.

      The goblin spat out something in his native tongue. Though neither of them could understand it, Vor surmised it had to be an insult.

      “Yeah, that’s what I thought,” Doughas replied as he pressed his finger to the trigger.

      Darkness engulfed them once more as the metal began to cool, but then there was another bright flash when Doughas fired point-blank. The shards cracked the gangster’s face open like a squashed melon. Blood showered everywhere before silence descended again.

      Vor turned to the Keepers. “Hey! Don’t freaking shoot! We told you we’re not your enemies!”

      Doughas produced a lighter from a pocket. He flicked it on and raised it high. “We killed those gangsters for you. We’re not here to fight you.”

      “Well, then get out of the dark and into the light,” one of the Keepers commanded. “Hands in the air. You better have identification.”

      Vor rolled his eyes in disbelief. “Really? After all this, they still—”

      “Shut it,” Doughas interrupted. “We might as well get the legal stuff done so we can clean up and proceed with our appointment.”

      Vor holstered his weapon and limped his way toward the lit areas of the tunnel. “Uh, yeah, about that. How are we going to make it there in time? Even if we do, how will we explain all the blood soaking me?”

      “It’s all in a day’s work, elf,” Doughas answered.

      When they stepped into the light, Vor gasped. The dwarf had two gunshot wounds, one that grazed his cheek and another on his hip. A crossbow bolt stuck from his shoulder.

      Doughas looked him over in turn. “Well, we’re quite a bloody sight,” he commented.

      Vor chuckled as the Keepers approached. Both Doughas and Vor knelt with their hands behind their heads. Explaining all this to the Keepers and the Inquisitor's Bureau would be quite an adventure. He could already see the mountains of paperwork awaiting them back at the office.
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      Doughas

      Doughas Ruiridh of Clan Banlaech, Holt Warden and First Blade of the Kaith nar Tirecuath East Wardens Division, was not a patient man. He had stretched his patience as far as he could, yet the goblin Keepers still hadn’t finished with his ident-scroll. He knew it was standard procedure but only wanted his card back. The only other ID he had was his driver’s license, which would expire soon. He didn’t find the idea of walking around without some form of identification comfortable.

      At least they know how to patch us up. He glanced at Vor seated on another medical bed.

      It wasn’t well-maintained, but it was good enough given the conditions of the Keepers’ precinct. The whole building was in ruins. Outside, in the main offices, there was so much disorganization that it was a marvel the goblins could get anything done. Paperwork was all over the place. It was hard to distinguish Keepers from perps except for the handcuffs. Evidence bags and ammunition had been carelessly placed on desks and the floor.

      Vor himself looked oddly positive and beaming. A few bandages wrapped his wounds, and he was high on pain relievers. Other than that, he was in a good mood.

      “Is he cleared for duty?” Doughas inquired of a Keeper. “The elf, I mean.”

      The goblin, a tall female wearing a sergeant’s uniform, checked Vor’s sheet. “He is. You guys work for the new Bureau?”

      Vor replied with a slow nod and a smile. “We sure do, ma’am.” He turned to Doughas. “I think we should have some kind of pendant, amulet, or maybe a badge for situations like this.”

      “We have a uniform,” Doughas pointed out. Which we aren’t wearing yet. “But yeah, you’re right. An amulet could be a good badge.”

      The Keeper frowned. “You don’t seem like Inquisitors. Hold on right here. I’ll call the Bureau. Standard procedure, I’m sure you get it.”

      Doughas and Vor both nodded. The goblin walked off to a precinct desk and accessed a crystal shard hooked up to a telecommunications device. This was a far more advanced gadget compared to what the Bureau had. It allowed the goblins to record calls and handle multiple conversations at once from a single shard.

      What kind of world do I live in when goblins can afford this kind of tech and the damn united Bureau can’t? It sickened Doughas to the core and made him wonder where all the tax funding went.

      While the sergeant was busy, Doughas hopped over to Vor. “How you doing?”

      “Fine, just dazed,” Vor responded. The elf pointed at Doughas’ bandages. “You look like you got the worst of it. Are you okay?”

      Doughas shrugged indifferently. “I’ve had worse. You get used to heat like that when you’re a dwarven warden. I don’t know how you elves deal with the undercity and the borders outside the Quadras, but Wardens like to take the fight to the monsters, humans, and criminals that threaten our livelihood. Going through fights like that is somewhat of a ritual for us.”

      “Yeah, we don’t have any cultural need for that,” Vor agreed. “You know how it is. Elves like to stay pretty and young-looking. Instead of fighting, we’re always singing verbose poems. I admit that it’s all a farce.”

      At least he admits it. Maybe that’s why he’s so muscular, Doughas noted. An elf with a bulky body was a rare sight. It was even rarer for an elf to flaunt it.

      “A farce that most elves still play to,” Doughas expounded.

      “Most of us believe that real strength is in the ability to get difficult things done without a scratch,” Vor explained. “If we can take down a mob and still look pretty, that’s an achievement to be proud of. I’m not numb to that train of thought, but I also adhere to the common concept of strength. The guy with a bigger stick often wins.”

      Doughas chuckled. “That’s a concept dwarves live by. It’s in our blood.”

      “So do the humans,” Vor lamented. “They’ve always had the bigger stick.”

      “Look at what that got them, though.” Doughas wasn’t quick to give the humans the upper hand. He gestured around the bustling precinct. “Look at this place. Sure, neither you nor I actually like working here, and there’s a lot to complain about. Yet it’s still a functioning organization. These goblins, you, me, and the rest in the Quadras? We still have some sort of flow of law. Outside the city walls, it’s a wasteland. The humans took their big stick and destroyed everything. If you ask me, they can’t be trusted.”

      Vor didn’t reply. The elf sat pondering, and Doughas respected that moment of reflection. He sat by his partner’s side and waited for the goblin Keeper to return.

      As he waited, he recalled the fight in the tunnels. Now that he had time to process it, he realized that during the last half of that fight, Vor was heading toward him. Not to finish him off but to help him.

      I still trust my sources. The tap of suspicion toward Vor that remained was quickly fading with each moment they spent together. We were in the dark. He could’ve shot me, and no one would question him about it. There were more than a few instances where the elf could’ve finished me off but didn’t. He took on that trolling goblin to ensure my safety. I’m alive right now because this elf treated me like a partner.

      “Thank you,” Doughas mumbled. The words trembled in his throat. There was no other way but to blurt it out.

      Vor’s face wrinkled. “Huh? For what?”

      Oh, come on. Don’t make me explain. Doughas shut his eyes in frustration. He took a deep breath and tried to ramble his gratitude as quickly as possible. “Thank you for saving my life in the tunnel. I know you didn’t have to risk your life like that, but you did, so I want to offer my thanks. Let’s get this over with. Thank you.”

      Vor stared at him with his mouth wide open. It took a moment to get their bearings, then they both burst out laughing.

      “It’s nothing.” Vor waved him off. “You’d do the same if the situation was reversed.”

      That rang a warning bell. Would I? Doughas had to think about it, but he didn’t want to break the moment. He simply smiled and gave Vor a good pat on the back.

      “Greetings.” The Keeper returned with their ident-scrolls and handed them back. “Sorry for the wait. The lady at the office you work for said there were a lot of clogged lines. She seemed nice, though.”

      Doughas pocketed his ID. “Oh, you mean Jagai? Yeah, she’s as nice as pencil pushers get.”

      The Keeper laughed. Doughas didn’t understand why but hearing the goblin’s amusement was a major relief. “I get you. We have a lot of pushy desk workers here too. Oh, by the way, I have to thank you two for helping us out in that tunnel.”

      “We happened to be in the neighborhood,” Vor explained.

      “I don’t want to ask why,” the Keeper stated. “I don’t want to interfere with Inquisitor business. That said, I can offer you an escort. This whole mess likely screwed your timetable.”

      “You can say that again,” Doughas remarked with immediate regret. He bit his lip and attempted to correct himself. “We are running a bit late. We had an appointment with someone at the Southern Stair.”

      The Keeper sighed in relief. “We’re in the Southern Stair right now. This precinct is one of the few functioning places that bring order to the mess down here.”

      Vor raised a finger. The Keeper nodded, and he shot a question at her. “Where’s our car?”

      “It’s in the basement, parked with the patrol vehicles,” the gobliness declared. “Don’t worry. We didn’t trash it. It’s perfectly fine. I can’t say the same for the other vehicles caught in the crossfire.”

      A massive weight lifted from Doughas’ chest. My car’s fine. Thank you. The wife would wring me dry if we had another bill to worry about. “Thanks for taking care of it. That escort sounds good. We do need to get out of here.”

      Vor nodded and clambered off the medical bed. “This place looks busy. We wouldn’t want to intrude with police work.”

      There was a sudden flash of light, followed by another. Doughas, Vor, and the Keepers all looked toward the source. At least half a dozen journalists pressed against a glass door to the side. Most were goblins, but Doughas spotted an ogre and a dwarf among them. They all had their witness glasses raised to record video footage. Their cameras were pointed at Vor and Doughas.

      “You guys certainly made an impression,” the sergeant noted.

      Vor raised a hand to cover his face. “We can’t have this kind of attention. Our business down here is confidential, at least for the time being.”

      Doughas couldn’t agree more. “Sergeant, maybe we can forego the escort in exchange for something else. Can you keep the press busy so my partner and I can sneak to the basement and take our car?”

      The sergeant paused to look at the journalists, the Keepers in the precinct, then back to Doughas and Vor. “Sure. There’s a door down the hall. Take it, follow the hallway, and go down the stairs. Your vehicle’s on the B2 level, column D.”

      “We appreciate it,” Vor told her. “What will you tell the press?”

      “Vanilla nonsense,” the sergeant replied. “There were a few perps causing havoc in the tunnels, and we got lucky to have a few civilians willing to help the Keepers. Just another Tuesday in the goblin quarters.”

      Doughas smirked. They were lucky this all took place down here. Nobody would bat an eye about violent crimes in the Southern Stair. “What’s your name, Sergeant?”

      “Sergeant Vorag Kilthern,” the gobliness answered at attention. There was a strong sense of pride in her stature and how she replied. It was enough to make Doughas smile.

      “Again, thank you, Sergeant Kilthern.” He gave her a casual salute. She responded with a nod, gathered a few Keepers, and walked over to the crowd of journalists.

      Vor was already at a desk collecting their weapons and gear. “That’s our cue, I guess.”

      “It is,” Doughas confirmed. “Let’s get the heck out of here. I wonder if our contact is still there. Did you come up with an alibi?”

      Vor handed Doughas his stuff and started securing his ARC to his side holster. “We can’t lie too much. The bandages already tell a lot. How about a training routine that went south?”

      Doughas put on his coat, secured his goblin long heater, and holstered his handheld ARC repeater. At least no one thought to check my gauntlets. That was a serious relief. He had a collapsible mace tucked in there. Most agents carried hidden knives. He’d secreted a weapon that could crush a skull with one good smack.

      He and Vor quickly made their way down to the parking basements. Vor slid into the passenger seat and waited for Doughas to start the car. As they backed out of the parking spot, Vor pressed a finger to his lips.

      “What is it?” Doughas asked as he focused on the rear-view mirrors. “Spill it, elf.”

      “I’m curious,” Vor admitted. “Do you think anyone from the press got their hands on images or video footage of what happened?”

      Doughas pressed the brake. He hung his head when he realized how likely a scenario that was. “It’s possible. That’d be a nightmare I’m not too keen on dealing with. I can already hear the inquisitor-general yapping our ears off.”

      “And the paperwork,” Vor added.

      Doughas’ heart sank so low it made him want to hide his face in his hands and wait for all this to blow over. “And the paperwork.”

      Without another word, Doughas drove out of the basement and up to the main streets. It was discouraging to find they only had about an hour until noon. Though the sun didn’t shine in the undercity, the color-coded gemstones embedded in the cavern ceilings helped track the time. They were late, but not by much.

      “That’s disappointing,” he whispered loud enough for Vor to hear.

      “What do you mean?” the elf quizzed.

      Doughas drove with one hand and made a few nonsensical gestures to illustrate his frustration. “I’d rather be absent than late. I’d rather be obscenely late than ‘only a little late.’ We’re on the ‘only a little late’ part.”

      “Ah, I see. You’d rather it looked like we got held up by something valid, and being slightly late makes it look like we’re the ones responsible for our tardiness.”

      “Right on the dot, laddie,” Doughas confirmed with a pointed finger. “That doesn’t sit well with me.”

      Vor raised his hands. “I’m fine with either. At the end of the day, we’re late. We could’ve been early, sure, but then we wouldn’t have been there to help those cops. If we’d arrived later, the chaos would’ve been over, and we still wouldn’t be on time for our appointment. Neither choice appeals to me. At least with our current course of action, we saved a few lives and got to do our part.”

      Got to do our part, eh? I like that. Doughas marveled at Vor’s insistence on helping. “You’ve got a way with folks, elf. It makes me wonder why you signed up for this job.”

      Spill the beans, VorKluvaith. Give me a clue why you’re here. What kind of dirty business are you into?

      To his surprise, Vor shot back a melancholic answer. “In one way, I’m here because the system is so dirty and corrupt. It’s disenchanting, to be honest. I thought that maybe in the Inquisitor’s Bureau, I could do some real police work. Maybe I could actually help someone.”

      Doughas drove in silence. That wasn’t the kind of response he expected. The worst part was he couldn’t tell if Vor was making up the whole lot or if that was a genuine story. Why am I here, then? Oh, wait. No, don’t jinx yourself—

      “So, why are you here?” Vor redirected.

      Doughas waited a moment before answering. He took a left through the residential apartments, then under a bridge. They were close to their destination.

      “Why am I here?” Doughas repeated. He pondered a moment longer. Then he relented and told Vor, “Let’s just say I’m ready to call it quits and retire. I’m ready to be done, and this job is how I wrap things up.”

      Vor paused a second and finally met Doughas’ gaze.

      “Does it have anything to do with your previous partner?”

      Doughas raised his hand as though trying to bat away the inquiring look. “The less we talk about that, the better.”

      Vor didn’t argue. He lowered his window and stared out, observing this side of the goblin undercity with mingled disdain and awe. “I won’t press further, don’t worry. I know how a lot of what we do becomes touchy subjects. I have my fair share of skeletons in the closet.”

      That’s what I want to discover. The only way to make Vor talk was for Doughas to initiate the conversation. That part bothered him. He’d rather keep his mouth shut than blow his cover by saying things that should’ve remained in the dark.

      Doughas slowed. They were approaching the shops owned by Clan Nebluv—some of them, at least. The clan had quite the stronghold in the Quadras. They already had a monopoly in the dwarven quarter and were beginning to own properties and businesses elsewhere.

      “I thought we were heading to a single shop?” Vor asked as they took another turn and entered a large plaza. It was like a summer mall with tons of interconnected buildings and parking spaces. “This is a whole market corner.”

      Doughas didn’t answer yet. He took his time finding a good parking spot. At last, he found a corner close enough to the exit, right by the main highway. He didn’t explain his reasoning to Vor but figured the elf understood anyway.

      “As mentioned in the briefing,” Doughas told Vor as he turned the ignition off. “Clan Nebluv is an old and powerful dwarf family. This marketplace here? It’s like a thrift store compared to the stuff they own in the dwarven quarter.”

      Vor raised an eyebrow. “Impressive. We’ve got our fair share of powerful syndicate families too. Unlike you guys, though, elves flaunt their riches and connections with our casinos. It’s all about the glam life on our side of the fence.”

      Doughas slid his goblin long heater on his back beneath his coat. He gripped his small ARC and re-checked the collapsible mace in his gauntlet. Only when he was ready did he step out of the car. Vor followed suit.

      “Power is the glam life for dwarves,” Doughas iterated. “That’s what scares me about all this.”
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      Esselliar

      Vor looked around. “Where do we go? If they own all this, how do we know which store we’re supposed to meet our contact in?”

      “Let’s check out the biggest shopping center,” Doughas answered. “I don’t want to approach from the front, though. We’ll scout the place first.”

      “Good idea.” Maybe I can find evidence linking Doughas to something, too. “There’s a service ladder to the roofs over there by the trash bins. Want to get a view from above?”

      The dwarf nodded. “We have an alibi to shove our noses around, anyway. Might as well take advantage of it.”

      Vor was the first to climb. He needed the exercise and wanted to get a lay of the land before Doughas could. There was always the possibility of Doughas spotting something that could incriminate him. If that happened, he’d have the chance to devise an alibi or hide the issue before Vor could get his hands on any evidence.

      Those were risks Vor had to prepare for. It saddened him, given how they’d worked together so far. I think I might like the dwarf.

      Upon reaching the roof of the first shop, Vor straightened and looked around. The cavern ceiling was a good two hundred or so feet above, littered with glowing time gems. The structure itself was a collection of seven small shops designed in an L-shape around a large parking lot. A second half of the mall, built in the opposite shape, stood across a pedestrian lane. That made a total of fourteen small buildings, each at least two floors tall.

      This is a mess. There’s so much open space but also a lot of individual hiding spots. Vor was already stressed, considering the manual investigation they’d have to conduct. He turned to Doughas, who was crouched and peering over the other ledge. “Found something?”

      “Found something indeed,” Doughas imparted. “Not exactly something I’d call optimistic, either.”

      Vor joined him. A dark luxury compact vehicle had parked in front of the shopping center in the opposite lot. Two dwarves in all-black suits guarded the vehicle. A dozen or so goblins moved back and forth as they carried boxes and repaired equipment. All the shops in this section of the mall were closed. Vor figured as much, given the investigation.

      “The goblins, I get,” Doughas whispered. “Clan Nebluv needs to get these stores up and running again. Why the fancy guards, though?”

      “Define fancy.” Vor knew the basics of dwarven society but not much of their personal politics. “They look like any other bodyguards to me. Except they seem nervous.”

      Doughas lifted an eyebrow. “What? Nervous? How?”

      Vor pointed. “Look at them, bro. One of them keeps tapping his long heater. The other one can’t stop moving his leg. They’re both glancing around all the time. Something is going on, and they don’t feel comfortable about it.”

      “That’s a lot of conjecture,” Doughas noted. “Do they seem like novices to you?”

      “That’s what gets me,” Vor disclosed. “They’re not kids, by your standards, and look at their posture and the way they present themselves. The haircut, the stance, the manner in which they hold their ARCs. They’re probably former military. Say, Bulwark or Tunnel-Rakers.”

      Doughas studied the pair. “They do look like ex-soldiers. If I were a betting dwarf, and I’m not, I’d say they were former Tunnel-Rakers. Those guys are trained to deal with undercity issues. Bulwarks deal with threats outside the Quadras.”

      “Yeah, there’s nothing similar out in the wastelands to what they face here under the surface,” Vor concurred.

      Doughas went on. “That said, they look prepared. More than prepared, I must say.”

      “How so?” Ah, so he can be irritating when he wants to be.

      Doughas tapped Vor’s shoulder and pointed at the suits. “The coat they wear is nothing special. However, do you spot the vest underneath?”

      Vor nodded.

      “That’s not cloth,” Doughas explained. “That’s a valuable composite resin plate armor. They’re light but nearly indestructible.”

      “I know. We use the same thing.” Vor wanted to smack himself for not noticing that detail sooner.

      Doughas wasn’t finished. “The suits aren’t only fancy-looking. They’re probably hiding some heavy heat under there. Given Clan Nebluv's money, they likely have rapid-fire, high-capacity ARCs up their sleeves. That car? It probably has another set of goblin long-heaters and a rifle, too.”

      “Why would they need a rifle in the—oh, wait, yeah. Goblins.” These guys would need heavy guns. Goblins seemed weak, yet if one or more started trolling out, things could get out of hand fast.

      Doughas punched Vor’s shoulder lightly. “Let’s head down and give them a proper greeting. We need to investigate the whole marketplace, too. We need details to figure out who’s the moron behind these raids.”

      “And we need to stop them before the Sons of Stone start their rally,” Vor reminded him. “The whole point of this investigation isn’t only to stop some raids. It’s to make sure nobody causes further issues that could slow down the integration process.”

      “You don’t need to remind me of my job.”

      Doughas seemed irritated. Vor took a mental note of that.

      The duo headed down from the roofs, checked the vehicle, then wandered toward the scene.

      “Good call on the armor and weapons.” Vor attempted to praise his partner.

      Doughas wasn’t buying it. “What’s with the small talk? Besides, that was a stout observation. If we ever get into a fight, it’s important to know more about our enemy. Now we know they’re well-armed and well-protected.”

      Vor scrunched his face in disagreement. He waited until they could cross the pedestrian lane to reach the other side of the mall before pointing out, “I don’t know…it’s more crucial to know their state of mind. We know they’re nervous. If things get hot, we can take advantage of their agitation.”

      “What we see is more important. We see armor. We see ARCs. Them being nervous? That’s pure inductive detective work,” Doughas disagreed. “We have no evidence to support your theory. Start from the top and go down with what you have.”

      Vor was persistent. “It’s not inductive if I start with clear indications. They show all the physical manifestations of agitation and uneasiness.”

      “Oh, so you’re a psychiatrist now, too?”

      Don’t get on my nerves, dwarf. Vor bit his lip to keep himself from getting angry. He didn’t want to blow up over a mere difference in observation. “Let’s agree to disagree, eh?”

      “Whatever floats your boat, laddie.” Doughas rolled with it right as they approached the two guards.

      I’m not that young! Vor shut his mouth to prevent cursing out loud. As they approached the dwarves, Vor took the initiative to step up first. “Hello. I’m Esselliar VorKluvaith of the Inquisitor’s Bureau. We’re here on official business. I do apologize that we’re quite late. We were supposed to meet a manager or someone here about two and a half hours ago.”

      Neither dwarf glanced at him. It was as if they weren’t there.

      “I don’t think they see us,” Vor told Doughas. He feigned a whisper but kept his voice loud enough for the dwarves to hear. They still didn’t budge or look their way.

      Doughas flashed a sour look of disproval. “Oh, they see us. They’re not blind nor dumb. They just don’t think we’re worth the time. Let me handle this one, laddie.”

      Should I stop him? Maybe I should stop him. He’s a dwarf, though. He’d know how to handle this kind of—never mind, there he goes. Vor hung his head in surrender as Doughas stepped closer until his face was barely an inch from a guard’s.

      “You’re going to tell your boss the Inquisitors are here,” Doughas commanded in a low, grim tone. “You’re going to do it now.”

      Wow, he’s got a mouth when he wants to. Vor stood in silence and marveled at the way Doughas threatened the guy. The dwarf didn’t directly insult the guard or pull out his ARC. It was his tone that sent shivers down Vor’s spine.

      There was a moment of silence. Vor started to feel impatient. Maybe it was time to brute-force their way inside. Right as he felt the need to reach for his ARC, the guard Doughas had threatened stepped back and opened the shop door. The other guard walked inside and shut it.

      “I don’t understand,” Vor admitted as he tapped Doughas on the shoulder. “I thought we were supposed to be the ones going inside.”

      Doughas raised a finger. “Don’t worry. Give it a second.”

      He seems to have a good hold on this. Vor decided to trust his partner. Trust was a recurring theme with him.

      Half a minute later, the door opened. The guard returned, but he wasn’t alone. A female dwarf dressed entirely in white accompanied him. Her long crimson hair lay neatly braided behind her. Vor didn’t know who she was, but she looked like an elite member of the dwarven society.

      He noticed the white half-cape drawn over one shoulder, the exquisite high-heeled heavy boots, and the gold and silver accessories that adorned her neck, fingers, and clothes. She was rich and loved to flaunt it. Vor figured she had every right to do so. If she represented Clan Nebluv, and if they were as powerful as Doughas indicated, who would dare oppose her?

      Well, someone did. We wouldn’t be here otherwise. Vor wondered what sort of dwarven punishment a powerful clan would deliver to whoever was responsible for these raids. The implications sent a chill down his spine. He’d seen how violent and brutal dwarves could get.

      Most races, especially humans, feared ogres for their size. Dwarves, however, had a sort of intelligent cruelty that Vor honestly found far more disconcerting. An ogre could squash you like a bug, but a dwarf would find just the right spot to make it truly hurt. Even Doughas had a touch of it.

      “Who’s she?” Vor leaned in to whisper.

      Doughas took a step back. Vor could tell the dwarf was intimidated. That made the situation scarier. If Doughas is nervous, that explains a lot. These guards were agitated for a reason. She must be some big shot.

      “Greetings,” the dwarfess voiced as she stepped out of the ruined shop. “My name is Nadoraine Nebluv of Clan Nebluv, First Daughter and First Hand of the White Flame, First to the True Mark, and Speaker to the High Council.”

      Wow, they do like their long names and titles. Vor waited for Doughas to speak first. He figured it was only appropriate.

      Doughas took the hint. “Good day. I’m Doughas Ruiridh of Clan Banlaech, Holt Warden and First Blade of the Kaith nar Tirecuath East Wardens Division, agent of the Inquisitor’s Bureau.” He gestured at Vor. “This is my partner, Esselliar VorKluvaith, Justicar of the Elven Quarter and agent of the Inquisitor’s Bureau. I apologize for arriving late. We had a run-in with some goblin troublemakers on the freeway tunnels leading down here.”

      “So I heard,” Nadoraine asserted. “The encounter in the tunnels is all over the news. Now that I see the injuries you both sustained, I cannot blame you for your tardiness. The fault lies in the goblin quarter and the inefficiency of the Keepers. If goblins could keep a half-decent police force, you wouldn’t have had to step in and help.”

      Well, that’s one way to put it, but it’s a poor generalization. Vor didn’t like the offhand racist comment but knew better than to refute a renowned dwarf like her. Doing so would draw too much trouble.

      “We’re not the only ones with goblin trouble,” Doughas reminded her as he peered over Nadoraine and into the chaos inside her shop. “Do you mind telling us what happened?”

      Nadoraine nodded. “Step inside. I’ll give you more than a tale.”

      “Thank you,” Vor told her. “I hope it wouldn’t bother you if we took our time interviewing your employees, patrons, and bystanders, would it?”

      The dwarfess shook her head. “I don’t like cops. I definitely don’t like cops who sit all day trying to look pretty and prattling poetry. However, this is a special case. Some idiots attacked our mercantile center. I’ll chew up my pride if it helps me get rid of these wild dogs.”

      If the rumors are true, you’re a wild dog too. A syndicate can seem high-and-mighty, Lady Nebluv, but you’re still criminals when you boil it down. Vor dismissed her comment about elves. He had grown used to it. It was her acting like she was above the law that bothered him.

      She wasn’t someone he’d trust. He burned the image of her visage and the tone of her voice deep into his heart and mind.

      For now, it was time to do some detective work.

      “I’ll take that as a compliment,” Doughas told Nadoraine. “Shall we?”

      “We shall,” she answered and led them inside. The two guards remained at their post by the door.

      Wow. That was the only word Vor could come up with when they entered. They’d trashed the shopping area. All the shelves were wrecked, and most of the merchandise was either looted or destroyed. Formerly bolted-down benches and rails had been tossed all over the place. Portions of the walls, ceiling, and floor lay smashed to bits. They’d shattered most of the lights and windows, and the emergency exit had dents.

      Given the size of the holes and cracks, this was the work of trolled-out goblins.

      “Here’s a manifest of all the things stolen.” Nadoraine headed to a shattered desk and extracted a sealed envelope. She handed this to Doughas, but the dwarf barely checked it before holding it out to Vor.

      “Too lazy to read?” Vor couldn’t help the offhand comment.

      Doughas faked a laugh. It was the first time Vor had seen him sarcastic instead of his usual dry self. “It’s a logical choice. You review the manifest, and I’ll look over the damage.”

      “Ah, splitting the workload.” Vor knew that was the intention. He found it amusing to poke fun at the dwarf. “Right, right, that’s definitely it.”

      “Shut it, laddie.” Doughas had his fun. It was back to work.

      Vor sighed when he realized how quickly Doughas could lose enthusiasm. It was like working with a machine.

      Nadoraine seemed in a worse state of mind than Doughas. She didn’t find their banter amusing and rubbed her forehead in frustration. “Are you going to get any work done, or should I have called the Keepers instead?”

      Doughas straightened. “Don’t mind the elf. He’s a moron.”

      Vor chuckled to himself.

      Doughas took Nadoraine away to study the destruction. While they kept busy, Vor opened the envelope and checked the manifest. He wasn’t surprised to find a long list. A lot was missing, and there didn’t seem to be any rhyme or reason for the thefts.

      “Let’s see here,” he mumbled to himself. Vor paced back and forth as he went down the list of stolen merchandise. “Hydranos-5, makeup concealer, oatmeal cookies, polystyrene resin, djinn-infused charcoal, four crates of bonsai mandrakes, oxytandros…”

      His voice trailed as he went through page after page. Several items caught his attention, but he didn’t want to make any assumptions without evidence. As Doughas pointed out, they had to stick with deductive reasoning. Coming up with a conclusion before discovering the evidence could lead them on a merry chase with no end. It was only logical to find the evidence first, then come up with theories after.

      Despite that, I can’t shake off this feeling that they stole extra things so we wouldn’t notice the important ones.

      There was one way to find out.

      Vor approached Nadoraine, who’d taken a break from Doughas’ questions to lean against the wall. She was about to make a call on a portable crystal shard, but he got to her in time.

      “I need to see any video recordings,” he informed her. “I’m sure you’ve got witness glasses installed for security purposes. I need to see those CCTV files.”

      She shook her head, her expression highlighting both disappointment and shame. “We’ve got footage, but it isn’t much. The raiders made sure to disable our crystals as soon as the chaos began.”

      “That’s enough for me,” Vor insisted. “I only need to verify a theory before I present it to my partner.”

      “Very well.” Nadoraine pointed at a section on the far right. There was a door leading to what Vor figured must’ve been the administration office. “Come with me. I’ll let you watch the footage. You can’t walk out of here with copies, though.”

      Vor shrugged. “That works for me.”

      He called to Doughas, gestured at the office, and mouthed that he’d be back. Doughas nodded and went back to studying the damage. Vor followed Nadoraine through the door.
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      Doughas

      Doughas gestured at the chaos around them as Nadoraine approached.

      “Your partner’s going through security footage. Did you find anything?” she asked him.

      “Yeah, and you’re not going to like it. This is a sign of a coordinated attack. See those benches and railings? They were bolted down. Those goblins trolled out, yanked the heavy pieces out of place, and built a barricade with them.”

      “A barricade? What for?”

      Doughas indicated the exits. “They were funneling folks in a specific direction. Trying to blockade the entrances and exits using civilians rushing out in panic. This would prevent any goblin Keepers or nearby guards from rushing in. That explains the slow response from the authorities.”

      “We had a few looters too, I presume,” Nadoraine added. “There are always opportunistic folks in times like these.”

      The dwarf nodded in agreement. “That works in their favor. Looters would mess up the list of stolen goods. We’d have a hard time telling what the raiders took and what random looters stole. That muddies the waters.”

      The security door slammed open, and Vor came toward them. He held a bunch of papers. “The footage cuts early. I couldn’t see much.”

      Doughas shrugged. “It doesn’t matter. These guys are good. Very good, I might add. However, it doesn’t look like they started this way. The coordinated attack, the sophistication of planning, and the motive indicate they worked their way to this level. They probably started as amateurs and got better with each raid. I want to know more about previous raids to verify this theory.”

      “What are you basing this theory on?” Nadoraine asked.

      “The fact that trained professionals wouldn’t randomly hit a mercantile shop like this,” Doughas countered. “No offense, Madame Nadoraine of Clan Nebluv, but as big as it is, your shop is still a commercial spot. I don’t see any higher motive than profit.”

      Vor shook his head and abruptly butted in. “I have to disagree. This is a professional attack. They were here for more than money. I can guarantee it.”

      Will you shut the hell up, elf? A sudden surge of irritation swamped Doughas. His face flushed with the embarrassment of his partner disagreeing with him in front of a victim—a high-class elite of dwarven society, no less. “What in the world are you talking about?”

      Vor must’ve sensed the tension in Doughas voice. “Sorry if I overstepped my boundaries there. I would’ve made the same assumption if not for this manifest. They destroyed the security shards to hide their identities, but the manifest tells the real meat of the story. By my assumption, I think this is a true terrorist attack backed by a firm ideological belief.”

      That’s a lot of fancy words that all rely on concrete evidence. Doughas didn’t like how Vor disagreed with him in front of Nadoraine, but he wasn’t going to do the same simply to prove a point. Instead, he asked, “What do you mean? I don’t see an idealistic motive here.”

      “Ma’am, if you’ll excuse us real quick,” Vor told Nadoraine as he pulled Doughas to the side. Once they were alone, he handed the manifest to the dwarf. “Look here. There’s a lot of noise in this list, but it’s easy to eliminate the things looters could’ve taken. Ignore all the food and fancy gadgets. Look at what’s left.”

      Doughas studied the list, using his finger to scout the different items.

      “Here,” Vor started. “Djinn-infused smokeless charcoal, Hydranos-5, polystyrene resin, oxytandros, dragon’s breath, ectoplasm residue…”

      The elf didn’t have to finish his sentence. Doughas’ face went pale as soon as Vor pointed out the key items.

      Nadoraine didn’t want to wait any longer. She approached as Doughas asked, “How much did they get?”

      “Between all the stores? A lot.” Vor pointed at the inventory cache.

      “I still don’t see why you’re acting like this is a serious issue.” Nadoraine showed clear signs of confusion and frustration. Her patience was running thin. “Should I be concerned?”

      “Yes,” both Vor and Doughas answered.

      Doughas shoved the papers at Vor and slammed a fist against the wall. “Damn it! Why didn’t they take some of these off the market? What the hell is wrong with the Quadras?”

      Vor didn’t point but looked at the goblins working outside the shop. “Goblins. The Drips who live down here don’t want to look like Crusties. That’s why they keep that hydrating agent available.”

      “Vanity, vanity, vanity,” Doughas muttered in disgust. “What the hell is vanity going to do when commercially available items can cause so much destruction?”

      “Vanity fights off insanity,” Vor tried to reason. “I mean, it does for us elves, I guess.”

      “Cute,” Doughas spat out.

      Nadoraine clearly did not get the message. “Inquisitors! Somebody explain what in the tunnels is going on!”

      Doughas sighed and fixed her with a concerned expression. “We have strong indications that the raiders have procured the necessary components for a saturating galvanic explosive.”

      In that instant, Nadoraine’s face went pale. It was worse than when Vor shared the news with Doughas. “A…lightning bomb?”

      Vor nodded. “A big one, I presume, based on the number of items they took.”

      “T-that’s…” Nadoraine started to panic. She straightened and started patting her clothes in an attempt to compose herself. “Well, Clan Nebluv never intended…that is to say, how our products are used, or-or rather abused…it’s not our responsibility to—”

      Doughas raised a hand in her face, “Save it for the press. Your public image isn’t our concern.”

      “Our concern is the safety of the population,” Vor clarified. “We need to find these raiders and stop them from using that bomb.”

      “That means giving us access to all the files and individuals, patrons and staff alike, who were here during the attack. We need them now,” Doughas concluded.

      “Now?” Nadoraine didn’t like that idea one bit. “Do you understand what that would cost? These are vested clan employees, not some goblin Temps. They have contracts that grant them significant overtime if called in outside their—”

      Doughas interrupted her again. “How do you think we should present this to the press when it all eventually leaks? Do we call it an incident of cutting into the profits of one of the richest clans in the Quadras or the deaths of dozens, possibly hundreds of citizens due to the clan’s refusal to work with the authorities?”

      Both Doughas and Vor leveled Nadoraine with looks of disgust and stern resolve. She tried to hold her conviction but eventually caved in and nodded.

      “Good,” Vor expressed. “Let’s get started.”
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      By late afternoon, Doughas was beat. He and Vor had interviewed over two dozen potential witnesses, each of them with a whole set of alibis and conflicting tales. Not everyone recalled events the same way. This didn’t mean they lied. Their minds had simply focused on surviving, looting, or organizing the chaos in their heads while the raid occurred.

      They were driving out of the Southern Stair when the inquisitor-general called. Doughas had to veer off to the side and park to answer the call. Vor cocked his head in surprise.

      “What?” Doughas asked.

      “I assumed you wouldn’t have the latest shard model,” Vor joked. “You don’t seem like the type to keep up with these gadgets and whatnot.”

      Doughas sneered and answered the call. “This is Inquisitor Doughas Ruiridh.”

      “This is the inquisitor-general,” the elf on the other end of the line boomed. The voice was loud enough to make Vor straighten up in his seat. “Have you two ever heard of tact? Five minutes into a meeting, you’re sending a clan rep into palpitations with the threat of a lightning bomb attack.”

      Vor mouthed his defense in silence. Doughas tried to spit it out. “But sir, it’s a serious—”

      “I know it’s serious,” the general cut in. “I know where my head is, you nimwit. Oh, and Doughas, don’t you dare spout experience. None of that matters now because you are still stuck with an elven pubescent.”

      Vor snorted in frustration. “Sir? I’m not a kid. I’m eighty-eight and—”

      “Whatever, VorKluvaith,” the general interrupted. “Screw it. Since you guys got into such a mess, please tell me you have something useful. What did you get, and what do you need?”

      “Give me the shard,” Vor demanded. Doughas handed it over. “General? It’s VorKluvaith. We took our time to go over the manifest and interrogate employees and civilians. At least, we interrogated the ones we could call. The others didn’t want to say a word or weren’t available.”

      “What did they tell you?”

      Vor pressed a finger to his lips in thought as he tried to recollect the information. He motioned for Doughas to start driving again, and the dwarf complied. As they rolled forward, Vor explained, “The raiders were highly organized, sir. They act like professionals, though Doughas and I have competing theories regarding whether they are professionals or if they were amateurs who got better over several raids. That’s still on the table.

      “From the interrogations, we figure the raiders are sanitation or maintenance workers. They all wore the boots that sanitation workers wear. They also didn’t intentionally harm anyone. It looks like the stolen items were the priority.”

      Doughas added, “Sir, it also seems there could be an insider. The raiders had a clear knowledge of the layout. They knew where to take the items, which benches and railings to use as blockades, and what time to attack. We would like to communicate with the Keepers to try and match this modus operandi with any known group they’re monitoring. However, getting clearance for that could take ages.”

      “We’re going to check the evening neighborhoods,” Vor explained. “There’s a nightlife district not too far from here. We figure a lot of the raiders or witnesses might hit up the local bars. Folks talk when they’re drunk.”

      That’s probably a lost cause, Doughas thought. I already told Haula and the kids I wouldn’t make it for supper, so I might as well roll with it. What’s another few hours of work anyway?

      “Keep at it,” the general instructed. He couldn’t end the call on a positive note. Not the general. “By the way, if I were a less understanding elf, I’d be chewing you out right now for taking a detour to fight off goblins and cause a scene at the Keepers precinct. If I were any less kind, I would be prattling on about how there were bodies. Dead. Goblins. Imagine the PR the Inquisitor’s Bureau has to handle concerning that. If I were any less amicable, I’d be rambling about how there was video footage in the tunnels and how you could, at any moment, become the target of an angry goblin mob. You know, if I weren’t as generous and kind as I am.”

      Both Doughas and Vor apologized.

      “Optics, boys,” the general emphasized. “That’s the gritty reality of the job. Learn to let things go, or you’ll be at the receiving end of a ticket to the afterlife.”

      “Understood, sir,” they said.

      “I hope so. Don’t worry. I’m not letting you go home free. There’s a mountain of paperwork for you to climb once you’ve got a better hold on that lightning bomb,” the general concluded.

      “Aye, aye, sir,” they chorused. The general ended the call, and Doughas slid his shard back into his inner coat pocket.

      For a moment, dwarf and elf sat in silence. They passed the tunnel section where the shootout occurred earlier that morning. It wasn’t until they turned toward their destination district that Vor spoke.

      “You mentioned how serious this case is,” the elf began. “You’ve dealt with lightning bombs before?”

      That shook Doughas. He tugged his collar aside and revealed a scar that ran from his neck down. “We deal with lightning bombs all the time, especially in the tunnels. That’s where these weapons show their true wrath. This ugly thing on my neck? I got it on a job. We were raiding a Fellow gambling den, and someone triggered a trap. I nearly didn’t make it out alive. To be honest, I wish it killed me.”

      “That’s a grim outlook,” Vor commented.

      Doughas attempted to elaborate. “I’ll paint it this way. Murder and death are commonplace for dwarf Wardens. I don’t blame a perp when they aim an ARC at me and fire. They’re doing their job, and I’m doing mine. We all die at some point, anyway. But the agony of suffering from a lightning bomb? I wouldn’t wish that on my worst enemy.

      “Most victims don’t die from the burns. They die from the shock of the pain. You feel every moment as the bomb goes off and the lightning shock reverberates through you. Back when I underwent military and medical training, I always heard about the shock and the damage. I never understood how severe the horror was until I suffered it myself.”

      Vor hung his head. “I’m sorry to hear that,” he whispered back. The one consolation was the fact that he’d learned Doughas had some medical training. At least he could rely on the dwarf in a major emergency.

      “No, we can’t leave it at that.” Doughas wasn’t going to let his sob story stand alone that evening. “Have you ever dealt with a lightning bomb? You were a Justicar before an Inquisitor, after all.”

      “I…I have.” Vor seemed reluctant.

      Doughas guessed it must’ve been a personal tale. Perhaps it was something painful, but it was a chance to dig further into his partner’s past. Any information was useful information. He had to know more about Esselliar to pursue his secret investigation.

      “How did it go? I figure badly, seeing as you’re not your useful chatty self about it,” Doughas pried.

      Vor smirked. Doughas hit something there.

      “It was during the annual Specter Festival. It’s the time of the year when elves visit the necropoli to talk with the spirits of the deceased,” Vor began.

      “Yeah, you do this thing that ties spirits to the material plane.” Doughas had heard of it but never gotten to visit an elven necropoli.

      Vor confirmed with a nod. “There was a terrorist attack. Lightning bombs went off in the elven necropoli, attacking both the living and the dead. I swear, it was like seeing waves upon waves of lightning exploding out of nowhere and striking everything and everyone in the vicinity. I was luckily at a distance when it happened, but even from my post, I could feel the ground shake and…and the screams. Have you ever heard the dead scream?

      “They were anti-Foreswearing goblins. They’d protested before, but this was the first time it became a violent assault. I was only a junior Justicar at the time, so I wasn’t in the thick of it. Though I was there during the aftermath, helping the wounded. It wasn’t only the living, either. A lot of the dead suffered too. The smell of melted ectoplasm was everywhere. That’s what is left when a spirit gets blown to obliteration. We call that second demise the Final Death. That’s when you’re nothing more than a memory. Even your ghost ceases to exist.”

      “It sucks to be surrounded by so much death,” Doughas lamented as he drove.

      Vor heaved a breath. “It’s not just that. There was this girl. She was eight or nine years old.”

      “Did she live?”

      Vor nodded. “Her parents died in the blast, taking the brunt of the hit to save her. Even then, she suffered from severe burns. The lightning bomb affected her for days. Physically, at least. Mentally and emotionally, she was broken beyond repair. She was never the same.”

      The elf didn’t utter another word. Doughas didn’t want to make it worse. He kept his mouth shut as he took the last turn to the Red-Light district. The area prohibited vehicles, so he had to find a parking lot close to the usual bars and clubs that those in the Southern Stair and Pitz frequented.

      Before stepping out of the car, Doughas placed a hand on Vor’s shoulder. “We’re not going to let that incident repeat itself. Let’s go out there and do some good police work, eh?”

      “Yeah,” Vor proclaimed. Though soft, Doughas felt the conviction in his voice.

      Together, they exited the vehicle and walked down the street. There were dozens, if not hundreds, of neon lights and signboards. Bars, clubs, and casinos packed the passage. Above them, the cave ceiling was devoid of a single timekeeping gemstone.

      This section of the Southern Stair was the only place where keeping time wasn’t a necessity. It benefited the businesses here. No one would feel motivated to go home if they didn’t know what time it was. Down here, it was always time to party, drink, and gamble.

      Sin city, one that never sleeps.

      Vor halted and questioned a couple of goblin females regarding the raids. Neither of the women he approached had anything to say. Determined to get answers, he approached every random drunk, patron, and prostitute.

      Well, he’s got spirit, that’s for sure. Doughas sighed and figured he might as well do the same. Someone might eventually talk. Or they might run into one of the raiders themselves and get into a fight. Those folks would surely talk once he showed some assertion.

      That plan went down the drain when a goblin threw a bottle at Vor, which the elf nimbly dodged.

      “Hey, you!” the goblin shouted. “Aren’t you the violent son of a Crust who killed goblins in the tunnels? Yeah, you were all over the news!”

      “They’re sporters!” another goblin shouted, referring to those who viewed goblins as inferiors and only came to the goblin quarters to hunt them down as a sick sport. Doughas had arrested sporters before. He never imagined anyone would accuse him of being one.

      “This isn’t good.” Doughas pulled Vor closer to him. “This is not good.”

      As soon as they were labeled sporters, other goblins started to notice. Several of them began to approach, their faces contorted in anger. There was a looming threat of multiple goblins trolling out.

      “Great,” Doughas muttered. “An angry mob, like the inquisitor-general warned us about. We need to learn to mind our own business.”

      “You can say that again,” Vor rejoined.

      He was about to reach for his ARC under his coat, but Doughas stopped him. “Don’t. If you do that, this will turn into a bloody mess, and we’ll lose any chance of settling this peacefully. We might lose our jobs for inciting a riot.”

      Vor pointed at a goblin preparing to troll. “Yeah? Not what I'm scared of losing right now. You see that one?”

      “Oh,” was all Doughas could utter before there was a loud crack from behind.
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      Esselliar

      What in the hell do we do now? Vor looked around when they heard an ARC firing from the crowd.

      He drew a deep breath in an attempt to calm down. If they panicked now, things could get ugly. They were dead in the middle of the nightlife district, miles below the surface, smack-dab in the goblin quarter. They were “outsiders” to the goblin folks, and they weren’t Keepers either. Very few recognized the authority of the Inquisitors. The mob could kill them, and no one would mourn a second longer than needed.

      “We need to move,” he told his partner.

      Doughas was already looking for an exit through the crowd. “Yeah, well, if you have any bright ideas, now’s the time for ‘em. Either we shoot our way out, or you use that mouth of yours to talk us out of here.”

      “Talk us out?”

      “You’re the one who pays attention to the brickmaker, remember?”

      Damn. I did say that, didn’t I? Vor decided he might as well live up to the precedent he’d set. He took a moment to study the mob. At least two dozen goblins surrounded them, each one stepping closer with caution. It was only a matter of time before they got close enough to shoot or stab him or Doughas.

      They’re not rushing in, though, Vor realized. “They’re not sold yet.”

      “Sold on what?” Doughas asked as he took another step back. A little more, and they’d be pressed against a building, cornered by the mob.

      “Sold that we’re sporters,” Vor clarified. He turned to the crowd and shouted, “We’re not sporters! We’re agents of the Inquisitor’s Bureau.”

      “Then you’re sporters!” one of the goblins hollered back. “Inquisitors are just sporters in a uniform. You don’t give two shrooms about us goblins. We saw you kill our kin live on the news!”

      Vor shook his head. The mob was getting closer. “They were already attacking in the tunnels. Keepers were there. We were trying to help!”

      “Sporters!” several goblins barked in retaliation.

      Well, there goes my attempts at a peaceful negotiation. He turned to Doughas. “You still got your ARC ready? I think it’s time these folks get familiar with Hope and Glory.”

      “Hope and Glory?”

      Vor pointed at the near-antique ARC holstered under his coat.

      Doughas laughed. Vor couldn’t tell if it was amusement or the dwarf’s way of easing the tension.

      “What?” Vor had to ask. “Don’t tell me you didn’t name your goblin long heater. That thing is beautiful, and it’s got a bite.”

      Doughas shook his head. “I’m not sentimental, laddie…and seriously? Hope and Glory? Please tell me there’s a long-winded backstory to that name. I need to hear it before this mob tears us to pieces.”

      Vor lifted a shoulder. “Sorry, bud. It sounded cool. Plus, you got to admit that given the circumstances, it kind of makes sense.”

      Doughas signaled agreement, took a step back, and hit a wall. This was it—the end of the line. “Well, I pray to the ancestors that your Hope and Glory delivers. Ready?”

      “Ready.”

      They both prepared to fire when a voice called from the crowd.

      “Clear the way, get out of here!”

      Behind the mob was a group of goblins. These didn’t look like ordinary Drips. They wore heavy gear and leather, typical of the uniforms for those who worked in the maintenance department of the undercity. One look at them, and Vor and Doughas exchanged glances.

      “Those uniforms!” they both rasped under their breath.

      They have to have some connection to Nebluv shop raiders. Vor was sure of it.

      “Out of the way, or we’ll troll a path,” one of the uniformed goblins threatened. That got them to listen. Almost instantly, the mob stepped aside.

      “Why are you helping a bunch of sporters?” one of the civilians asked.

      The leader of the newcomers, a uniformed goblin with a scar down his cheek, pointed at the crowd. “Everyone already looks down on us like we’re second-class citizens. Don’t give them more reasons to think so. Now get a move on, or we’ll move you.”

      Some of the goblins dispersed immediately. Others took more convincing. It took a few more minutes of growled threats before the crew got everyone out of the way.

      Vor stepped forward and reached out to shake their rescuer’s hand. “Thank you. I’m Esselliar VorKluvaith, an agent of the Bureau. This is my partner, Doughas Long-Clan-Name-and-Titles.”

      Doughas responded with a sarcastic look and a melodramatic laugh. “Doughas Ruiridh of Clan Banlaech, Holt Warden and First Blade of the Kaith nar Tirecuath East Wardens Division, agent of the Inquisitor’s Bureau.”

      “You need to figure out how to shorten that,” Vor suggested.

      “Duly noted,” Doughas answered when he realized he was out of breath.

      The lead goblin shook their hands. “The name’s Krupper. These are my lads, Kephalos, Nyx, and Brontes.”

      Each goblin nodded.

      “Let’s not dilly-dally,” Doughas stated. “I figure you’re not here only to save our skins.”

      “We’re not,” Krupper confirmed. “But talking in the open is a bad idea. If you’d like, we’re about to head over to Kroth’s Korner. That’s the one corner in all the Quadras to visit if you’re looking for a safe space.”

      Vor nodded. He let the goblins walk ahead, then turned to his partner and verbalized, “That’s a good idea.”

      Doughas agreed. “The Korner’s more than a safe spot. It’s a refuge for all.”

      That got Vor to look closely at Doughas. Kroth’s Korner is one of the few places where all walks of life can sit and drink. Whether you’re a crime lord, Keeper, Inquisitor, prostitute, politician, or an ordinary worker, it’s where you can go and not get stabbed. The fact that Doughas knows about it raises my suspicion. Had he discussed business there before? Did he sell someone out there?

      Vor came to the quick realization that Doughas was studying him just as he was observing the dwarf.

      “Funny how you know about Kroth’s,” the dwarf muttered in a tone of suspicion. “Guess I can’t call you dirty for knowing about a place, though. Heck, I know about it.”

      Is he spelling it out or trying to use sarcasm in his favor? Vor couldn’t tell the difference. “You’re being paranoid.”

      “You’re paranoid, laddie,” Doughas shot back.

      The duo paused, looked at each other, and laughed.

      “Okay, let’s stop being stupid,” Vor concluded. The goblins were already a few paces ahead of them. “We’ll stick with the job and rant at each other later.”

      “Sounds like a plan, Mr. Hope and Glory,” Doughas chided.

      Vor rolled his eyes as they picked up the pace. “Oh, now you have a sense of humor.”

      “It’s funny,” Doughas said. “Who in their right mind names their ARC like that? I was expecting something sexy, maybe a girl’s name, but Hope and Glory? Which one’s Hope and which one’s Glory?”

      Vor dropped his head and admitted defeat. “The ARC’s Hope. The bolts are Glory.”

      Doughas erupted in laughter. In the one day they’d had together, this was the first time Vor had seen his partner like this. It was both a relief and an insult.

      Vor picked up his enthusiasm. “Laugh all you want. You’ll be the one thanking me for all the hope and glory you get when this thing saves your ass.”

      “Oh, I already did,” Doughas reminded him. “Thank you for all the help back in the tunnel. Also, for the quick thinking on the manifest. You were the one who figured out they were building a bomb.”

      “Is that genuine care and appreciation I hear?”

      Doughas smacked the elf in the shoulder. “Don’t get used to it. Ah, look, the Belly.”

      Vor smiled when he realized they’d reached the center of the goblin undercity. It was the closest this quarter had to the nightlife of the elven undercity. Neon signs filled the streets, and folks bustled in and out of various lively establishments. The walls literally came to life thanks to moving enchanted murals. These were the work of true goblin artisans, masters of their crafts. A symphony of different musicians hung in the air, some from the bars and others from performers on the streets.

      The best part of the undercity was the aroma. With each step, Vor soaked in the tantalizing smells of diverse street foods. The scents of exquisite dishes one could only find in this section of the Quadras wafted from the restaurants and bars. Here at the border between the goblin and ogre quarters, there was a unique mix of cultures that one couldn’t find anywhere else.

      For a moment, it helped Vor forget that this was also the center of undercity crime. It made him sad to witness so much culture, art, and cuisine juxtaposed with hints of the poverty and shady businesses that also ran rampant down here.

      “You’ll never find a place as unique as the Belly. I’ve been here a thousand times but still find it as gorgeous and marvelous as the first time,” Doughas exclaimed.

      “That’s oddly poetic,” Vor commented. “Maybe there’s a bit of elven beauty in you yet.”

      “Shut it, laddie.”

      “Ah, there’s Doughas Ruiridh,” Vor replied in teasing glee. He raised a hand to swat one of the buzzing pixies trying to steal whatever they could get their tiny hands on. “All these annoying little wee folks. I wonder if the government will do anything about them once integration becomes the standard.”

      One of the goblins ahead, Nyx, stopped to address that issue. He had to swat away a few pixies too. “You kiddin’ me? We’ve been complainin’ ‘bout these pixies forever. Verminators don’t do a damn thing.”

      Doughas pointed at a stout building a block away. From the outside, it didn’t look like much with its slim, vertical windows and thick granite blocks. There was nothing fancy about its architecture. However, it stood out amid the cacophony of goblin structures around it.

      “Kroth’s Korner,” Vor muttered to himself.

      As they approached, they noticed a large brass plaque bolted near the large oak double doors. The sign labeled the building as a historical heritage landmark. That must play a part in allowing criminals and law enforcement alike to drink freely inside.

      Vor’s gaze went to the thick wiring melded into the bottom portion of the plaque, which read “and Throm’s big bloody fists.”

      “Throm?” he asked in a whisper.

      Doughas glanced at him. “Did you say something?”

      Vor shook his head.

      Krupper opened the doors and gestured for the group to enter. Inside, the smell of roasted food and dark ale greeted them. There was music as well. A little jazzy with a slow, relaxing beat. Low-hanging yellow lights provided the only illumination. This was a good place to keep a low profile.

      The ceilings were high enough for ogres to maneuver without hitting their heads. Fortunately, the lights and switches stood low enough for dwarves and goblins to access. Vor got the sense that Kroth’s Korner had been designed and redesigned over the years to cater to every patron. He wondered how much would change once humans started coming in.

      They’d barely taken a step inside when a dwarf wearing a half-mask distinct to members of the criminal organization called the Fellows ran toward the doors.

      “Get out of the way!” the Fellow screamed as he pushed through the crowds.

      “Move aside, laddie. There’s another one to follow.” Doughas pulled Vor out of the way.

      The save came just in time. Within the bar, a hulking ogre held another dwarven Fellow by the head. The ogre tossed the dwarf toward the one sprinting for the exit in a single swift motion. He hit the running dwarf in the back, and the two Fellows tumbled through the front doors. Guards posted there immediately shut the entrance once the Fellows were clear.

      “Banned,” the ogre growled. Then he turned to Krupper’s group, sniffed, and regarded Vor and Doughas. To Vor’s surprise, the ogre was blind. Both eyes were heavily scarred. Burn marks surrounded his eye sockets, and thick, almost magical fluids swirled in what used to be the ogre’s optics. His tusks were also quite a shock. They were sharp and long enough to skewer him.

      “Behave,” the ogre told the Inquisitors. Without another word, he turned and disappeared into the crowd. Vor assumed he’d gone to patrol other parts of the restaurant bar in search of lowlifes breaking the rules.

      “They’ve really got it going on if they can hire a blind ogre for a bouncer,” Doughas quipped.

      Kephalos snickered. “That’s not a bouncer. That’s Throm, son of Kroth, the proprietor of this establishment.”

      I’ve heard the tales, but I never saw him in action. Being much taller than Doughas, Vor glimpsed Throm as he walked behind the bar and into a private office. That was the last he saw of the ogre for the night. Clearly, Doughas hasn’t encountered Throm before, either.

      “Let’s grab a seat?” Vor suggested. The goblins agreed and led the Inquisitors into one of the lounges by the dance floor. It was too loud for Vor’s comfort, but he realized why the group chose this spot. Most individuals in this corner spent all their time drinking or ogling the dancing women. It was the perfect cover to discuss sensitive topics.

      A slender she-elf approached the table. She had little in the way of clothing, and her exposed skin told a story in itself. She had multiple tattoos, though Vor couldn’t determine what they were supposed to be. Through some enchantment, the tattoos moved and slithered across her body.

      “Hello there, Madame Quixiolian,” Vor greeted her.

      She recognized him right away. “Why, if it isn’t my favorite elf. Together with my not-so-favorite dwarf. How are you doing, Douggie?”

      That got Vor to raise an eyebrow. “Douggie?”

      Doughas waved it away and nudged Krupper, who seemed tense for being in a bar known for secrecy and safety. “What will you guys have?”

      “C-can we have a round of Faerie Fire?” Brontes asked the elfess.

      She shook her head. “Sadly, that drink’s only available on the weekend, fellas.”

      “We’ll have a bucket of Wraith’s,” Vor proposed. The rebuttal had embarrassed the goblins. They clearly hadn’t been here enough to recognize the usual drinks.

      Krupper raised a hand. “I’m not sure I can afford that.”

      “We got you guys,” Vor reassured him. He leaned closer to Doughas and whispered, “Actually, I left my ring at my apartment. You wouldn’t mind covering tonight, would you? I’m pretty sure the Bureau will reimburse you for it. This is still part of the job. It should fall under the discretionary account.”

      Doughas grumbled but nodded with reluctance.

      Whew, I dodged that one. There was no other option. The truth was, Vor had no cash at home. He was so close to getting black-ringed that he couldn’t afford something like this anymore. At least Doughas doesn’t know that. Maybe it wouldn’t hurt to tell him because then he’d willingly help with—

      “Is that Lord Hyacinth fin Lorial?” Vor interrupted his own thoughts at the sight of an elf in an exquisite gold-and-white robe seated across from their table. A retinue of elven guards and women surrounded him.

      “He looks fancy,” Doughas noted. “Not that I care. Is he important?”

      Vor explained, “That’s the head of the Harbinger Clade. Imagine seeing him here in the Belly—at the Korner, no less.”

      Doughas wagged a finger. “Ah, a lore-keeper. I’ve heard of ‘em. Never figured I’d see one. Enough of that, though. You can ask for an autograph later.”

      “To business?” Vor suggested.

      “To business,” Doughas confirmed as he turned his attention to the goblins. “While waiting for the drinks, do you guys care to talk? You saved us for a reason.”

      Krupper began. “You guys took down those thugs in the tunnels. Everyone saw that on the news. I got to admit—I was glued to my shard-tube when it flashed. I was against my wife spending so much money on the damn thing. All she watches are these elven tube-dramas, no offense, but I got a real kick when I saw what you guys did.”

      “We happened to be in the neighborhood,” Doughas insisted. “Which brings me to an important question. We came down here to inspect the Nebluv Mall, the one by the Southern Stair. It was recently raided. You guys know anything about that?”

      They’re uneasy, Vor noted to himself. They know something.

      The goblins shook their heads and denied any knowledge. Vor’s heart sank in defeat. He could pry information out of them, but that would be leading a suspect. He had to convince them to spill the beans themselves.

      Yet Krupper’s next statement did perk up Vor’s interest.

      “We don’t know much about the raids. But we do know something about a murder.”
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      Doughas

      Doughas leaned in. He was about to ask for more details when the elfess returned with their drinks. He thanked her and waited for Vor to pass the bottles around. He popped his open, took a gulp, then inched closer to the goblins.

      “What do you mean, a murder? Does this have anything to do with the case?”

      Nyx and Kephalos looked at each other. Doughas couldn’t tell if they doubted the information they had or were keeping secrets. I’ll leave that to Vor to figure out.

      Krupper shrugged. “Here’s what we got. A few days ago, we were on a job. We work for DAMS, y’see, and we were s’posed to be out cleaning the cave leviathans. I mean, without maintenance, we’d all choke down here, y’know?”

      DAMS…the Department of Alchemical Maintenance and Sustenance. Doughas glanced at the boots the goblins wore. Maintenance workers who’d know more about the chemicals in the manifest. Plus, they have the right boots. They fit the description. If these aren’t our perps, they’re likely linked to them somehow.

      He looked at Vor, who was also studying the goblins’ outfits. I see Esselliar has the same idea.

      “It was just another day,” Krupper continued before he took a few gulps of his drink. He and the other goblins squirmed in their seats. “Then there was an incident. A little bit of a rumble, you could say. One of our supervisors, Mr. Harlun Prammelkoff, got attacked by a trolling goblin. It wasn’t intentional. I got to say that upfront. T’was a misunderstanding, is all.”

      Vor’s brows crinkled. “What happened to the supervisor?”

      “He went missing. He hid in one of the maintenance tunnels we use to clean the underside of the leviathans, and he never came back out.”

      Damn it, not what we need. Doughas sighed. “I’m sorry. We can’t help on this one. You’d get further reporting this as a missing citizens’ case at the Keepers precinct.”

      All the goblins started protesting. They talked over one another so fast that Doughas couldn’t keep up. He heard things like “please” and “you got to look at this case,” but nothing seemed convincing.

      “We’d love to help, but this isn’t something Inquisitors would handle,” Vor elaborated. “We’re in charge of inter-race affairs.”

      Krupper’s ears shot up. “Inter-race affairs? You know what, Mr. Prammelkoff’s a dwarf.”

      What? Ah. I’ve gotten so used to goblins taking names and cultural references from other races that I forgot one of our own could be working down here. Doughas raised an eyebrow and asked, “Your supervisor’s a dwarf?”

      “We’re also pretty sure his abductors are goblins,” Nyx chimed in. “We don’t have proof, but when you work where we do, it’s the most obvious conclusion. Mr. Prammelkoff wasn’t especially popular either, not with the strike and all.”

      “What strike?” Vor inquired.

      Krupper finished his drink. “We were going on strike. It was business stuff. Admin sent a Crusty to manage our lot. We weren’t happy about that. Why couldn’t they send us a Drip, someone who understands what it’s like down here? Mr. Prammelkoff was a middleman. I don’t know, he could’ve helped and all, but the poor guy had a lot going on.”

      Vor was about to say something. Doughas feared it would be a promise to investigate the case, so he covered the elf’s mouth in time and spoke out himself. “We can’t help you. Our current case is still lingering over our heads like a nasty storm cloud. There’s too much at stake for us to drop this case and focus on yours.”

      The goblins protested again. It was starting to grind on Doughas’ nerves.

      “You’d put the cost of some stolen goods over the life of a dwarf,” Kephalos ranted.

      Brontes agreed. “Mr. Prammelkoff may not be a goblin, but we care. It’s almost our fault that this happened to him.”

      “If we weren’t so pushy about him talking to folks at Admin, maybe he’d still be alive. He wouldn’t have had to hide and go missing if we helped,” Krupper explained.

      Doughas was out of words. This was a dead end. They’d come all this way for nothing, and it was a long walk back to their vehicle. He’d have to come up with some way to explain being this late to his wife.

      Vor raised an interesting option, however. “It might be true that there’s more to this missing citizens’ case. Still, I can’t deny that what my partner said is true. We have to focus on the raids first. If you have any information that can help us close that case, we’d have more free time and authority to assist you in finding this dwarf. It benefits everyone in the community. Not only elves, not only dwarves. Everyone.”

      Smart move. That was a plan Doughas could agree with.

      The goblins huddled and began to whisper among themselves. There was clearly something going on, and they weren’t talking. At least now, Vor had gotten them to lean closer. They might reveal what they needed to know about the raids with a little push.

      “We have something for you,” Krupper confirmed. “We’re not going to talk about that here, though. We need to prepare. If you have time, meet us in the morning. Also, we’d like you to talk to Mr. Prammelkoff’s wife. She’s been fighting tooth and nail to get someone on the case. We did this partly for her.”

      Doughas pulled Vor close and whispered into his ear. “I don’t know. This seems like muddy water.”

      Vor nodded as he pointed out, “It’s a risk, but we don’t have any other leads. Do you want to explain to the general that we came all this way to end up empty-handed? At least with this, we might get some information from these goblins. They fit the description, after all. DAMS workers and they had the right boots. One of them or someone they know might be involved.”

      Doughas grinned. “Ah, so you did notice. All right, let’s keep this on the tab.”

      Vor turned to the goblins and announced, “Sure. You got a deal. How about one more round of drinks to seal it?”

      Oh, brother, why did I agree to this? Doughas stared at the ring on his finger. I need to ask for a raise or something. This job is going to flush my savings down the drain.

      Doughas didn’t speak much afterward. He leaned back, enjoyed the music, and drank as the goblins jostled about in glee now that they had Inquisitors looking into their case. He wanted to ask questions but knew better than to beg for information. It was too early. He and Vor still had to drive to Mrs. Prammelkoff’s and check her condition. He could only imagine how distraught she must be, given that no one was currently investigating her husband’s disappearance.

      Would anyone look for me if I went missing? He glanced at his partner. If Vor’s the elf they say he is, would anyone look for him if I took him out and stuffed his body in a bin down here in the Belly? Would anyone care?

      It was another half-hour before Krupper and his coworkers left. They departed in a hurry, perhaps fearing that Doughas and Vor would turn back on their promise and charge them for the drinks. Amusing but not enough to draw a laugh from Doughas. It did make him smile inside.

      Vor nudged him. “Hey. If you’re going to be so gloomy and all, d’you care for one more drink?”

      Well, I’ve spent this much. “Sure,” Doughas relented. “Don’t tell me what the bill is right now. I don’t think my heart can take it.”

      “I’m surprised you have one,” Vor joked. He called Quixiolian over and ordered two bottles of Evandil’s, a type of ogre brandy. “You ever had this?”

      “Ogre stuff? Can’t say I have.”

      The elfess returned with two slender bottles. Doughas sniffed his drink, took a sip, and gave Vor an approving look. “This ain’t that bad.”

      Vor beamed. “I know, right? Who’d have thought ogres could come up with something this good? I can say that for most of the Belly. Sure, the goblin street food is great, but have you tried the ravoon ribs at The Tall Twins or those dhin-jar burgers at—”

      “Milo’s, yeah,” Doughas finished. He had to admit ogre cuisine was outstanding. He tried to think of a similar spot in the dwarven quarter, but the exercise only saddened him further. He had spent so much time chasing perps that he never got to roam around and enjoy his home.

      “The walk back to the car is going to suck.” Doughas wasn’t sure if that was a whisper to himself or a lamentation shared with Vor. He figured it worked as both.

      Vor leaned back and sighed. “This was one hell of a day. Take that for our first shift on the job, eh?”

      “Got into a firefight, dealt with Keepers, interrogated a dozen witnesses, got crowded by a mob of angry goblins, and now here I am spending all my money on a bunch of drinks,” Doughas summarized. “How in the world am I going to explain this to my wife?”

      Vor fixed him with a surprised expression. “You weren’t kidding when you said you’re married?”

      “Nope.”

      “Well, I’ll be damned.” Vor finished his drink. “Do you want to write the report?”

      Doughas chuckled. “Hell to the no. I’m paying for this. You’re doing the clerical work, and no fancy poetry. Just write what happened.”

      “No fancy poetry it is,” Vor joked. “Are you sure about that, though? I could make you look like a dashing hero during that tunnel fight.”

      “On second thought, maybe I should do the report,” Doughas grumbled. I need to make sure the elf doesn’t omit vital information anyway. He might remove something or spin the tale in his favor.

      “It’s your funeral. It’s going to be a long report.”

      “Whatever.” Doughas was already unhappy about it. “I don’t think I can sleep anyway…not after all this. How are your wounds, by the way?”

      Vor shrugged. “Let’s just say I’m happy I was born an elf. Fast healing is a blessing I don’t think I can live without.”

      “Now imagine how humans must feel,” Doughas commented. “Their bodies are so fragile that they rarely live to a hundred. Plus, they can barely use any sort of magitech.”

      “Don’t push humans too far down. They took over the world with their technology and innovative prowess.”

      “To the point that it destroyed the planet,” Doughas had to remind the elf. “The Quadras exist because humans got pushy. Now, look at ‘em, ruined by their own doing. They’re going to flood this place and wipe it out, too, mark my words.”

      Vor didn’t care for that idea. “I hope they won’t. There’s a lot to like about humans.”

      “There’s a lot to doubt, too,” Doughas retorted. “We built a society here. A safe society for all non-humans. Even goblins, which we often push to the sidelines, saved our future. We often forget that goblins were as instrumental as any elf, dwarf, or ogre in the foundation of the Quadras. I can’t say that much for humans.”

      Vor motioned agreement. “You’re not wrong there. Any other late-night adventure you want to romp through before we can call it a day? You wouldn’t want to miss anything for our report.”

      Doughas didn’t appreciate the jibe. He was tired and wanted to go home. “Just get the bill.”

      Vor nodded. Doughas knew Vor had to be as wiped out as himself. The elf had gone through the wringer as well.

      With a wave, Vor summoned Quixiolian. The elfess approached after handing off drinks to a table of well-dressed ogres.

      “Hi, how can I help you?” she asked.

      “The bill, please,” Vor announced. He shut his eyes and reclined in his seat while Quixiolian began calculating the total.

      Doughas rested his head on his arms. He didn’t feel intoxicated, but his head hurt all the same. The wounds he’d sustained had started to ache too. The pain relievers were likely starting to wear off. He’d have to drop by a pharmacy after parting ways with Vor. That was another expense he didn’t want to consider. Maybe I can get it reimbursed since these are injuries sustained during work.

      “Leave it, Quixiolian,” a deep voice stated.

      Vor and Doughas sat up straight. Throm stood right beside their table. His huge hands gripped the backrests of their couches, too close for comfort. “I’ll cover the bill.”

      “Yes, sir,” the elfess complied. She cleared the bill and headed back to the bar, where another table of patrons called for her.

      “Thank you, sir.” Vor tried to mask his anxiety, though he trembled in fear.

      Throm was big, even for an ogre, but he’d still snuck up on them. He was quiet, refined, and yet physically menacing.

      The ogre made another offer. “Let me drive you back to your car.”

      Doughas knew he should’ve shut up. He knew better than to argue with a hulking ogre, especially one whose fists were right above his head. With one move, Throm could snap their necks. Still, he couldn’t help it as he spouted, “That’s a nice offer, but I have to question how a blind ogre can drive us anywhere.”

      Why can’t I keep my mouth shut?

      Fortunately, it seemed like Throm was in a good mood. The ogre didn’t smile, but Doughas felt the optimism radiating from the bar proprietor.

      “I assure you, I can’t,” Throm responded. His voice was smoother and lower in volume than the violent growl he’d employed when he kicked out the two Fellows. “Wugsorn, however, is an excellent driver. She drives me everywhere.”

      Doughas blustered a laugh. Vor did the same. They exchanged looks of concern and nervousness.

      What in the world are we getting into? Doughas looked up at Throm. There was no point in arguing. “Sure. We’d appreciate the ride. It’s a long walk back.”

      “Very good, very good.” Throm seemed pleased at the prospect. He called Quixiolian back. It took a while for the elf to return, as she had to deal with at least four other tables before she was free to approach. When she did, Throm instructed, “Have Wugsorn bring the car to the front entrance. My friends and I are going on a trip.”

      This is not how I imagined my first day at work would end. Doughas rose and gestured for Vor to follow. The elf didn’t hesitate. With Throm behind them, they made their way toward the exit.

      Before they reached the double doors, Throm leaned so close that Doughas could feel tusks right beside his ear. He shivered with the realization that Throm could chomp his head off in one calculated bite.

      “Now,” Throm spoke so only the Inquisitors could hear. “We’ll have plenty of time to discuss more important matters. Such as those regarding that lightning bomb problem.”
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      Esselliar

      That’s a limousine, Vor figured as soon as he saw Throm’s vehicle. That is if limousines were gigantic luxury vans fitted for ogres.

      Doughas exhibited the same flabbergasted expression Vor felt on his own face. The dwarf must’ve been thinking the same thing. The “van” was as fancy as they come despite its size, with an interior like a limousine too. A glass window separated the driver from the rest of the vehicle. The passenger area allowed everyone to sit and face each other. Throm took the seat at the back, where he quickly got comfortable.

      Wait, that’s Wugsorn? Vor paused as he glimpsed the driver. She was a dwarfess, much shorter than any dwarf he’d met. She was quite lithe for her race too. He knew the term “gnome” was derogatory for dwarves and for goblins as well, but he couldn’t think of a better description for the woman. It was hard not to laugh, but he caught himself in time to prevent embarrassment.

      “Shut your trap, laddie. Flies be about,” Doughas called. “Get in.”

      What? Vor shook his head as he snapped out of his thoughts. The elf climbed into the vehicle and took a seat opposite Throm. As soon as he did, Vor marveled at how comfortable he felt. As comfortable as one could get in a tight space with a giant like Throm.

      “Wugsorn,” Throm requested in a soft yet commanding voice. “Take us to the corner of Fourth Avenue and Chalk’s in the Belly. Our friends here are parked there.”

      “Yes, sir, Throm, sir.” Wugsorn began to drive.

      For a while, an eerie silence filled the van. Vor observed his partner. The dwarf didn’t utter a word and couldn’t keep his gaze off Throm. Vor wondered if the ogre would take that as an insult. To his surprise, Throm didn’t seem to mind.

      When their host did speak, he began with a topic Vor hadn’t known was a concern until that point.

      “I would like to clarify.” Throm’s voice was monotone, soft, and oddly soothing to the ear. “Whatever business my patrons conduct is their own. I understand that discretion is what makes my establishment as popular as it is. Where else in the Quadras can you go for baked mollusk pasta or iced wine from the northern valleys? Only Kroth’s Korner. Alas, I know they come for privacy. I don’t mind. I don’t care how one makes a living. I’ve lived on both sides of the law.”

      Vor cocked his head to the side. “What makes this instance any different?”

      Throm looked him straight in the eye. “This is an act of terrorism.”

      “Most criminal acts are some form of terrorism,” Doughas pointed out. “I don’t see the difference. I’m sorry.”

      The ogre went on. “That’s true to some extent. However, real terrorism is when ideals collide and forge a path that is irrevocable and immovable. That’s when you get things like a group of foils raiding multiple shops to steal ingredients for a lightning bomb. That’s when you see their future plans are bad for business. My business included.”

      Ah, of course. A bomb here or there was none of Throm’s business. Yet when a future bombing could destroy the flow of supplies, patrons, and the city’s integration plans, an establishment like Kroth’s Korner became endangered. It’s always about the money.

      Doughas rolled his eyes. “That’s a lot of fancy words, but it all boils down to one elementary concept. Money.”

      You hit the nail on the head, partner.

      Throm gestured in supplication. “Even when the cause is noble, as most organized acts like these originate, the results lead to a chronological breakdown of our mad society. That’s a disgrace to not only my business but to others, especially my associates.”

      “Allow us to help you, then.” Vor decided it was easier to go along with Throm’s reasons. If the ogre had deeper causes to fight for, those were his to keep. “We’d like to know everything you can tell us regarding the bomb and those building it.”

      Doughas nodded. “We don’t have much of a drive. Please keep it short.”

      This ogre does like to use a lot of flowery words. Vor glanced through the window. If it wasn’t for rush hour in the Belly, they’d already be halfway back to the car.

      “I can acquiesce to that request,” Throm answered. The reply made Vor wince. “The group of Drips you were with, they were at my establishment only one other time. During that instance, they were not alone. There were many others.”

      “Were they all goblins working under DAMS?” Doughas asked.

      “No, but they were in some ways connected. Other goblins worked for the undercity road maintenance crews. Others still worked for undercity sanitation. There was one other factor that tied them together. They were all goblins who felt under-represented in the Quadras, particularly in matters of city integration.”

      “That’s odd,” Doughas thought out loud. “There are goblins on the United Council.”

      “Only a dwarf like you would say something like that,” Throm commented. “Take a look at the current leadership. They say only those with exemplary leadership qualify for council seats, but what are the defining traits for that? War experience? Political achievements?”

      “Age,” Vor cut in. “It’s always about age.”

      Doughas’ face scrunched in confusion. “I don’t get it.”

      “Take a look at your companion here,” Throm instructed. “How old is your partner?”

      “About eighty-eight,” Doughas answered before Vor could protest.

      “Eighty-eight. Yet you still refer to him as ‘laddie,’ don’t you?”

      The dwarf couldn’t let that slide. “When did you hear that?”

      “When you first entered the Korner and when you called to Agent VorKluvaith to get into the car,” Throm revealed.

      Wow, he really does have eyes and ears everywhere. Vor shifted in his seat. He wasn’t sure if he was uncomfortable, afraid, or annoyed. It could’ve been all three.

      Vor nudged Doughas with his elbow. “I told you. How old is enough to gain some respect?”

      “When you’re old enough to grow a beard,” Doughas mumbled. His face was a grumpy little mess. They both knew that while, contrary to popular belief, elves could grow facial hair, it wasn’t easy or a common sight.

      Vor managed a grin. “What if I told you I can, but I opt to shave it?”

      “You’d shave…what, why? Why would anyone shave a beautiful beard and—”

      “See what I work with?” Vor interrupted and gestured at Doughas.

      Throm scratched his chin. “That’s the issue at hand. Ogres and dwarves can live for four or five centuries. Some can stretch longer. Elves don’t seem to age, for all I can see. Goblins, however, only fare slightly better than humans. The most ancient goblins live only for around two hundred years. For an elf or a dwarf, what’re two hundred years compared to a millennium? The oldest goblin can seem like a young rebel to the leaders of the other races.”

      “Ah, I see,” Vor concurred. “While they preach about equality, they exclude key goblin leadership due to personal preferences for older individuals. By default, many goblins don’t qualify.”

      Doughas remained silent, caught in the awkward valley between humor and insult. Though he didn’t say it, Vor could tell the dwarf was still processing how he’d been called.

      “That was the heart of the conversation,” Throm continued. “Their little group therapy session shifted gears when someone mentioned he had an idea, that idea being taking matters into their own hands.”

      Vor and Doughas leaned in closer. Throm didn’t. The ogre sat at ease and stared with his blank, blind eyes. It was disconcerting, but Vor kept his mouth shut. Blindness had likely allowed Throm to hone his other senses beyond the ordinary.

      Doughas buried his face in his hands. “Don’t tell me they were dumb enough to discuss their plans in the middle of a busy bar.”

      “They were,” Throm confirmed. “They attempted to keep their voices low. I presume they hoped the wild cacophony of gossip, music, and drinking in my establishment would drown out their conversations. They did keep a lot away from my ears, but I heard one thing.”

      Vor raised an eyebrow. “That one thing was enough for you to get in touch with us?”

      “I heard one of them mention djinn-infused charcoal.”

      The Inquisitors shared a look. “The manifest,” they both uttered almost simultaneously.

      “Djinn-infused charcoal is a potent igniter,” Doughas expounded. “It’s on a list. We’ve got other things we’re monitoring at the moment.”

      Throm did not comment.

      “Hold on,” Doughas said loud enough to be heard, not worried about questioning Throm directly anymore. “If you already heard they were looking for lightning bomb ingredients and you were a direct witness in your bar, why didn’t you go to the authorities right then and there?”

      He’s right. There’s got to be more to this. Vor waited for Throm to explain.

      Throm didn’t disappoint. “For one thing, the ramblings of one drunk fool to another are none of my concern. Even when it becomes my concern, it often isn’t enough for me to bring the weight of the authorities, let alone the Inquisitor’s Bureau, down on Kroth’s Korner.”

      “Fair point,” Vor stated. There was no denying that anyone could say anything in the Korner. Discretion was the main point, after all. If Throm reported every little thing he heard, no one would trust the Korner again. He’d lose patrons by the hour, potentially over nothing but a drunken fool’s stupor or random gossip with no foothold in an investigation.

      Doughas wasn’t buying it, though. “That can’t be the only reason.”

      “It’s not. The other reason why I didn’t call was because of my intuition.”

      “Eh?” Doughas and Vor chorused.

      “I’ve been on both sides of the law,” the ogre explained. “The scars that run across my eyes should tell you I’ve seen the worst that a life of killing offers. I’ve seen the good and bad of a clean, legitimate life. Over the years, I’ve learned to trust my guts.”

      Vor squinted as he tried to piece the narrative together. “What did your guts tell you this time?”

      “That the plan to raid and cause havoc wasn’t the goblins’. I have nothing to back this up except intuition. However, I have this strong feeling that someone behind the scenes is pulling the strings, manipulating these goblins into acts of sedition, and doing so in a way that the poor little folks believe was all their idea.”

      Throm continued, “I don’t want only to stop a bomb threat. I want to pull out the root of the corruption so it never sprouts another problem. I needed proof or a sign. Lo and behold, when I was getting nervous due to the escalating attacks and the raids on Clan Nebluv’s shops, two Inquisitors walk right into my bar.”

      Interesting. Vor weighed the information. I don’t want to belittle the goblins and their capabilities. Yet there’s no denying I have the same feeling that DAMS workers couldn’t have come up with such a complex rebellion without someone guiding them, directly or indirectly. Maybe Doughas was right when he suggested the raiders had to repeat their attacks to improve. Maybe I was right too. There’s a chance that a real professional was teaching them, forming the tactics and attack plans for them.

      The elf cut down all the details into simple phrases in his head. This would make it easier when it was time to jot down notes. He didn’t want to drown the crucial pieces with all the fluff, even though he believed fluff gave his official reports some personality.

      The devil is in the details, and fluff is the holy land of little details.

      “We’ve heard your story.” Doughas tried to wrap it up. They had almost reached their destination. It was time to get to the main point of this ride.

      “How can we help?” Vor finished Doughas’ statement. He knew what the dwarf was leading to. When he glanced at his partner, the dwarf nodded, and that was that.

      Throm leaned back to take a deep breath and collect his thoughts. Vor found it fascinating. There was always the racist assumption—or justified stereotype, depending on who was asked—that ogres were quick to anger and jump into physical altercations. Watching Throm think his words through was a revelation.

      Finally, the ogre suggested, “Keep working with the DAMS employees. We need to find out if there is indeed outside influence. You’ll need to stay on their good side, so take your time and investigate the matter regarding their missing foredwarf. I’ll do what I do best. Keep my ears open and hope I can sniff out further leads for you to pursue.”

      Ah, crap, I completely forgot about that.

      Doughas didn’t seem enthusiastic about the reminder. He groaned and checked his shard, and the crystal lit up. It was already a quarter past ten in the evening. The dwarf likely wanted to get home before midnight. If they could reach Mrs. Prammelkoff’s home without further incident, Vor calculated they might make it in time.

      “That sounds like a decent enough plan,” Vor assented. “We have to aid the goblins anyway. They’re our only lead.”

      “However,” Throm interjected. The Inquisitors squirmed in their seats, uncomfortable with what the ogre might utter next. “I have a favor to ask of you too.”

      “Other than getting us involved with all this?” Doughas intoned.

      The dwarf’s sarcastic prompt failed to soothe Vor’s nerves.

      Fortunately, Throm didn’t seem to care. “I only ask that you keep my name out of any official records. I was never a part of this. We never had this conversation. As far as your reports go, I simply offered you a ride as a gesture of goodwill for the Inquisitor’s Bureau.”

      I don’t like this. Vor looked at Doughas for suggestions. It’s like taking a bribe. The public has already seen us in this car. Favoritism and political connections between Throm and the Bureau are likely on everybody’s minds now.

      A light bulb flashed in Vor’s mind. He had to wonder how Doughas felt about keeping secrets, especially from official records. The dwarf was the one writing the report tonight, after all. Would he strike this whole conversation out?

      “Might I ask why?” Doughas’ question was redundant. They both knew why Throm wanted his involvement to remain a secret.

      “I have to remain a neutral actor,” Throm answered anyway. Maybe he was earnest in keeping things open between them. Perhaps he knew he had to voice it out, though everyone in that luxury vehicle understood the reasons. “I can’t compromise on that. It’s bad for my business and the reputation of Kroth’s Korner.”

      Both partners agreed. They could discuss the morality of the deal later. That was a discussion Vor figured had to happen anyway. It would be an excellent measure of how far Doughas might go to solve a case or achieve his personal goals.

      “Thank you.” Vor extended an arm to shake Throm’s hand. It took him a moment to realize that the ogre couldn’t see the gesture. The elf’s face flushed with embarrassment.

      Yet Throm reached out and squeezed his hand.

      “I know what you’re thinking,” the ogre said. “Though I can’t see you going for a handshake, I’ve grown used to folks making the gesture every time they greet me or thank me. It’s an honest mistake to forget I’m blind. No offense taken, Inquisitor.”

      Vor had a bright idea. He took out his shard, typed a message, and showed it to Doughas.

      
        
        I don’t like the secrecy, but it’s the best deal we’ve got at the moment. What do you say?

        

      

      Doughas read without moving his head. Throm might hear the motion and figure out they were using messages. The dwarf glanced at his partner, paused, and responded with a nod.

      “You have our word,” Doughas told the ogre. “We’re going to visit Mrs. Prammelkoff first, then call it a night. There’s a mountain of paperwork to finish.”

      “Understood,” Throm replied. “Thank you for the discretion, Inquisitors, and for taking this case. While I don’t represent the Quadras, I’m sure having you two on the job will set many minds to rest.”

      Vor exhaled. “I hope so. We need to finish this case as soon—wait, is that the car?”

      Doughas looked out. Though he remained silent, the pain was evident on his face. He slumped into his seat as Wugsorn parked. “How am I going to explain this to the wife?”

      “What’s the issue?” Throm prompted.

      Yet again, Vor had forgotten that the ogre was blind. “The car’s been vandalized, and there’s a lot of graffiti on it. It says ‘Sporter’ all over the hood. Same but smaller on the driver’s side door.”

      Throm dug in his pocket and produced a small, printed business card. Vor found it adorable in comparison to the ogre’s gigantic hands. Throm handed it to Doughas and instructed, “This is a business associate. Take the car here and tell them I sent you. They’ll clean it up.”

      Vor’s gaze remained on the card. Is he going to take it? This constitutes a bribe, right?

      Doughas glanced at Vor. For a moment, their eyes met.

      “Thank you,” Doughas imparted as he took the card. “We can carry on our own from here.”

      Vor was already halfway out the door. “Thank you, sir. We’ll be in touch.”

      Without another word, the duo exited the car. Throm didn’t bother bidding them farewell. The dwarf and elf were left alone to watch as Throm’s vehicle drove off into the depths of the Belly.

      “That was a bribe.” Vor groaned the admission. “We took a bribe. No, wait, you took a bribe for us.”

      Doughas pointed at the car in the distance. “Well, it was either that or anger the ogre within pummeling distance. I like to keep my head where it is.”

      Vor smacked his face with his palm. “I hate this business.”

      “We’re not beat cops.” Doughas unlocked his door and got in. “Sometimes, you have to accept dirty negotiations. Sometimes, you have to make them yourself. We’re not out here arresting druggies or street thieves. We’re Inquisitors, laddie. We have to make the tough calls to dig into the root of the issue like Throm said.”

      The elf climbed into the passenger seat, locked his door, and leaned against the window. Doughas started to drive off. “I hope you’re right. None of this sits well with me. I can only hope our talk with Mrs. Prammelkoff fares better.”

      “How about we push that to tomorrow?” Doughas asked, more a desperate plea than a question.

      “Sure thing, partner. I’m beat.”

      “I’ll drive you to the station, then,” Doughas offered. “You mentioned you got to the Bureau via public transport.”

      “Yup,” Vor confirmed. “That’ll do. Thanks.”

      And I pray to the ancestors that you’re not the dwarf my sources say you are. I like you, Doughas Ruiridh of long-titles-and-clan-names. I really do.
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      Doughas

      “Get any sleep?” Doughas asked when he picked up Vor the next morning. It was an exercise in futility. He knew Vor didn’t get a wink. It had only been six hours since they parted ways the previous evening, and the elf had eye bags the size of a goblin long heater.

      “I had…coffee,” the elf garbled as he hopped into the car. “You look good in that uniform.”

      They both now wore the gray and black trench coat of an Inquisitor. Underneath, Doughas had kept his warden shin guards and steel greaves over the Inquisitor uniform’s thick button shirt and trousers.

      Vor wore his uniform neatly. It was well-pressed, with the seams in the right places, aligned with each other. He had thrown a black vest on top of his shirt.

      “Thanks,” Doughas replied. “It’d be better if they could give us a badge or something soon.”

      “Soon? You saw how unorganized it was in the Bureau office.” Vor squirmed in his seat. “Good thing they didn’t break anything when they vandalized your car. We got lucky they only took the time to write insults. Can you imagine the trouble we’d be in if they stole a wheel or drained the spectrol out of the tank?”

      Doughas rolled his eyes. “Well, I had about fifteen minutes. I had to finish the day’s report.”

      “Did you submit it already?”

      “Yup.”

      “What did the inquisitor-general say?”

      Before Doughas could respond, his shard began to blink. Vor gestured, and Doughas picked up the call. “Hello?”

      “Ah, you finally picked up.” It was the inquisitor-general. Perfect timing. Doughas grimaced when he heard their boss’ voice on the line. “Please tell me you two faerie dancers aren’t wasting the morning eating donuts and having group therapy over yesterday’s investigation.”

      Vor snickered. Doughas had to bury his face in his palm before he could answer with a straight tone. “No, sir. We’re heading out to follow a lead.”

      “Good,” the general snapped. “I don’t want you coming back to my office empty-handed. You did a lot of good work yesterday, and a lot of stupid things too. Try to balance that out before I start having you two cook my breakfast and iron my uniforms instead. I swear, I’ve seen wee folk with a better sense of judgment. Now, get on with it. What the hell are you two waiting for?”

      “For you to get off the line, sir,” Doughas drawled.

      “Smartass,” the general shot back and dropped the call.

      Doughas pocketed his shard and reached for the glove box. He pulled out a few sheets of paper and shoved them at Vor’s chest. “Here.”

      “What’re these?” Vor took a moment to arrange the papers and get a good look at them. Then he regarded Doughas with his mouth wide open. “Seriously?”

      “Seriously,” Doughas replied, all sarcasm gone. “Keep those expense sheets at hand. I’m serious about you paying back what you owe me, laddie.”

      “Seriously?” Vor repeated.

      “You’ll either pay me back in time, or I’ll wring the money out of your scrawny little elf neck,” Doughas informed him. He paused and looked Vor over. “Okay, you’re not as scrawny as most elves, but you get my point. Trust me. You’d rather have me bug you about it than confront my wife. She’s a whole new level of pain you don’t want to deal with.”

      Vor gave in with a nod. “I hear you. I’d like to stay on her good side, if that means anything to you.”

      “It does.”

      “You need to invite me over for dinner.”

      Doughas blinked. “Need to?”

      “Yes, need,” Vor reiterated as he opened his window and basked in the heat of the morning sun.

      Doughas considered his partner’s demand. Maybe he should, and yet…

      “My wife doesn’t like being kept in the dark,” he answered. “She knows I can’t talk shop with her, but it’d be good if she knew who I’m working with. I can tell her I work for an integrated law enforcement group, and she’ll know I don’t necessarily work with someone who can’t grow a beard as thick as five mountain ranges.”

      Vor appeared to take this as an invitation. “Great, so what should I wear?”

      Doughas raised a finger. “Hold on there. Let me get one thing straight. Nothing’s more important to me than family. I don’t want to talk about it further or bring over coworkers until I trust them completely. Sadly, we ain’t there yet, laddie.”

      “You’re cold. You know that?”

      “And thus, the raven called the crow black,” Doughas replied.

      The elf chuckled right before Doughas turned and headed down the tunnels into the undercity. At first, he drove in the same direction as the day prior, but then he turned right instead of left.

      “Hey, I thought we were heading to Mrs. Prammelkoff first?” Vor’s voice cracked slightly. Though Doughas paid it no mind, it did make him smile inside.

      “Do you want to go to Mrs. Prammelkoff in a vehicle with disturbing graffiti all over it? We’d be painting her as a target.”

      “Oh, yeah, you’re right,” Vor relented before he returned to interrogating. “There’s been a question burning in my mind since last night.”

      Doughas had a sense of what was coming. “Spit it out, laddie.”

      “How far do we go with Throm?” Vor exclaimed as clear as day. “We took a bribe. We’re getting this vehicle fixed for free if we keep his involvement out. That’s against the law. We lied on official records. You submitted those reports to the general.”

      Doughas responded in a clipped tone. “I know. Don’t make it seem like I don’t care. I do. I don’t accept bribes, and I don’t like working under the table. But like I said, we ain’t beat cops. This is not your usual kind of investigation. We need to ignore some things and let others slide if we aim to finish this job and get to the root of it.”

      Vor paused long enough for Doughas to wonder if the elf was second-guessing their relationship. Come on, VorKluvaith. You know what kind of business this is, he urged silently.

      That was when Doughas realized that maybe Vor was investigating him. He tried to keep calm as he sorted his thoughts. He didn’t want to look like a dirty detective accepting bribes left and right since that would tarnish his already rocky reputation in the elf’s eyes.

      He decided to preempt an explanation. “Look. What I’m saying here is I’m not too interested in bending the rules, though I have from time to time. I’m not trying to get either of us in trouble, okay? I’m not saying I never made a mistake or a bad call or let things slide when I shouldn’t. Because I have.”

      Doughas paused and sucked a breath. “That said, I’ve paid the price more than most for sticking to the truth. That’s how I got into this job in the first place. I never wanted to be an Inquisitor. I’m not like you. I didn’t have some grand dream of providing justice to the poor and needy or setting the world right.”

      Vor couldn’t peel his gaze from the dwarf. “What do you mean?”

      “Hold that thought, laddie,” Doughas indicated a building ahead of them. “We’re at the shop. Pretty fancy, eh?”

      “That’s one way to put it,” Vor muttered.

      The mechanic shop wasn’t an ordinary little space for vehicle repairs. It was a large open field with multiple private garages and vehicles parked in a private lot. There must’ve been at least forty cars and luxury vans in there.

      A perfect spot for Throm to hide our bodies if he ever decides to kill us. Doughas shuddered at the thought. He knew Throm could put a price on their head now that they were the ones investigating the raids. We put our lives on the line. Now it’s time to see what that gets us.

      Doughas pulled into the shop. A dwarfess with light-brown hair greeted them. She directed him to an empty garage. After the duo stepped from the car, she walked over with a smile and an extended hand.

      “Hi, I’m Meriv Golgatha of Clan Thuird-lan, secretary for Mr. Asthryx’gyurein. We’ve been expecting you.”

      Vor shook her hand. Doughas followed suit. “I’m Doughas Ruiridh of Clan Banlaech, Holt Warden and First Blade of the Kaith nar Tirecuath East Wardens Division, agent of the Inquisitor’s Bureau. This is my partner, Agent Vor.”

      “Wow,” Vor mumbled. “You waste a breath and a half for your titles, and I’m just…Vor.”

      “Would you have it any other way?”

      Vor looked up as if in deep thought. He smirked and waved it off. “Nah.”

      Meriv directed them to the main lobby. It was a furnished hall with comfortable couches, a large shard viewing screen for news and entertainment, and subtle music playing in the background. Meriv’s desk was larger than Doughas had assumed and covered from edge to edge with documents. He guessed they were for different vehicle repairs and loans.

      “Please take a seat. I’ll have Mr. Asthryx’gyurein with you in a moment,” the receptionist told them before walking off down a hallway.

      Doughas and Vor obliged.

      “Okay, ‘fancy’ is underselling it,” Doughas uttered. “I wonder if all bar owners and mobsters associate themselves with establishments like this.”

      “Well, we’ll find out soon enough. He’s here,” Vor pointed down the hallway. The dwarfess approached them, accompanied by a goblin in a fine black business suit.

      Doughas heaved a breath. “We’re done for. As soon as he sees the graffiti, he’s going to have some goon trash the car for good.”

      Vor didn’t reply. He stood his ground, tall as a muscular elf could be. Only Doughas fiddled about, uneasy and nervous.

      “Relax,” Vor commanded.

      Doughas spoke through gritted teeth. “How can I relax when there’s a goblin about to see a car with ‘Sporter’ written all over it? That’s like an invitation to get mauled and thrown off a cliff. See how fancy this place is? I bet he’s got an army of goons ready to pounce on us at a moment’s notice.”

      “You watch too many detective movies.”

      Doughas’ agitation overrode everything. He was about to flee when Vor grabbed his arm and kept him in place. “Relax,” the elf repeated.

      With nowhere left to go, Doughas tried to look as tough as he could.

      “Now you’re overdoing it. Stop breathing like an auroch in winter,” Vor whispered before the dwarfess and the goblin arrived.

      Doughas shot him an elbow jab. Vor chuckled and recomposed himself.

      The elf took the initiative and shook the goblin’s hand. “Hi. Mr. Asthryx’gyurein, I presume?”

      “Yes, I am,” the goblin answered.

      Doughas offered his hand as well. The goblin obliged.

      “This way, please.” Meriv started toward the garage, side by side with Mr. Asthryx’gyurein.

      Vor followed without hesitation. Doughas took a moment to reconsider his life before it all vanished in the blink of an eye, then reluctantly trailed after them.

      Rather than unleash violence at the sight of the car, the goblin regarded them with a deep sea of regret and sadness. It wasn’t the reaction Doughas expected.

      “Don’t worry, Inquisitors. We’ll have this back in shape soon. It’ll be as good as new,” the manager told them. His voice quivered enough for both Doughas and Vor to catch.

      Now I feel bad for being racist. Doughas didn’t know if he was supposed to apologize or simply act kinder. It wasn’t like the goblin had heard his remarks earlier, but he knew what he’d said.

      “This will take us a bit of time,” Mr. Asthryx’gyurein addressed the Inquisitors. “In the meantime, you are welcome to use one of our loaner cars. Please give us a moment, and I’ll have one of our attendants bring it over.”

      The manager turned to the dwarfess. “Ms. Golgatha, given this is a special request from Sir Throm, we can forego the paperwork. Now, if that’s all, I must get back to my office. Thank you, Inquisitors, and have a pleasant day.”

      Vor nodded acknowledgment. Doughas waved. They watched as the manager sauntered out of the garage and down the main hall toward his office.

      That was when Meriv spun to face them. “You can wait outside. We’ll have the car brought to you,” she told the duo before she smiled and returned to her desk.

      “See, that wasn’t so bad, was it?” Vor bantered as he and Doughas stepped outside to wait for the loaner.

      “Whatever,” Doughas grumbled.

      Vor chortled. “Man, you were so nervous in there. You really thought the worst of him. Did you think he was going to call some thugs or troll out?”

      “Har-har,” Doughas shot back. “Look, I was wrong, okay? You happy? I misjudged the guy. I’ll admit that. I don’t want to call it a racist reaction, though.”

      “It kind of is, though, right? You misjudged his character based on a stereotype.”

      Doughas conceded with an eye roll. “Okay, fine. That’s about the goblin, okay? Let’s see how their loaner is. I bet you it’s antique junk that’ll break as soon as you lift the door handle. I’ve seen goblin loaners croak the moment you step on the pedal with intent.”

      Vor shot a glance toward the garage. “Seriously? Your car isn’t all that much better, you know?”

      “Excuse me?” Doughas pouted and stared Vor straight in the face. “So you know, that car is one of the finest that dwarven manufacturers can produce. It’s a classic.”

      “Classic junk?”

      “How dare—”

      “If you were to sell it right now, even without the graffiti, would you get enough money to buy something worth putting on the street?”

      Doughas’ mouth hung open. He gave up and shrugged. “Yeah, it’s junk.”

      “Smells good inside, though. What did you spray in there?” Vor capitulated.

      Doughas grunted. “Apple cinnamon with a touch of nutmeg. Before you ask, no, it wasn’t my idea. The wife bought it. Kids love it. I think it’s only okay, but I’d rather have that than a car that smells like weeks-old popcorn.”

      “Well, you’ve got a point,” Vor agreed. “Having been in your car, I can confidently say whatever they throw at us here is going to feel like a major upgrade.”

      “I said my car’s junk. I didn’t say praise the goblin loaner like it’s a blessing from the gods,” Doughas grouched.

      Come on, that car’s been with me for ages. It has no market value, sure, but I took damn good care of it. Doughas wasn’t about to let Vor step on his pride. He could make something out of his vehicle and show off—

      The thought popped like a balloon as a car pulled up in front of them. It was a sleek but robust muscle car designed with intricate care, with an engine that popped right through the hood. Chrome trim made the vehicle’s midnight blue, almost-black-but-not-quite paint job pop.

      The door opened. A goblin attendant hopped out and passed the key to Doughas. “With the boss’ compliments, sir,” was all the attendant said before leaving them beside the vehicle.

      “Is that…” Vor’s question trailed off.

      “A Clan Orsich Street Behemoth Mark II, circa 3307, the best year and the best model mashed into one beautiful beast,” Doughas finished. “Do you hear how that engine roars? That’s pure power, laddie. They had to invent a new ectoplasm processor to work with the pneumatic compressor and handle the heat it produces. It’s the only car so far with two built-in APUs.”

      “APU?” Vor repeated in the tone of someone who wasn’t a gearhead.

      Doughas was quick to explain. “An auxiliary power unit. Think of it as a small engine to turn on the main engine.”

      Vor licked his lips and eyed the keys in Doughas’ hands. “If this is too much for you to handle…”

      The dwarf was already on his way to the driver’s seat. “Not on your life, laddie.”

      “Right, right, sure, sure,” Vor mumbled as he chased after and slid into the passenger seat. “B-but you know, like later…after you’ve had a chance with it, maybe I could—”

      “Try prying these keys from my cold, dead hands?” Doughas was too giddy to care at this point. His eyes lit up like fireworks when he turned the ignition and heard the engine roar again. “Aye, you could, but I wouldn’t advise it. I’m taking this bit o’ fun to my grave.”
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      Esselliar

      He’s so cute when he’s excited. Vor had to consume every ounce of his strength to prevent laughing out loud as Doughas ran his hands over the steering wheel and marveled at the dark leather dashboard.

      If the exterior was impressive, the interior made Vor wonder how anyone could afford a vehicle this luxurious. It made Throm’s custom van look like a cheap alternative.

      “It’s so beautiful,” Doughas muttered so softly that for a moment, Vor thought the dwarf would shed a damn tear.

      He can’t be serious, right? Even if he is, it’s true. This is a damn pretty car. It was like a dream come true. Given my station, and my finances, simply riding in a car like this is beyond reality. I’ll enjoy it while I can.

      The elf caressed the leather interiors and enjoyed the moment. He closed his eyes, breathed in, and pretended he could slow down time to commemorate the moment.

      He did not expect to open his eyes to the dwarf’s grim, stern expression.

      “What? Did you suddenly forget how to drive?” Vor asked. “Please tell me this means I can drive it instead.”

      Doughas slowly shook his head. “Neither of us should drive this car.”

      “Oh no, no, no.” Vor’s heart sank with every passing second. “You’ve got to be kidding me.”

      The dwarf wasn’t kidding. Vor sometimes wondered if Doughas knew what the word “humor” meant. Doughas pointed at the dashboard to indicate the entire vehicle. “This is too fancy,” he tried to explain. “Can you imagine what it’ll cost us if we wreck this thing on the job? How will we explain that to the general? We can’t tell him we got a loaner courtesy of Throm because we didn’t mention Throm in the report!

      “Speaking of Throm, he and that manager will probably torture us for days, then leave us in a ditch in the undercity if we break this car…and we will break this car! We were together for one day. One day and we’ve already fought random goblins trolling out in the tunnels, accepted a bribe from a neutral force, and got involved with DAMS workers who may or may not be our only lead for the case.”

      “Hold on, you lost me after the whole ‘what it’ll cost us’ bit,” Vor still couldn’t believe what he was hearing. “Isn’t this some dream car of yours? Are you going to pass this up? We get to drive it for free! Well, we get to drive it until your old junker gets repaired and refurbished, anyway.”

      Doughas gusted a breath. “It is my dream car. That’s exactly the problem. I don’t want to get used to driving something this beautiful. I know I’ll never be able to afford one on my paycheck.”

      Vor groaned. The dwarf was making too much sense. I hate it when logic beats everything else.

      Doughas began to open his door, and Vor reached for the handle on his side.

      Before he could step out of the vehicle, a surge of confidence inflated Vor. He slammed the door shut and pulled Doughas into his seat. “You’re going to shut up and listen to me for a minute.”

      “What?” The look of surprise on Doughas’ face was priceless. Vor wished he’d thought to pull out his shard and snap a photo. It would’ve made for an epic desk picture. That’d be something to stare at while doing paperwork.

      Vor grabbed Doughas’ hands and planted them firmly on the steering wheel. “Stop with this whole self-pitying, self-masticating nonsense. You’re better than this. You’re Doughas Ruiridh of long-titles-and-clan-names, for ancestors’ sake. Throm sent us here, and he’s not an idiot. He knew the consequences if things got hairy. He knew what kind of guy the manager was.

      “This was all carefully planned out, okay? You don’t have to worry about any of that crap right now. The only thing that should be on your mind is driving this beauty. If there’s any legitimate concern, it’s that you’ll enjoy the Street Behemoth too much, and I won’t get a chance to give this baby a spin. I mean it. If you think your paycheck won’t cover buying a car like this, I have to tell you I’m in a corner far worse than yours.”

      There was a moment of silence. It wasn’t awkward or inconsequential. Despite its brevity, Vor felt the weight as he waited for Doughas to decide.

      Fortunately, the dwarf agreed.

      Without a word, Doughas nodded and strapped on his seatbelt. His hands were trembling. Rather than mention it, Vor only watched. It took a while, but eventually, the dwarf held onto the key and started the car again.

      There was a pause. Two lights on the dashboard lit up. The vehicle rumbled, then the main engine sparked to life. They could feel the roar as it hit a steady rhythm. It seemed as if the car was raring to get on the road.

      “Well?” Vor didn’t want to appear impatient, but they had to get going. They’d already delayed the meeting with Harlun Prammelkoff’s wife too long. “Are you going to sit here and touch it, or are you going to put the pedal to the metal and show me what this powerhouse can do on the road?”

      “You elves have a nice way with words. All that poetry to describe things,” Doughas answered cryptically. “I got one better way to describe how I feel right now. Like pure spectrol fuel bursting into flames.”

      With that, he stepped on the gas and tore down the street.

      Vor nearly slammed back from the sudden acceleration. It wasn’t only the speed, either. The sound of the car made him feel wild and invulnerable. The potent growl of the powerful, chugging engine settling into a deep-throated purr was like hearing a beast declare its dominion.

      This car doesn’t only want to own the road. It wants to clamp down on the soul of the street and ride it down to the bedrock in a fog of spectrol fumes.

      Doughas accelerated and dove right into traffic. Fortunately, they were on the main highway, a downward spiral deep into the undercity. Within minutes, they’d pass the tunnels where the shootout took place.

      “See, laddie, can you feel it?” Doughas had to shout to get his question out.

      Vor howled in response. Only an elf could produce the dark, haunting, high-pitched sound that left his throat. The cry brought a menacing, ear-to-ear grin to the dwarf’s face.

      Unfortunately, that was about as far as the fun could go. They’d started running into thicker traffic. Cars and large delivery vehicles constantly packed the freeway in and out of the city. Doughas could step on the gas to speed up, but he spent more time weaving through traffic than racing like a speed demon unleashed.

      Even then, the euphoria remained high. Vor and Doughas laughed every time they found another fast car. They’d catch up to it and race it down the tunnels. They repeated the performance with most of the vehicles in their way, catching the attention of more than a few bystanders.

      Despite the fun, Doughas didn’t step too far beyond the reasonable limits of the law. He slowed whenever traffic got too thick or wherever there might be Keepers on patrol.

      Inevitably, they slowed to a crawl as the traffic piled up and all but halted, moving inches forward every ten minutes or so. Rush hour had caught up to them, and the joyride was over.

      “Well, at least we got to put it to the test,” Vor declared.

      Doughas checked his shard, which was about a minute behind Vor’s. They weren’t late yet but were approaching late territory. Out of habit, the dwarf checked again a few minutes later and again a minute after that.

      “Stop looking at the time,” Vor grumbled when he finally got irritated. “We’ll get to Mrs. Prammelkoff’s when we get there.”

      Doughas inched the car forward. When he ascertained it’d be a while before they moved forward again, he grabbed the keys and turned the engine off. “Let’s not waste spectrol, eh?”

      “Yeah,” Vor agreed with a sigh.

      Doughas glanced at him. “You all right, laddie?”

      “I was thinking about what you said earlier.” Vor had a lot more on his mind than the slow crawl of traffic. “You said doing the right thing got you in trouble more often than not. What did you mean?”

      Doughas’ expression morphed into sadness and an odd expression of longing.

      Well, that sucked all the joy out of him.

      “I told you about my partner being thrown off a building, remember?” Doughas mentioned. “That wasn’t the end of it. A lot of powerful folks started intervening. Some with political ties, some associated with the Fellows. Everyone started hounding me, forcing me to play by their rules instead of the law. If I didn’t do what they demanded, they’d ruin my name, take my pension, and hurt someone again. I had to weigh my options. My name, I could rebuild. My pension, I could find a way to survive losing, but how long would it be before they’d harm my kids or my wife?”

      Wow, I-I didn’t expect that. I knew he’d finish his story. Doughas isn’t one to leave anything unfinished, including a story about his past. I got him to start talking, so I better keep him going. Vor scratched his chin and pondered aloud, “What was your plan if they hadn’t pushed you as hard as they did?”

      “Honestly?” Doughas lifted a half-grin. Sarcasm and pain lurked in that expression. He started the car again and moved slowly down the street, following the pace of traffic around them. The fashionable car rolling down the undercity streets drew a lot of stares from passersby.

      “All I wanted was to retire. I worked as a warden for as long as I can remember, but the dream was to quit and continue my family business. We run a butcher shop, y’see. I know that might sound like a boring way to end my career, but it’s a peaceful business. There’s the satisfaction of providing food for the citizens. Plus, I get to make a living for my family without resorting to bribes and under-the-table politics. All this dirty business to achieve a ‘good’ goal sickens me to the core.”

      Vor didn’t utter a word. He allowed Doughas to continue pouring it out.

      Doughas filled in the silence. “That was the plan. I swear, I’m not here to half-ass anything or leave cases unfinished. That’s not me. But if anyone were to ask me, personally, I only want to cruise through these remaining cases for a good ten years or fewer and retire. I want to coast along until those fools forget about me or decide to move on and find someone else to manipulate.”

      He’s telling the truth. Vor knew as soon as he heard the words come out of Doughas’ mouth. The dwarf wasn’t one to lie, anyway. Honesty rang through every word the dwarf chose to tell his tale.

      “Everyone seems to be manipulating someone in this city,” Vor commiserated. “Before long, we’ll be chewing each other’s throats. It won’t take humans to eradicate us. We’ll annihilate ourselves long before humans settle in and take over this city.”

      “I only want to rest,” Doughas stated. “I’m done, laddie. I’m at this point where I want to be done with this kind of business. How can I quit, though? There are still those who need help, and it turns out we’re the only fools capable of giving a hand.”

      Once again, words bubbled up from Vor’s chest and out of his mouth before he could process his thoughts. “Partner… You’re right. We have our responsibilities, and they stand in the way of what we personally want for ourselves. I’m not going to lie. There’s a lot going on right now, what with the integration, violent rallies, lightning bomb threats, and raids. That said, I swear by my name and blood, I will do my best to help you trade that Inquisitor’s uniform for a butcher’s apron.”

      The car halted. No one on the freeway was moving. It gave Doughas enough time to fix Vor with a look of shock.

      Please don’t cry. I swear it’s going to make me look like an idiot. Vor could only hold his partner’s gaze. They didn’t exchange words, but Vor saw the deep pain in Doughas’ soul.

      It made him feel guilty. Deep inside, he knew he had his own demons to face. He hadn’t joined the Inquisitors for the pure love of protecting the innocent, either. He got pushed into the Bureau, just like Doughas.

      “Thank you,” Doughas whispered.

      “That’s what partners are for,” Vor replied and pointed at the road ahead. “We’re moving. Let’s go.”

      Doughas nodded, took a deep breath, and composed himself as he began to drive.

      What have I done? I swore to protect a dwarf I’m tasked with investigating. He’s dirty, or so they say. What in the world was I thinking? Vor shut his eyes and tried to reorganize his thoughts as they drove in silence toward Mrs. Prammelkoff’s residence.
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      Doughas

      “You sure this is the right place? It’s a dump,” Vor declared as they parked. He stared through the window at the apartment building.

      It wouldn’t have looked bad if it had been adequately cared for. That wasn’t the case, however. The windows were foggy and dirty, the door had seen better days, and green mold grew on the building’s exterior. Even from the car, the dusty interiors of the apartments were visible through the smeared windows.

      Vor continued. “The other apartments on the street are…fine, I guess, but this place has seen better days. I thought he was like a DAMS foredwarf?”

      Doughas turned off the engine. He had to agree, though he didn’t say it. “This is the address. Let’s knock and play it by ear, eh?”

      “Are we sure a dwarf lives here?” Vor shot out as he stepped from the car. “I only see goblin neighbors and the odd ogre way down the street.”

      Doughas climbed out, locked the car doors, and pocketed the keys. “I wouldn’t live here, that’s for sure. I don’t think any self-respecting dwarf would.”

      And thus, the mystery continues to compound. Doughas didn’t like it. There was something fishy about this whole business involving Mr. Harlun Prammelkoff. I should’ve stopped by the Wardens’ office and pulled any records on Prammelkoff. All this sneaking around and doing things under the table is getting in the way of proper detective work.

      “I guess you’re right. We won’t know until we go,” Vor concluded as he walked up a short flight of stairs and knocked on the front door. When no one answered, the elf looked around for a doorbell. There wasn’t one. He knocked much louder this time. On the third knock, someone unlocked the door from the other side.

      It creaked open a sliver, and a beautiful dwarfess with bright golden hair tied in an elaborate braid greeted them. Her dark green dress bore golden clan symbols, and pure gold earrings adorned her lobes.

      A clan elite. Doughas didn’t know this dwarfess, but from her presentation alone, he knew she wasn’t the one living in the apartment. She was someone of high stature in dwarven society.

      “Hello,” Doughas greeted. He waited for Vor to butt in, but the elf took a step back. It was somewhat of a dwarven affair, after all. “I’m Doughas Ruiridh of Clan Banlaech, Holt Warden and First Blade of the Kaith nar Tirecuath East Wardens Division, agent of the Inquisitor’s Bureau. This is my partner, Agent Vor.”

      Doughas paused again. Vor winced but kept his mouth shut.

      “We’re here to talk to a Mrs. Prammelkoff,” Doughas continued. “It’s official business regarding her husband, one Mr. Harlun Prammelkoff.”

      “We already spoke with the Keepers and the Wardens,” the lady responded in a cold, harsh voice.

      Doughas raised an eyebrow and took a step forward. “You haven’t spoken to us. If you’re not Mrs. Prammelkoff, I’ll have to ask you to please step aside and let us through.”

      Don’t make me go through channels to get inside. We left this detail out of our report. It’ll be a headache to make the necessary amendments, and we’ll have to deal with the general too. Doughas decided he had to assert dominance, so he took one more step forward and met the woman’s gaze head-on.

      To his benefit, Vor didn’t say a word. The elf gave Doughas all the space he needed.

      The dwarfess looked from Doughas to Vor and back. With a sigh, she opened the door wider and gestured them in. “Fine. You speak with me before you speak with Ferla, though. I’m Kora Fetzver of Clan Ghorlief. Her sister.”

      Clan Ghorlief. That’s a name I haven’t heard in a while. Doughas tugged on Vor’s sleeve as they stepped inside. The elf leaned close, and Doughas whispered, “She’s from a family of lawyers and law enforcement.”

      “So why does the sister live here? Why does Harlun work as a foredwarf for DAMS?”

      Doughas only shrugged. He didn’t know the answers, but he was determined to find out.

      The living room was as poorly maintained as the exterior. Dust covered the furniture, a layer of crumbs and detritus coated the floor, and a mess of magazines and old newspapers squatted in one corner. A heap of unwashed plates and cups squatted on the table.

      It’s like time stopped here. Doughas dusted off a seat by the window and plopped himself down. From there, he had a good view of the street—and the car.

      Vor patted the couch down and sat there. Kora sat beside him and opposite Doughas.

      “May I ask, where’s Mrs. Prammelkoff?” Vor sought.

      Kora pointed down a darkened hallway. “She’s not doing well. Harlun’s disappearance took a heavy toll on her. She won’t believe that he’s probably dead in a gutter right now. My poor sister stays up all day and night staring out her bedroom window, hoping to see Harlun come home. It’s gotten to a point where she’s ignoring her children.”

      Doughas frowned. “Where are the children now? And if Ferla is in such a state of mind, is she still capable of providing a credible statement for our investigation?”

      Kora confirmed his last question with a nod. “My family already took the kids in. They need proper food and shelter but Ferla, bless my sister, is not in the right state to provide either. She fades in and out. You’ll have to hope you’re lucky today. Be patient with her but don’t think this is a free pass. I’m not leaving you to pick at her brain all day. Whatever questions you have, make it quick. She’s already stressed out beyond belief.”

      Doughas produced a small notepad and a pen. He jotted down everything Kora had stated. Without looking at her, he continued. “We need to establish some character profiles. Can you tell me more about Harlun and your sister? Given that she’s your sister, a member of a prestigious clan, I doubt it was pleasant news when they moved down here.”

      Kora’s face wrinkled with disgust, and Doughas knew he’d hit the nail on the head. “I love my sister. I don’t mind Harlun—if we’re basing judgment on one individual.”

      “But…” Vor clearly sensed a “but” coming.

      “But,” Kora verified. “He was clanless. We know it wasn’t his fault. It was all his grandfather’s doing. Still, there’s the issue of—”

      “Social appearances and expectations,” Doughas completed for her. “Your sister’s from a known clan, but here she is marrying and having kids with a nobody. That mustn’t have looked good for your family’s reputation.”

      Kora inclined her head. “It didn’t. That said, we weren’t going to stop Ferla from doing what she believed in. Harlun promised he’d file for re-admission and regain his clan name. To be fair, he was in the middle of that process when he went missing.”

      “Right. We’ve got a dwarfess from an elite clan and a down-on-his-luck husband trying to work his way up for the love of his life and the kids they bore,” Vor summarized. “That explains why he works for the DAMS department. As a foredwarf, he has a reasonably high position that doesn’t intrude too much on goblin hierarchy. At the same time, it’s not too much of a disgrace for a proud dwarf.”

      Doughas cut in. “Mrs. Fetzver, do you have any ideas regarding Harlun’s whereabouts? Any idea at all?”

      “There are likely two scenarios, given that they live here.” Kora was not one to mince words. “He either got gutted by a random mugger for cheap change, or it had something to do with the strike.”

      “Did he tell you anything about the strike?” Doughas asked. Elf and dwarf both leaned forward in anticipation of the answer.

      Kora didn’t seem to notice their sudden enthusiasm. “I know what my sister told me. Apparently, the goblins were on strike about some new Crusty taking over as their boss. They were going to demand the higher-ups hire a Drip instead. Harlun was in the middle of that argument, but he didn’t talk about it. He didn’t want her to worry.”

      That’s what Krupper and his boys mentioned. Doughas jotted that down. This was the second mention of a strike and Harlun’s involvement, or intentional lack thereof.

      Doughas glanced at Vor and knew they were on the same page. He had to dig deeper.

      “Both of your theories suggest that Harlun’s dead,” Doughas pointed out.

      Kora didn’t address his statement directly, “If he is, and you can prove it, it’d make things easier for Ferla. She can come home. We can help her and the kids. She wouldn’t have to live like this anymore. She wouldn’t have to suffer down here.”

      Vor raised a finger. “What if Harlun’s alive?”

      “Then we’d demand a good reason why he’s been missing these past two weeks,” Kora snarled. “Abandoning his family during their time of need is the reason he’s clanless.”

      Wow, not an ounce of concern for her brother-in-law. Doughas understood how dwarven societies functioned, but this was disgusting. He had to swallow hard to stop himself from insulting the dwarfess.

      “We got what we need,” Doughas told Kora. He didn’t want to spend another minute with her. “Now, if you please, we’d like to talk to Ferla.”

      Kora rose from the couch. “Let me remind you that she’s not always herself. Pray to the ancestors you’re lucky enough to bring her back to her senses. If you can’t get her to talk some sense in five minutes, I’m kicking you out. You’ll need to provide a warrant or something if you want to come back. I know how these things work, Inquisitors.”

      She turned. “Wait a minute while I prepare her. I’ll call you in a bit.” Kora left them in the living room as she made her way to the apartment hallway.

      Vor stood, and Doughas followed suit. Doughas rolled his eyes and whispered to the elf, “I don’t think Inquisitors need warrants for this kind of stuff.”

      “We do,” Vor informed him. “Oh, bro, please tell me you paid attention in basic training.”

      “I…well, you know… Get a move on, already.” Doughas mumbled his way out of the conversation. “I’m the tough guy who looks good with a big gun and a nice car. You’re the one with the chatty mouth and quick mind.”

      Vor grinned. “I’m quite buff for an elf. Also, you already admitted that your car is a piece of junk.”

      “Shut up.” Doughas almost smacked himself in the face.

      “I’m right, though.”

      “Maybe, but I’m still the one with the keys to the gorgeous piece of chrome parked outside.”

      “Only because you were sad and moping all morning,” Vor joked back.

      Before Doughas could retort with another quip, Kora returned to the living room. She took a long, hard look at the Inquisitors, then put her hands on her hips. “All right, you can come. Follow me.”

      Vor made a sweeping gesture to indicate Doughas should go first. The dwarf didn’t bat an eye as he obliged. Vor dug his hands into his coat pockets and followed right after.

      Kora led them down the narrow hall. There were two doors on opposite sides, which Doughas figured were individual rooms for the children. The last room was at the end of the hall.

      Kora paused before she opened the door. “Five minutes. You can have an additional five minutes if she responds and comes to her senses.”

      “You drive a hard bargain, but I’ll bite,” Doughas agreed. “Five minutes it is.”

      With a final look, Kora opened the door and gestured them in. The duo stepped through, and Kora shut the door on them.

      It was a small room, barely enough to contain a small bed and a dresser. A cup of coffee rested on a lone bedside table. Mrs. Ferla Prammelkoff was seated beside it. She had beautiful hair, braided similarly to Kora’s, and her red-and-white checkered dress was long past new but still pretty.

      Ferla didn’t notice the Inquisitors as they approached. Her attention remained on the window. However, it didn’t seem as if she looked at anything outside in particular. Her gaze was empty and dead. All the life in her eyes had been sucked dry.

      “Excuse me, Mrs. Prammelkoff?” Doughas whispered as he squeezed her shoulder. “Excuse me, please?”

      The dwarfess finally turned. A confused expression washed over her face. “O-oh, who are you? Why are you in my house? I-I have an ARC. Don’t take another step closer!”

      She suddenly spotted Vor and shot to her feet. Without a word, she grabbed the closest thing to her, which happened to be a vase. The plant in it was long dead. She drew it back, ready to throw. “Why is there an elf in here? Are you going to rob me? Is that it? You know my husband isn’t around, so you’re here to harass a grieving wife?”

      “Ma’am, we’re not here to hurt you,” Doughas soothed, his hand reaching toward her. “We’re here to ask about your husband. We’re trying to find him.”

      “Find him?” Her gaze darted to Vor. “Why’s he here too? Are you lost, elf?”

      “No, he’s with me.” This time Doughas stuck with his usual flat and condescending tone. “We’re Inquisitors, Mrs. Prammelkoff. I’m Doughas Ruiridh of Clan Banlaech, Holt Warden and First Blade of the Kaith nar Tirecuath East Wardens Division, agent of the Inquisitor’s Bureau. This is my partner, Agent Vor. We already spoke to your sister Kora. We’d like to sit with you and ask you a few questions too.”

      Vor didn’t speak. He smiled and waved.

      Ferla looked between them. “Inquisitors?”

      “For the new united front,” Doughas clarified. “It’s a police force enlisting various individuals from across the Quadras.”

      “Oh.” Ferla placed the vase on the table and took a seat. Though still confused, Doughas caught shame and exhaustion mingled in her expression. “I’m sorry. I’m just… I’m tired, that’s all.”

      Vor approached with caution. He didn’t get too close, preferring instead to stay behind Doughas. “It’s fine, ma’am. We understand you’re going through a lot. We don’t have much time, though. So I hope you don’t mind if we dive straight into our questions.”

      Ferla sucked in a breath and nodded. “I don’t know what the others told you or how you got into this investigation, but…my husband, he didn’t abandon us. I know it. That’s not Harlun, I swear. He’s probably hiding deep in the tunnels and can’t get back home.”

      “Why do you think something’s happened?” Vor queried.

      Doughas admitted to not understanding the relevance of the question. For the dwarf, it was an either-or situation.

      “If she doesn’t believe he ran away, she must have some theory as to why he’s missing,” Vor explained.

      Oh. I feel dumb. Doughas simply nodded and glanced at Ferla for her explanation.

      “You heard about the strike, right?” she asked.

      “Yeah,” Doughas confirmed. “What did your husband tell you about all this strike business?”

      It took a while for Ferla to gather her thoughts. Doughas wasn’t sure if she was trying to remember details or merely pretending to be thinking. It didn’t matter much when she finally explained further.

      She cast her gaze down. “He wanted it to be over. He pitied the goblins, he did, and he understood their plight. However, he didn’t want to join the strike since it would look bad on his record.”

      Vor raised a finger. “Ah, and you guys were applying for clan re-admission. If he joined the strike, he could get denied.”

      “Yes, so he was caught between a rock and a hard place,” Ferla remarked. “I know the irony of saying that about a dwarf, but it truly did apply to my husband. It wasn’t only that. Harlun wasn’t a selfish dwarf. He was concerned about his employees. They mattered to him more than he cared to admit.”

      Doughas kept taking notes. “Please elaborate, Madame.”

      “He told me his superiors could easily fire anyone who joined the strike,” Ferla expounded. “They were the cold-hearted ones. With unemployment so high these days, it wouldn’t be hard to hire another batch of willing goblins. They could easily find workers who wouldn’t bat an eye over a Crusty supervisor.”

      “Did he tell anyone else about his concerns?” Vor asked.

      Ferla nodded an affirmation. “Oh, he tried. He was often frustrated with his crew. He loved them deep down. I know he did since he defended them multiple times. Yet this was a case where they didn’t listen. It got to a point where he dreaded going to work. They’d call us in the middle of the night and plead for him to join the strike. His presence would grant some importance to their cause, or so they said.”

      Doughas scratched his beard. “I wonder, did your husband get into any arguments because of his inaction? Were there any threats or hints of retaliation since Harlun wouldn’t stand up for the goblins this time around?”

      Ferla’s features sharpened. “No, none. In fact, a bunch of the goblins has been coming over. They brought us food and more. I haven’t been able to clean this place up, but a lot of them offered to help. I’ve been so busy waiting here in case Harlun returns, you know?”

      “You’re adamant that he didn’t panic and leave you and his workers?” Doughas urged. “I hate to ask, but I need your opinion on the matter. It’s for the record.”

      “I’m sure.” Ferla’s heavy tone underscored her reply. She slammed a fist on the table and looked Doughas in the eyes. “Yes, Harlun Prammelkoff was clanless and difficult to work with. But he would never abandon his crew or us. He was a dwarf of honor. Something happened down there, and he either had to flee, or he’s dead. I’d rather take the latter than accept that he ran off.”

      Vor flashed a grim expression, but Doughas couldn’t figure out what his partner was thinking. I do know one thing. Ferla’s dead-set on the assumption that Harlun didn’t run. That only leaves one possibility if we use her statement as a foundation of character.

      He’s somewhere down here, but someone doesn’t want him found.
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      Doughas tried to keep her talking. “If he didn’t run, where do you think he is?”

      “Don’t you think I’ve thought about that?” Ferla had started to break down. Tears welled in her eyes, but she did her best to stop them from flowing. The dwarfess took another deep breath and stated, “Harlun’s a foredwarf for DAMS. So if he had to hide, he’d be down by the maintenance tunnels. You know, the ones where they keep the leviathans?”

      “Wouldn’t someone have found him by now if he’s down there?” Vor questioned.

      Doughas answered first. “They could spend months down there and never find him.”

      “He’s right,” Ferla voiced. “The tunnels down in these quarters go for miles. It’s a vast network of intersecting pathways. A lot of them are abandoned.”

      Vor still couldn’t catch on. “I’m sorry, I need a refresher on undercity infrastructure. See, in the elven quarter, we didn’t exactly expand down. They restricted development to the multi-tiered necropoli, maintenance, and the commercial district.”

      “Down here, tunneling wasn’t always restricted,” Doughas told him. “Anyone could hunt for mines or dig for residential purposes and commercial development. That was a few centuries ago. Over time, it started causing problems. There weren’t enough leviathans to sustain the air, and the integrity of the tunnels decreased. The goblin government implemented restrictions. The tunnels that were no longer needed or weren’t a part of the new building codes, they sealed them off but never filled them in.”

      “You’re saying there’s a web of forgotten and unexplored centuries-old tunnels, and Harlun could be lost in there?” Vor surmised.

      Both Ferla and Doughas nodded.

      “Oh, great.” If he’s not dead and buried down there, he’s alive and lost, which means he’ll be dead soon unless he can find food and water. Even if he did, he could still suffocate!

      It looked hopeless. Vor didn’t want to paint a picture of Harlun’s low chances of survival, but he knew Ferla understood the odds. One look at her was enough to know. She was well aware her husband could already be long dead. They might never find his body if those tunnels were as vast as the dwarves made them out to be.

      “It looks like we’ll have to go looking in some ancient caverns, laddie,” Doughas concluded.

      “There could be poison gas fumes, pockets where oxygen can’t reach, old booby traps, or monsters that the Tunnel-Rakers didn’t hunt down yet.” Vor wasn’t as eager as Doughas to go that far. I said we’d help find Harlun, but we still have raiders to catch and a bomb to stop. I’m not ready to risk my life skipping work to find a dwarf who’s likely two weeks dead already.

      Right away, Vor regretted his thoughts. The sorrow in Ferla’s eyes sent a pang of guilt through him.

      Damn. He was about to reach for a handshake but then retracted. Instead, he waved and shoved his hands in his pockets. “I think that’ll be all, Mrs. Prammelkoff. We got everything we need for now.”

      “We do?” Doughas echoed.

      “We do.” Vor whispered into Doughas’ ear, “I have a theory, but it can wait. Let’s get to the car first.”

      “Aye,” Doughas said and turned to Ferla. “Thank you. We’ll do what we can.”

      She didn’t seem convinced. “The Wardens said that. The Keepers did too. My husband’s still not here. I want him back, Inquisitor. Dead or alive, I want him back.”

      Vor couldn’t bear to meet her eyes. She had a dull, lifeless look the whole time they were there. Now there was a raging fire in the dark depths of her gaze. Even when he didn’t look, he could feel those flames burning a hole straight into his heart.

      She truly misses him. Vor had to hold back tears. Only profound love can explain why she’d leave her prestigious clan behind and join him in this gutter of a neighborhood.

      Though he empathized, he bit his tongue. It was easy to promise they’d find Harlun no matter what. However, such promises ruined the good reputation of honest cops. No matter how hard he and Doughas might try, there was never any guarantee they could keep their promise. Making one like that was setting everyone up for disappointment and heartbreak.

      Doughas also seemed lost for words.

      “We’ll…do what we can.” Vor could only repeat his partner’s statement. “We’ll keep in touch. Thank you and have a good day.”

      “Have a good one,” Doughas echoed. He was the first one out the door.

      When they got back to the living room, they found Kora dressed up. Clearly, she was heading out. She didn’t say a word. Doughas waved and exited the apartment with the car keys already in his hand.

      Vor approached Kora before stepping out. “Thanks.”

      “Did you get any valuable information? I hope you didn’t waste your time or ours.”

      “We did,” Vor claimed.

      Kora appeared to be in a rush, but she still shot one last question. “How was she? I wasn’t so sure she’d respond to Inquisitors. Especially an elf.”

      Vor paid no heed to the condescension in her voice. “She was confused at first, but my partner pulled her back to her senses. She was easy to talk to, helpful, and not aggressive or lost. She just misses her husband. If he’s truly gone, I can only hope their kids will help make her feel whole again.”

      “They will,” Kora insisted and sharpened her tone to add, “We will.”

      I’ve had enough of you. Sorry, lady, you’re not the type I like to waste my breath on. He bowed at her. “You’ll hear from us again.”

      The elf didn’t wait for Kora to reply. He turned and headed out. When he got to the door, he found Doughas shooing away a few goblins. A small crowd of civilians had gathered to ogle their car.

      “What? Can’t handle fifteen minutes of fame?” Vor remarked from across the street.

      Doughas glared back. “I hate you.”

      “Yep,” Vor agreed. He crossed the street and casually told the crowd, “Make a hole. We’re Inquisitors.”

      To his pleasure, the goblins stepped aside. He wasn’t sure if the Inquisitors had any sway with the folks here, but he got the reaction he wanted. The pair slid into the car as soon as the bystanders were gone.

      “Well, what do you think?” Doughas asked. “Is this a case of a runaway husband and panicked foredwarf or a missing citizens’ case?”

      “He didn’t run.” Vor had already drawn conclusions. “I know you’re going to say I’m doing that whole inductive reasoning thing again, but listen to me. She was convinced he didn’t abandon her and the kids. If there’s any testimony to reference his character, it’s got to be his wife.”

      “Oh, no. I totally agree with you on this.”

      Vor’s jaw dropped. “You do?”

      Doughas nodded as he started the car. The sound of the engine roaring back to life drew more attention from the crowd around them. This time, they kept their distance. “In my honest opinion, I think Harlun’s dead. I can’t say for sure if it’s tied to the strike, though that is the most likely scenario.”

      “The most likely scenario, but not the only one,” Vor suggested. “While we were with Ferla, a question kept repeating itself in my head. Why were the goblins so intent on us finding him? Why did they direct us this way when we initially approached regarding the raids and the lightning bomb?”

      “You think the two cases are linked?” Doughas pulled onto the street. They didn’t have an exact destination, but he started making his way toward the Belly.

      Vor nodded. “I have a hunch but no solid evidence to support the theory. I think Harlun’s dead. That much we agree on. I don’t think it’s entirely due to the strike. That might’ve been the catalyst, but I suspect Harlun got propelled into other business. Trying to stay neutral might’ve entangled him with the raids or whoever is behind them.”

      “And they can’t have witnesses, so they killed him?” Doughas considered it. “That’s all plausible, sure. However, you were right when you mentioned inducing this conclusion. We have to cycle back to deductive work here. We need to draw theories based on the evidence and testimonies we have. Not make theories and force the evidence to work with those ideas.”

      “That’s why I don’t want to force it,” Vor persisted. “Let’s run down what we know. There was a strike. Harlun tried to stay neutral not only for his clan re-admission but to ensure that his crew kept their jobs. At some point, he went missing.”

      Doughas continued from there. “On the other end, there have been raids in the goblin undercity, most recently against the Nebluv shops. The list of stolen items tells us they’re building a lightning bomb. We know the raiders have a connection to the maintenance workers. There’s a good chance some of them work for the DAMS department.”

      “Do you think it’s possible whoever attacked Harlun could also be in the group conducting the raids?” Vor put forth.

      “That’s possible, but we don’t have anything to support it yet.”

      Vor knew the dwarf was going to bring that up. “That’s why I can’t shake this feeling, bud. Why did those workers direct us here? There has to be a connection.”

      “Too bad we don’t have any solid clues yet.”

      A bright idea flashed in Vor’s head. “Well, we already have the DAMS workers. We ought to talk to them again. They might have some new information for us. After all, they said they’d get back to us after we spoke to Mrs. Prammelkoff. Let’s see if they’ll hold up their end of the bargain.”

      “I like your thinking, laddie,” Doughas complimented. “We also need to head to the dwarven quarter.”

      It took Vor a few moments to remember why. “Oh…so we can check on Harlun’s records?”

      Doughas gestured in agreement. “I want to know more about his background. Why he became clanless, when he applied for re-admission, how that application was going, and what factors affected its success.”

      Vor tried to put the pieces together. “Let me see. By checking his records, we can cement Mrs. Prammelkoff’s statement that he wouldn’t abandon her. That’ll further back up the theory that he got in trouble and is either missing or dead.”

      “Right, and if we can do that, we can get some leeway to explore the tunnels further,” Doughas asserted. “Now the missing key, as you mentioned, is linking his disappearance with the raids. I believe his records will lead us in the right direction. Either his records or his corpse. We will get answers somehow.”

      “Not to mention, we’ll also get to investigate the DAMS workers without them realizing it. We can hit two birds with one stone.”

      Doughas appeared to like the idea. However, he didn’t seem intent on driving to the dwarven quarter yet. “Before we go anywhere, do you care to grab a bite?”

      Vor pumped his fist in the air. “I was honestly too shy to ask.”

      “Do you have any good ideas? I’m so hungry and tired that I think I’d eat anything.”

      “Have you ever tried Solen’s?” Vor solicited. “It’s about a block away from the Belly, on the corner of Tugrath’s and Eleventh.”

      Doughas’ face twisted with uncertainty. “Solen’s? Isn’t that the diner built around a leviathan’s skeleton? I’ve passed by but never tried it.”

      “They have great pancakes,” Vor prompted with glee. “If you don’t like sweet things, which I suspect is the case, you should give their coffee a try. They also have this amazing viggern ribs dish.”

      Doughas gave Vor a doubtful look. “I don’t trust anyone when it comes to viggern ribs except myself. Everyone gets too lazy to marinate them. You’re supposed to keep them soaking for at least forty-eight hours.”

      “Trust me on this one,” Vor insisted.

      “All right, it’s your funeral if I choke on it,” Doughas joked. Or maybe he didn’t. Vor wasn’t always sure when it came to Doughas Ruiridh.

      They continued in silence. Before long, Vor itched to start another conversation. He didn’t know what Doughas would want to discuss. He had to get more familiar with the dwarf before holding casual chats. With no better idea, the elf decided it was safer to talk indirect shop regarding the clues and theories they had.

      “You know what’s funny, by the way?” Vor breezed as they made their way down Eleventh Avenue. This was his best attempt at breaking the ice. “A lot of our theories rest on the belief that Harlun loves his wife. You’re quite an advocate of that idea.”

      Doughas shrugged. “So?”

      Oh, come on, don’t make me spell everything out. I’m trying to have a conversation, Doughas.

      “I don’t know.” Vor’s words trailed off. “It strikes me as odd to find you a bit…romantic.”

      “What, and you aren’t? Have you ever been in love?” Doughas might have smirked, though Vor wasn’t a hundred percent on that.

      He snickered. “I have been a few times…genuinely, I should say. The problem is I’m too much of a free spirit. I can’t see myself tied to one significant other for the rest of my life. And we live very long lives.”

      “That right there is proof you’ve never been in love,” Doughas observed. “No wonder you flirt with every pretty elf we come across.”

      Vor wagged a finger at the dwarf. “I didn’t picture salty Doughas Long-Clan-Name-and-Titles as a romantic. You’re so melodramatic, bro. It’s a bit—”

      Doughas interrupted with a recitation.

      “Falling, calling, swaying, staying

      All I am, at your feet laying

      Your hand upon my chest, it falls

      Your breath upon my neck, it calls

      Your hair upon my face, it sways

      Your name upon my lips, it stays

      Stay with me, sway with me

      Call with me, fall with me.”

      There was a moment, a pause, and Vor’s mouth hung wide open. After an eternity, he cocked his head to the side and asked, “Who wrote that? Beautiful poem there, and here I thought you weren’t into that ‘elven poetry’ stuff.”

      Doughas slowed the car and shot Vor a grin. “That? That’s my poem. I wrote it for my wife on our centennial anniversary.”

      Vor was stunned yet again. Before he could say another word, Doughas turned into the drive-thru lane at Solen’s.

      “So, laddie, what’ll you have?”
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      “Well?” Vor asked when he saw Doughas walking back to the car.

      The dwarf didn’t look happy. It put Vor in a sour mood after he’d been glad to be back on the surface for a while. He’d spent their whole lunchtime complaining about spending too much time in the undercity. Doughas had claimed to be sick of the whining, but one look at him and Vor knew the dwarf was about to whine himself.

      Doughas got in and slammed the door shut. He handed a bunch of documents to Vor and stared down at his cold coffee. “He’s dead.”

      “Confirmed?” Vor sat up straight in confusion and shock. He took a look at the papers. “Hold on a minute. How’d you know he’s a goner? These aren’t from the morgue.”

      “I just came from the Clan Appropriation Office. Why would you think I’d have papers from the morgue?” Doughas slammed his forehead on the steering wheel and sighed. “Those are Harlun’s papers. He was going to get re-inducted into their clan. They were already planning the ceremony, and he only had to sign a few more papers to make it official.”

      Vor gaped as he finally got it. “Right. If his clan re-admission were going to push through, there’d be no reason to run. This supports Mrs. Prammelkoff’s statement that her husband was unlikely to abandon them. We can further corroborate that profile with his employment background.”

      “Yeah, but that leaves us with only two possible outcomes.” Doughas sipped his coffee and made a face. Still, he braced himself and gulped down the rest. “Harlun’s either gone missing, or he’s dead. Either way, something happened to him. He’s now lost in the tunnel networks. Dead or alive.”

      “Great,” Whatever excitement basking in the sunlight had brought to Vor drained with that last sarcastic sentiment. He organized the sheets and stuffed them in the glove box. “I was hoping we could skip the whole ‘explore these dangerous and unmapped tunnel networks’ bit.”

      Doughas started the car. “Where to?”

      “Well…while you were gone, we got a shard call. From the DAMS crew.”

      “How’d they get a hold of your shard number? We didn’t leave them our contact information,” Doughas pointed out. “That was stupid. I need to buy a burner in case we need information called in.”

      Vor yawned before he answered. “They called the Bureau. Told Krish and Jagai they were our informants and needed to contact us. Jagai forwarded the call, no questions asked.”

      “Smart goblins,” Doughas commented. “What did they say?”

      “They’re ready to meet us. That said, they want us at a specific bar in the goblin undercity. A tiny joint by the corner of Ninth and Gurkh’s.”

      Doughas paused. “Is that the one bar that keeps on hiring those awful musicians? I’m not familiar with the goblin quarter.”

      “That’s the one.”

      “Shoot me with your ARC if the singing is worse than I imagine.”

      Vor lifted a grin. “Oh, it’s a lot worse than that. Do you know the manager put up mesh to protect the entertainers from bottles and whatnot? Folks complain all the time.”

      “Please, let’s not refer to them as entertainers,” Doughas insisted. “How about we call them ‘the cheapest option’ and be done with it?”

      Vor nodded. “No complaints here. Oh, the crew wants us to keep a low profile.”

      “In this car? Are you kidding me? This is as far from low-profile as it can get.”

      “I know,” Vor consented. “We can park a few blocks away from the bar. I can throw my coat off and look like a civilian. You have those thick warden greaves and stuff, though.”

      Doughas groaned. “Don’t tell me you’re going to make me change clothes.”

      “We have to keep a low profile,” Vor reminded him as he gestured at the dwarf. “You look like law enforcement from head to toe. Folks will identify you either as an Inquisitor or a warden. Either way, it defeats our purpose.”

      The dwarf tried to weasel his way out. “I don’t have spare clothes with me.”

      Vor wasn’t having it. “At least ditch the armor, the Inquisitor coat, and your vest. You look like you’re going to preach something religious.”

      “I preach with my fists,” Doughas grumbled. “Okay, fine, I’ll drive us there. You can go ahead and scout the bar while I change.”

      “I can wait.”

      Doughas squinted at Vor and patted his ARC and goblin long heater in turn. “You. Can. Go. Scout. Ahead.”

      Vor yawned to show how expected his partner’s response was. “Whatever feeds your ego. Oh, did you grab some bread? I saw dwarves walking out of the office with bread. Were they handing out free snacks or something?”

      Doughas gave Vor a long, hard look. “Are you seriously asking for free food? What the hell did you do while I was in there? I was gone for like half an hour. You could’ve bought food.”

      Vor responded with a weak smile. He was broke. The elf didn’t have the guts to tell Doughas he’d been surviving on the meal allowance the Inquisitors received as part of their pay. He would be relying on horrible galley food for a while.

      The dwarf groaned as they entered the tunnels leading into the undercity. Doughas had avoided the main route and took a shortcut through the dwarf-ogre borders to reach the goblin quarters. “We literally just ate before we got here.”

      “Do you see how tall I am?”

      “You’re tall. I get it.”

      “Yeah, exactly. I’m taller and bigger than most elves,” Vor emphasized. “I don’t buy into the whole idea that all elves have to look pretty and lithe, you know? When there are dwarf fighters, goblins trolling out, and ogres being ogres, I like having a bit of muscle to fight back.”

      Doughas smirked. “I wasn’t questioning your choice to bulk up, but thank you for the sermon.”

      “I’m just saying.” Vor tried to steer the conversation in his favor, “I need to eat more than most elves do. I work out, that’s all.”

      “Buy your own bread,” Doughas insisted. “Besides, the food in there is for dwarves getting re-admitted into a clan. Not for you.”

      “Sad. Ah well, such is fate.”

      “We’ll be there in a minute,” Doughas announced. “Give me your shard.”

      Vor handed over his shard without complaint. He watched as Doughas steered the car with one hand and typed his number with the other. Once the dwarf handed the shard back, Vor double-checked and saved the number under the name “Iron Swan.”

      Of course, Doughas noticed. “Iron Swan?”

      “Don’t ask. The imagery popped in my head,” Vor defended. “It kind of fits you.”

      “I’m not complaining,” Doughas affirmed, to Vor’s surprise. “Call me so I can get your number, too. The whole business with the DAMS crew having to call HQ bothers me. Let’s avoid that.”

      Vor complied. Doughas didn’t save the number right away, but at least he had the call on his shard. Now there were no reasons for them not to contact each other.

      “Don’t call me in the middle of the night when I’m at home,” Doughas instructed. “Don’t call me on our day off. Don’t call me during a holiday. If I’m with my family, you’d better not even think of calling. If you call me when I’m asleep, you’d better apologize before I blink my eyes open.”

      Vor shrugged with a crooked smile. “You didn’t say anything about calling on my birthday, though. Or yours, for that matter. What about Dwarven Ancestor’s Day or during our Spectral Festival? When you said holiday, were you referring to yours specifically, or do elven ones count too?”

      Doughas gripped the steering wheel tighter and took a deep breath. Vor chuckled at his reaction.

      “Well, think about your survival after work,” Doughas told Vor. He slowed and began to parallel park. “We’re a good three blocks away. Get out of here. I’ll change and follow as soon as I can.”

      Vor removed his Inquisitor’s coat and tossed it on the back seat.

      “Do you always wear sleeveless shirts with thick hoods?” Doughas asked when he looked Vor over. “You look like a gym junkie or something.”

      “I am a gym junkie. And yes, I do wear outfits like this all the time. I’m not afraid to show off my body. Who cares what other elves think?”

      Doughas’ shoulders lifted. “Takes one to know one, I guess. Give me a call if anything goes south.”

      “You do want me to call,” Vor joked as he opened his door. He had to keep his ARC under his hoodie. “How sweet of you.”

      “Har-har. Now git,” Doughas responded with a sarcastic tone.

      Vor shut the door and started walking. A few passing goblins took notice of their car, but that was something for Doughas to handle. Right now, he had to make it to the bar and hope the information he got there would help resolve the case.

      There’s a bomb ready to go off, and we still have no idea who’s behind it or where to find it. He considered his other assignment, the one regarding Doughas. Nothing painted the dwarf as a self-serving criminal. He was still wary but felt forced into the situation.

      I don’t like being manipulated, but I have to assume the information was legitimate. I’ll work out the rest when I get more clues.

      Getting to the bar was a jog. Three blocks sounded like a short distance in his head but turned out to be farther than expected. Goblin blocks were longer than elven ones, with more shops and buildings squeezed into every lot.

      Up on the surface, it was barely late afternoon. Here in the undercity, it was always night. Some got off work at this hour, but the bars were open and flooding with those looking to rest and drink before heading home.

      “Tenderloin’s,” Vor whispered when he reached the bar and read the small sign above the entrance. “Huh, it has a name.”

      He opened the door and had to stoop low to get through. Once inside, he bent his knees as he walked. It was annoying, particularly since he was taller than the average elf. Most goblins were a good foot shorter than him.

      I can’t imagine the discomfort an ogre would feel walking in here. If I’m tall, those guys are way bigger.

      From the entrance, Vor caught the distinct fragrance of charred meat and alcohol. Dozens of patrons packed the bar, most of them fresh off work. Individuals from all walks of life took a moment to rest here. He spotted some blue-collar workers, those like the DAMS crew, gathered around tables. There were a few office workers sharing drinks over barbecued snacks.

      To his surprise, some non-goblins also patronized the joint. He counted at least three tables of dwarves and a pair of elves. In one corner, an ogre attempted to drink some beer. The bottle looked like a child’s toy in the ogre’s grasp. He wondered how the giant had squeezed his way into the bar.

      They all looked like they were trying to relax and have fun.

      Most believe only goblins like to get drunk and party after a hard day at work. The truth is, everybody wants to chill. Many simply don’t want to admit it. Vor wished he could squeeze in an hour or so to relax. However, he wasn’t here for that. He had work to do.

      Good thing we got here on a nice day. Almost every other time Vor had visited this bar, there was a fight. Even on a slow day like this, violent commotion rang out from every corner of the establishment. No one was slinging fists or throwing bottles yet. Still, the loud conversations from a few drunk patrons threatened an eruption.

      One of the only tables available was near the entertainment corner. To Vor’s utter dismay, the “cheapest option” was there. Damn it. I thought I was early enough to avoid their music. Their definition of music, anyway.

      He sighed, inched his way to the empty table, and tried to ignore the horrible singing and poor instrumentation. A young female goblin waitress with bright blue hair approached with a menu.

      “Oh, sorry. I’m waiting for someone.” Vor lifted his hands away from the menu.

      The waitress offered a sour look and seemed about to say something back when a group a few tables away called for her. The bunch of drunk goblins appeared to be law students or something similar. She sighed, rolled her eyes, and turned away to cater to the paying customers.

      That was a close call. Vor dug into his pockets. Yep. I got nothing. Sorry, lady. Where the heck is Doughas, though? That walking boulder should be here by now.

      A little concerned, Vor pulled his shard from his pocket. It glowed as he woke the device up. He was about to send a short message to Doughas when someone grabbed his shoulder.

      Pure instinct had Vor reaching for his ARC. He stopped midway and turned to look behind him. One of the goblins from the DAMS crew stood there. He wore coveralls and had probably headed to the bar straight from work.

      “You’re one of Krupper’s, right?”

      “Kephalos, yeah,” the goblin answered. There was a soft quiver in his voice, a tremble that Vor didn’t find comforting. The goblin’s attention was all over the place. Kephalos kept darting glances around as if seeking a stalker.

      The goblin fidgeted on the spot. “Where’s the dwarf? Why’re you alone? This isn’t how we planned things. You were supposed to come here together.”

      You’re uneasy. Is this a trap? Vor wasn’t fond of handling this situation without his partner. “He’s coming.”

      “Well, we need to go,” Kephalos stated. “You’ll have to fill him in later.”

      “We’re going now?”

      “Now.”

      I don’t like this. Vor considered calling Doughas. He moved to flip through his shard when he noticed Kephalos staring at the device. The tension was unbearable, and Vor didn’t like the goblin’s evident agitation.

      He considered his options. He was faster than the goblin. He could reach for his ARC and take a shot before Kephalos reacted. However, he noticed that the goblin had one hand in his pocket. He might already have a grip on an ARC or a blade. If things escalated, they’d get ugly fast.

      Let’s not go down that route. Vor reminded himself that he was an Inquisitor now, not a rookie street-beat cop. He put one hand in the air to show he didn’t have his weapon and used the other to slide the shard back into his pocket. Once he did, the goblin relaxed and released his grip on Vor’s shoulder.

      “Follow me,” Kephalos instructed. “Keep your head down…as much as an elf can, anyway. Don’t use your shard. Don’t talk to anyone. Don’t touch anything.”

      Vor replied with a nod and followed the goblin to the back of the bar. There, a flight of stairs headed into the basement. The noise from the raucous atmosphere upstairs faded as they descended.

      The basement contained a few gambling tables. At one, a handful of goblins and a pair of dwarves played a game of Stiff-Stones. Vor was a fan but didn’t have the time or cash to squeeze in a round. He made a mental note to come by when he had resources to spare.

      Some of the players looked up. They barely gave Vor a second glance before returning to their games. The elf took this as a reprieve. He couldn’t afford anyone checking him out right now. The last thing he needed was folks questioning why an Inquisitor was down here.

      Good thing I ditched the coat. He puffed out a soft sigh of relief and stuck behind Kephalos. The goblin led them to a narrow corridor where Vor could barely fit. If Doughas were around, the dwarf would have to walk sideways to get through. It made Vor wonder yet again how an ogre would fare if there were a possibility of one ever going this way.

      Up ahead was signage for bathrooms. Before they reached the restroom doors, Kephalos stopped and faced a blank brick wall. The goblin knocked three times. After a pause, he knocked again twice.

      A secret door. Vor winced as he realized Doughas would have no idea where to find him now.

      By goblin magic or genius engineering, the bricks receded and revealed a pathway. Kephalos and Vor were greeted by another goblin, one with a bulkier build than most and numerous tattoos. The goblin also carried a long heater.

      Oh, come on! Vor had to bite back every impulse pushing him to dive for cover. Kephalos had brought him here, after all. There had to be a reason.

      The tattooed goblin glanced at Kephalos before he stepped forward. There was a long pause as he checked Vor from head to toe. With a sniff and a grunt, he stepped aside to let the two enter.

      A moment after they passed, the brick wall reformed behind them to completely mask their passage.

      “Sorry about all this.” Kephalos finally spoke in a calmer voice than earlier. “There’s a lot piling on us. We’ve had strikebreakers cutting loose. Someone also found out that the authorities have been notified, so we can’t discuss things in the open anymore.”

      “They know you’ve met with Inquisitors?”

      “I can’t say for sure,” Kephalos replied as he walked. “They could assume someone talked to the Keepers, the Inquisitors, or someone. None of us want to take the risk and find out for sure.”

      “Uh-huh.” Vor followed the goblin down a dark corridor. They traversed a few expansive rooms that looked like empty warehouse areas. Several goblins moved through the spaces, carrying boxes of what appeared to be stolen goods. A few of them worked at removing identifying barcodes and tags before placing items in empty cardboard boxes.

      “You hired a gang?”

      “Tunnel-Sweepers,” Kephalos answered without looking back.

      “How do they feel about you bringing an Inquisitor down here?”

      Kephalos shrugged. “We told them you aren’t the Keepers. You deal with inter-race issues, not gang wars or thievery. Their business is their own. We only hired them for protection. Besides, having you around is a nice get-out-of-jail option in case the Keepers come sniffing.”

      I’m not sure that’s how it works, Vor thought. Things are a lot more complicated, especially now that we have a connection with the Keepers, thanks to that tunnel shootout.

      He kept his mouth shut regarding the matter as he and the goblin entered a large, round chamber.

      Vor recognized Nyx and a few other goblins. He strained to look around but couldn’t spot Krupper among them. One goblin caught his attention. Unlike the green skin that most goblins had, whether Drip or Crusty, this one had pale, almost sickly gray skin. His eyes, teeth, and nails were solid black. The goblin was bald, with three crimson stripes running from his brow across his skull to the back of his head. Kephalos’ crew gave this one space. No one wanted to be too close.

      A redcap. Just my luck. Vor wished Doughas was here. Redcaps were dangerous. Either through some mutation at birth or lousy luck with magic, these goblins couldn’t troll out the way most did. Something changed inside them. They were no longer able to grow in size while trolling. Absent physical growth, they became stronger and more savage. Many redcaps also developed an insatiable hunger that drove them to cannibalism.

      It didn’t take long for Vor to realize this redcap was the leader of the Tunnel-Sweepers, at least for this area.

      “The name’s Kaz,” the redcap introduced himself as he stepped forward. He kept coming until he was barely an inch away from Vor. Despite the height difference, Vor wouldn’t stand a chance against such a powerful and violent being. “This is my home. You’re with the coveralls, so you’re welcome to stay. Make yourself at home, elf.”

      I get it. This is your territory. Vor nodded and sighed with relief when Kaz walked past him to supervise the gangsters moving the contraband.

      Where are you, Doughas? I should’ve waited. I knew I should’ve waited! There was no time to curse his actions. He was here. Doughas wasn’t. Determined to finish the job, Vor addressed Kephalos and Nyx. “You hired a lot of heat. Things getting rough on your end?”

      “You have no idea,” Nyx drawled. “Desperate times call for desperate measures.”

      “Things are getting more desperate by the hour,” another goblin chimed in. “We got word that the bomb is complete. Whoever’s assembling it already picked a target, too, if the rumors are true.”

      Vor hung his head. He could feel a massive headache coming his way. “Already? How much time do we have?”

      “The end of the week,” Nyx told him.

      “That’s for certain,” another goblin added.

      Kephalos tipped his chin. “That’s sure as shit.”

      Vor regarded Kephalos with confused exhaustion. “Sure as what, now? I’m not familiar with goblin idioms. Are you saying you know for certain, or you’re not sure at all? The wording could apply to both, you know.”

      Nyx interrupted. “Something’s happening at the end of the week that will make the bomb’s detonation a real show-stopper. Drive home the point, as it were.”

      Ah, so it means they’re a hundred percent certain. Vor didn’t like that.

      “Well, you lot better spit out what you know and do it fast.” Vor’s patience had started to erode. If it was happening at the end of the week, they had to work fast.

      Nyx sneered. “Maybe. Are you going to take Harlun’s case?”

      “It’s not that simple,” Vor shot back, his anger and impatience seeping through his tone.

      Kephalos stepped forward. “I’ll make it simple, then. Find out what happened to Harlun, or you can figure this whole shit out on your own.”

      Vor clenched a fist and nearly slammed it against the wall. “Seriously? You’re willing to pin the lives of dozens, maybe hundreds, of innocent citizens on us solving your foredwarf’s disappearance?”

      Kephalos didn’t blink. “Sure as shit.”
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      Doughas

      There, you happy now? Doughas wiped the sweat off his brow as he removed the last piece of armor. I can’t believe that elf wants me to walk around without my gloves, pauldrons, and greaves. Seriously? How am I supposed to fight back if I’m naked?

      The whole idea angered him, but there was a lot worse to consider than his personal frustrations. He was already taking too long and didn’t want Vor to walk into a meeting with unknown individuals without backup. It was time to go.

      Before he stepped out of the car, Doughas observed his surroundings. There was always the risk of being spied on, especially since the encounter in the tunnels. He also suspected that whoever killed Harlun might have planted someone to observe Mrs. Prammelkoff, meaning they might be aware he and Vor were on that case too.

      That was when he spotted an unusual sight in the goblin undercity—three dwarves strolling down the street. It wasn’t the fact that they were dwarves. Goblins were the most accommodating when it came to other races, after all. However, these dwarves didn’t look like undercity workers. None of the usual maintenance uniforms or coveralls. They all looked refined, clad in fine suits and new shoes.

      After a moment, Doughas realized they weren’t only wearing fancy clothes. The dark slacks, tan shirts, and green ties were the uniforms of the Sons of Stone, a supremacist group that believed dwarves should be the ruling class in the Quadras.

      “Little buggers,” Doughas cursed. I thought I could finish one week of work before running into you brats.

      His bad luck had to kick in. He’d already had one encounter with the Sons of Stone. In fact, that run-in was his only black mark in his whole warden career. He’d gotten into a fistfight with a Sons of Stone leader at a rally. The supremacists had the right to rally. To his dismay, he was tasked with controlling a crowd of anti-ralliers. Someone got out of line, and Doughas had to push them back. The Sons of Stone leader had turned to Doughas and thanked him for “supporting the cause.”

      That didn’t sit well with Doughas. He was proud to be a dwarf. However, he wasn’t blind to the mistakes his race had made in the past, and he didn’t buy the philosophy that dwarves were superior to any other race. He loved who he was but wasn’t a bigot.

      That situation got out of hand. Doughas beat the crap out of the Sons of Stone leader and almost got in trouble. Luckily, he only got an infraction since the dwarf he’d beaten “grabbed” him before Doughas had thrown a punch.

      Now there were more racist fools walking around in front of him.

      Not today. I got work to do. Doughas grabbed his armor, vest, and Inquisitor’s coat and stepped out of the Behemoth. He locked the doors and circled to the trunk.

      “I should’ve unlocked the trunk from my seat,” he grumbled. He painstakingly put everything he carried on one arm, careful not to drop anything. Then he used the other hand to orient the key, unlock the trunk, and open it wide. As he did, he watched to ensure passersby didn’t stare for too long.

      “Please, no,” Doughas whispered when the three Sons of Stone approached. He shoved his things into the trunk and slammed it shut. While he pocketed his keys, he tried to look uninterested as the group got closer.

      “Hi there,” one of the young dwarves greeted. “Fancy car there, friend.”

      We should’ve parked farther away. Low profile, low profile, low profile! Doughas feigned a smile and waved. “Oh, this? Yeah, it’s a rental. Nothing fancy about it.”

      “That’s still a nice rental,” another dwarf noted. “Means your original car is just as nice. So, tell us more about you. You seem like a good, upstanding fellow. I’m Yoren. This here is Kazok.” He pointed at the first speaker before indicating the third dwarf. “And this is Dhudgrum. He’s from Clan Snowdelver, that one.”

      Ah crap, rich kids. Doughas didn’t want to waste his time with them. He could beat them before they had a chance to fight back, which would allow him to get to Vor. Yet then he’d leave the car exposed.

      “Look, that’s all nice to hear,” he mumbled. “I do have somewhere to—”

      “A dwarf like you with a car like this,” Dhudgrum interrupted. “You shouldn’t be alone down here. You’re surrounded by a bunch of stinking goblins. It’s dangerous, you know? There’s no telling what those tunnel-grubs would do.”

      Tunnel-grubs. That’s beyond racist. Doughas gritted his teeth and shut his eyes, hoping he could ignore the remarks long enough to avoid any physical altercations.

      “You could avoid a lot of these problems if you had friends like us,” Yoren advertised. “We stand for all dwarves, you know? We believe in our power and our heritage. It’s time we stop this whole integration nonsense and show the Quadras that dwarves, and only dwarves, deserve to rule.”

      Don’t twist my beliefs, you sick little piece of trash. Doughas hated how the Sons of Stone twisted his tenets, his love for his race and their culture, into a sickening, racist pillar.

      “Look, lads, do you have a flyer or something so I can read about all this later?” Doughas had to tread this conversation lightly. He didn’t want to anger them. Vor was at the bar waiting for his arrival. “I promise to take a look. I do have to go right now, though. I got business to attend to and someone waiting on me.”

      The Sons of Stone members looked at each other and back at Doughas. They no longer looked happy.

      Ah, crap, what did I say this time?

      “What do you mean by business?” Kazok stepped closer to Doughas. That was a threat, and Doughas felt it. Kazok was easily the biggest of the group. “Do you mean you actually partnered with the grubs down here? You do know that’s an offense not only to the Stones but to our race as a whole?”

      Doughas was running out of patience. He’d already started with little to none of it. “Listen, laddie. You’d better watch your mouth—”

      He halted and tried to re-word his statement. “Look where you’re standing, kid. This isn’t our quarter. Throwing that kind of language here isn’t healthy. We’ll all get in trouble.”

      Kazok didn’t seem to hear anything past “watch your mouth.” He prodded Doughas’ chest with a heavy hand. “You sayin’ we’re weak or something? Like, we can’t defend ourselves against some grubs? Them goblins can’t hold a candle against us. We’re damn dwarves, old man.”

      “Yeah, you some kind of grub-lover or something?” Yoren piled on. “Don’t tell me you have a goblin girlfriend. That’s disgusting. You’re going to have a disease-ridden slimy baby, you know? That’s not natural. It’s an abomination.”

      Dhudgrum squeezed in closer. “You defending these slimy-skinned goblins, old timer? Is that why you’re here?”

      I swear, I’m going to smack some common sense into those empty shells you call skulls.

      “You do know cross-race births aren’t a thing, right?” Doughas asked with a dose of sarcasm. There were cross-race relationships, but there hadn’t been a single case of cross-race children. It simply wasn’t possible. Yet that never stopped fools like the Sons of Stone from spouting their agenda.

      Kazok prodded again. Doughas stepped forward and was about to slam a fist into the young dwarf’s face when they were interrupted by a heavier older voice behind the trio.

      Another dwarf, also clad in the recognizable outfit of the Sons of Stone. He sported a thick gray beard and an emerald ring on his finger. Even from a distance, Doughas identified him as a Hewer—a senior member of the supremacist group. The newcomer wasn’t alone, either. Two junior members as young as the trio facing Doughas walked beside him.

      “What is this?” the senior demanded as he approached. “Someone explain to me why you three are harassing a fine member of the dwarven society when you should be out there preparing the route for our rally?”

      Their rally. That’s by the end of the week. Doughas’ mind raced when he recalled what the inquisitor-general mentioned during their initial briefing. The raids were becoming more frequent, and the bomb threat loomed ahead. If that thing went off during the rally, it could halt the integration plan in the blink of an eye.

      Could the Sons of Stone be behind the raids? No, that didn’t make sense. Why would they bomb their own kind to stop integration? The Sons of Stone also wouldn’t resort to hiring goblins to handle the raids. They’d steal the ingredients and build the bomb themselves.

      “It was all his fault,” Kazok pointed at Doughas.

      “What?” Doughas sputtered.

      “He distracted us with his racist comments,” Kazok explained to the Hewer. “He was blabbering about working with the tunnel-grubs. We had to set him straight.”

      Yoren nodded. “Yeah, he’s a traitor to all dwarven-kind. We were trying to show him the faults in his ways.”

      The Hewer clearly didn’t give a damn. The elderly dwarf wanted to get their job done, period. He didn’t want to waste time with Doughas. Charting the route for their rally mattered more.

      “We’ll deal with him later.” The Hewer tried to calm everyone down. “We have more important business to attend to.”

      “Sir, we have to deal with him first,” Yoren insisted. “We can’t let a traitor like him go. He’ll walk away and prattle how we ain’t as stern as we say we are. It’ll spread like a plague. Before we know it, more dwarves will resist the Stone.”

      Funny how a Hewer has no power. The trappings of their own beliefs keep them down. He can’t back off now. If he lets me go, it’ll look like he’s defending a race traitor. He’s surrounded by juniors. He has to make a decision.

      Doughas met the Hewer’s gaze and sighed. Do it, old dwarf. Get it over with, so we can all go home.

      The Hewer looked back. He didn’t say anything, but Doughas saw the regret in his eyes.

      Here it comes.

      The Hewer swung and hit Doughas across the face with a solid punch.

      He took the hit and looked back at the group. “You struck first. Remember that when the Keepers come asking questions.”

      “What?” The Hewer seemed stunned to realize he may have caused more trouble than he wanted.

      Before the group could parse what Doughas meant, the Inquisitor grabbed one of the junior members and slammed his forehead into his opponent’s face. Blood sprayed as Doughas broke the dwarf’s nose. Then he kicked hard and rammed his heel into the dwarf’s knee, cracking the bones with a single strike. This sent the junior kneeling, and Doughas struck again with a heavy punch. The dwarf hit the ground unconscious.

      The Hewer attempted to fight back. Doughas didn’t even try to dodge. He absorbed the hit to his forehead, stepped forward, and roared as he rammed his elbow into the Hewer’s face. It was a solid hit, and Doughas figured he’d broken the older dwarf’s jaw.

      “Sir!” Dhudgrum shouted when the Hewer reeled back in pain. Without pause, Dhudgrum and the others pounced on Doughas. They pinned his arms, Yoren on his left and Dhudgrum on his right. Kazok and the other junior took turns punching him in the gut.

      Weak. Doughas withstood the blows. They were strong, sure, but he’d had worse as a veteran warden. With a grunt, he yanked his right arm and kicked Dhudgrum’s shin. It wasn’t strong enough to shatter the young dwarf’s bones, but it was painful enough for him to let go.

      Doughas took the opportunity to swing his free arm, crashing a fist into Kazok’s face. The enemy took a step back. Doughas pushed to the left, shoving his shoulder into Yoren. When the lad lost his footing, Doughas pirouetted and hit him across the neck with his elbow.

      “Is that all you’ve got?” Doughas taunted. He recoiled and booted Yoren in the knee, then in the gut, dropping the young dwarf.

      Kazok roared and rushed forward, ready to body-slam Doughas. The Inquisitor had seen the move a thousand times before. Stepping to the side would do no good. Instead, he allowed Kazok to grapple with him and positioned himself to strike the back of the other dwarf’s head with his elbows.

      It didn’t take long for the enemy to let go and collapse in pain.

      He’d be unconscious if I hit him with my armor plating on. Doughas wished he still had his plates, but it was already too late for that. He would have to keep fighting and hope that—

      “Oof!” The wind rushed out of him, and his vision blurred when something hit the back of his head.

      It was Dhudgrum’s fist.

      Oh, great, he’s still standing. I should’ve—

      A second fist hit him from the other side, followed by another. Before Doughas could retaliate, the remaining conscious juniors had him on the ground. They kicked constantly, and Doughas was soon coughing blood on the cold pavement. One took the opportunity to break the Behemoth’s windows and dent one of the doors. That alone made Doughas feel more defeated than he already was.

      “Enough!”

      It was the Hewer. He’d finally regained his footing. “We can’t kill him. Not here in the open. The Keepers will get on our tail, and that’ll cause problems with our rally. We can’t risk that.”

      “Yes, sir,” Yoren and the others answered in unison.

      “Get out of here, now!” the Hewer commanded. He and his juniors scattered, leaving Doughas to wince and bleed in the street.

      “You don’t deserve that car, you traitor!” was the last thing Doughas heard from the group. He didn’t have the strength to look up and see who said it, but from the tone, it had to be Kazok.

      Doughas waited. He knew there were folks looking at him. No one was going to help, though. Not down here in the undercity. Most knew it wasn’t safe to interfere with the Sons of Stone. They’d be beaten to a bloody pulp right alongside him. Then there’d be two in need of medical attention.

      Call Vor. Doughas dragged himself close to the car. He reached for his pocket to retrieve his shard when he felt cold steel against the back of his head. It was an ARC, loaded and ready to fire a crossbow bolt deep into his skull.

      Are they back already? Doughas slowly turned. To his surprise, a goblin held the weapon to his head. The stranger was well-dressed, clad in an all-black suit.

      “Get in the car. We’re going for a drive,” the goblin commanded.

      Doughas managed a bloody chuckle. “Can’t you see I’m having a bad day here, laddie? Maybe we can reschedule this when I’m not so under the weather.”

      The goblin laughed but pressed the weapon further. “That would be a pleasant option. However, our current predicament and the recent turn of events deny me that liberty. You’ll have to acquiesce to my demands right now.”

      He doesn’t just look fancy. He talks fancy too. Doughas figured the goblin was here for a bigger reason than mugging someone down on their luck. He looked back one more time. Yeah, this guy would have no problem dropping my corpse in the middle of a busy street.

      “Fine, fine.” Doughas groaned as he struggled to his feet. He unlocked the doors and slid into the driver’s seat. “Get in.”

      To Doughas’ dismay, the stranger slid into the seat directly behind him. The goblin locked the doors, kept his ARC against Doughas’ head, and commanded, “Drive.”
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      Esselliar

      “Look, I get your point and all, but I need more than your word,” Vor told the group of goblins.

      Kephalos shook his head with frustration. “That’s all we can guarantee. You get what you give, and we didn’t get much out of you.”

      I’m done negotiating. Vor stood tall and squinted. He tried to look as menacing as he could, despite knowing that if any of the goblins decided to troll out, he’d be in trouble.

      He pointed at the group and said, “I’ll put it this way. Our Inquisitor-General is going to demand updates. If I can’t keep my boss happy, he’ll kick my partner and me off the job. Good luck trying to get a new team of Inquisitors to work with you. Not only do you need to get on their good side, but you also need to get them up to speed. You can either work with me or start from scratch. Time isn’t exactly on your side, mind you. The bomb’s going off by the end of the week. So far, boys, I’m all you got. Your only option is to give me something to work with.”

      The goblins paused. Nyx pulled them over to a corner, and they huddled and discussed. Vor didn’t mind. He could’ve used his elven ears to hear them but decided to sit and wait. Fortunately, he didn’t have to wait long before the group returned with an agreement.

      “We can tell you one thing. The bomb’s going to blow during the Sons of Stone rally,” Kephalos informed the elf. “That’s not the end-all, be-all, however.”

      “You think the bomb is targeting the supremacist group?” Vor asked.

      One of the goblins shook his head. “I don’t think so. If they’re trying to stop integration, bombing the Sons of Stone goes against those goals. Think about it. It’ll look like pro-integration folks are dangerous terrorists.”

      “The group could be anti-integration and might want to pin the attack on pro-integration groups,” Vor pointed out. “That works in their favor. Integration plans could be halted indefinitely.”

      Nyx nodded but still refuted the idea. “I doubt that’s the only goal here. Otherwise, they’d pick a bigger target or would’ve attacked a lot sooner.”

      These guys know more than they’re telling me. Vor understood that as soon as the goblins began to talk. They bounced off each other, only telling him as much as another goblin would. No one was opening up.

      “Okay, then.” Vor decided to play along. “If they have more than one agenda, why the rally?”

      Kephalos took the bait. “Think about the confusion. All the Keepers would focus on handling the damages and rescuing the civilian bystanders. No one would be around to chase the terrorists as they go about their real goals until it’s too late.”

      “So, if the rally is only a distraction…” Vor hoped they’d give him more.

      “All we know is you have to find Harlun,” another goblin replied. “Find Harlun, and we can get more information on the bomb’s location.”

      They’re not saying it, but they hint at it. The bomb could be where Harlun went missing. If that’s the case, Harlun could’ve been in the wrong place at the wrong time. He must have been there when whoever’s in charge was scouting for a place to plant the bomb. They couldn’t afford a witness, so they killed him.

      There was a lot of weight to that theory, but as Doughas liked to remind him, this was all conjecture. He needed actual proof to put it to the test. He also didn’t like the idea of chasing the theory to a logical conclusion due to a lack of reliable data.

      Doughas, where the heck are you? Vor didn’t want to make further decisions by himself. As he was the only one here, he had no other option. He needed to take a gamble and hope he made the right bet. “I think I can look into that. My partner and I will investigate the caves. That should give us—”

      “What was that?” one of the goblins interrupted.

      Everyone paused and listened. For a moment, there was nothing but silence. The only commotion came from the hired gangsters carrying and transporting contraband goods in the other rooms and tunnels.

      Suddenly there was a loud thud, followed by a blast. Dozens of ARCS started firing, the amplified bolts whistling through the air. A door cracked and smashed open.

      Someone’s here. Vor had no idea who. This was supposed to be a secret area.

      “Agent VorKluvaith, behind you!” a goblin cried.

      Too late. Before Vor could react, someone grabbed the back of his hoodie and hurled him into a nearby box of goods. The elf tried to twist in the air and land on his feet, but there wasn’t enough time to collect his bearings. He smashed against the crates and slid until his body slammed against a wall.

      “What…in the world?” Vor muttered as he tried to stay conscious. He opened his eyes in time to see Kaz barreling toward him.

      Not what I ordered, not what I ordered! Vor instinctively dug into his pocket and pulled out a small dagger. As Kaz charged toward him, Vor weaved beneath the incoming attacks and attempted to slash and stab. The redcap goblin was quicker and grabbed Vor’s wrist. With a single squeeze, the bones began to crack, and the dagger fell from his fingers.

      “How about we talk about this, eh?” Vor feigned a smile.

      Kaz slammed the elf against the wall, squeezing his wrist tighter. “You traitor! You brought them here!”

      “Brought who here?” Vor’s patience had thinned. This wasn’t the meeting he expected when he got up that morning. Then again, nothing ever happened according to plan.

      “The Keepers, you insolent wretch!” Kaz foamed at the mouth. “You brought them here. You did!”

      Vor shook his head. “I have nothing to gain by raiding a Tunnel-Sweepers’ den!” He lowered his left arm and inched it toward the ARC at his back. “I swear, the last time I was in contact with any Keepers, they were trying to shoot me down. I’m in as much trouble here as you are!”

      “The Keepers never knew where we were until you came here,” Kaz reasoned. “You’re the only odd factor here. In my eyes, it was you.”

      “Then you’re a fool,” Vor shot back with a smile. He had his ARC in hand. He’s right, though. Who gave the Keepers the intel that we were here? If they find us, that means someone blabbed about the secret door.

      Kaz stepped closer and opened his maw. Pure black teeth glistened in the faint light. “How about we bite that smirk off your face?”

      There was a click as Vor removed the safety from his ARC. He pressed the weapon against Kaz’s gut. “Do it. The only thing you’ll get is my pretty face sliding out of your open guts.”

      Kaz snarled and twisted Vor’s arm. The elf howled in pain. The redcap braced himself and threw Vor across the room. Despite the pain, Vor squeezed his weapon's trigger mid-flight. There was a flash as the ARC fired. A whistle echoed, and the bolt shot ahead. Though it only sliced through the side of Kaz’s calf, it was enough to send the redcap writhing to the floor.

      Despite his agile prowess, Vor couldn’t stop his trajectory. He hit the opposite wall, then the floor, and screamed when the bones in his arm snapped.

      “We don’t have time for this!” Kephalos bellowed. He had a pipe in his hand. Vor wasn’t sure if the goblin meant to strike Kaz or him with it. “The Keepers are coming. It’s time to ditch this place!”

      The other goblins were already exiting. There was only one tunnel escape route, and they had to go now. The explosions and ruckus upstairs were going to cave that exit shut. If they lingered any longer, they would get stuck here. No one knew whether the Keepers felt like taking prisoners or if it was one of those days where shooting everyone was a simpler solution.

      “Traitor,” a raspy voice called.

      Kaz limped toward him. The bolt had lacerated the redcap’s leg. Blood continued to flow, and Vor could see bone and tissue pulsing in the open wound.

      If I’d shot a second earlier, he’d be down. Damn, why’d I wait? Vor didn’t want to keep fighting like this. His vision was blurring, and he’d started to feel light-headed. A few more hits from a violent foe like Kaz would put him down for good.

      “Kaz…we need to run,” Vor tried to reason. “We can continue this later. If we don’t run now, the Keepers will have both our heads.”

      “You’re right,” Kaz replied. “The next time I see you, I’m going to chain you to the ceiling and devour you from the toes up. I want you to watch while I chew on your flesh.”

      What? That wasn’t the kind of response Vor expected. Before he could piece together Kaz’s threat, the redcap picked up a crate of jars containing ectoplasm residue, a sticky and highly explosive substance, and threw it at Vor. The elf didn’t have the strength to dodge. He crossed his arms and braced for impact.

      It was a much stronger throw than he expected. Once again, Vor flew across the room. He ended up sprawled on the floor, covered in sensitive ectoplasm. The dagger he’d initially tried to fight Kaz with glimmered a good ten feet ahead of him, slightly concealed by debris.

      When he looked up, Kaz and the other Tunnel-Sweeper gang members were gone. Kephalos and the DAMS workers were too. Only Nyx remained. He was by one of the doors, helping the other goblins escape.

      “N-nyx,” Vor called faintly. “None of this changes our agreement. You better stick around because I will come to collect when I find Harlun. I swear it!”

      The goblin stared at him. Vor couldn’t tell if Nyx nodded or answered. His vision was blacking out. The last thing he saw was Nyx and a few remaining goblins dashing into the escape tunnel right before the ceiling collapsed, sealing the way out. There was a rumble, and dust and debris blanketed the room.

      Now what do I do? Vor covered his face with his hood and rose to his feet. The only way out now was up. He’d have to talk his way through the Keepers.

      Before he could come up with a story, a pair of goblin stragglers dashed in. As soon as they entered and saw the blocked exit, they stopped and considered running back up.

      One of them spotted Vor. For a moment, he thought he’d found a friend. Instead, the goblin produced a small wooden block—a pocket club.

      Seriously? How much bad luck can one elf take? Vor cursed in silence as he regained his footing and faced the two goblins.

      “What are you doing? He works with Krupper and the others,” the other goblin pointed out.

      The one with the small wooden weapon shook his head. His hand glowed, and with a magical crack, the item enlarged and snapped into a full-sized club. “We’re going to use him as a bargaining chip with the Keepers.”

      “You’re on your own,” the other shouted back. “I’m not risking my life like this.”

      “Suit yourself,” the armed goblin stated as his companion fled back to the pathway leading up. In moments, he was gone. Vor was alone with the armed enemy, and the sounds of Keepers storming the den grew louder with each passing second.

      Vor still had his ARC. He tried to negotiate out of the impending fight with the goblin. “Hey, friend, why don’t we drop the weapons and call it a day? I’m an Inquisitor. I’m sure we can get the authorities off our backs if we do this right. Nobody has to get hurt.”

      “Someone always gets hurt, shiny,” the goblin clapped back. “You’re my ticket out of here, whether you like it or not.”

      Shiny? Come on, dude, you’re already trying to use me as a bargaining chip. Why do you have to use a racist slur too? Vor spat on the floor, breathed deeply, and prepared to battle. I’m faster, right?

      In the blink of an eye, the goblin rushed in. Vor was significantly taller, but that proved a disadvantage in this fight. He had to step back and to the side to avoid the goblin’s wide, wild swings. The enemy was also a lot faster than Vor had assumed. The goblin continued to assail Vor with fast, broad club swings, forcing the elf to weave out of the way instead of taking the offensive.

      Vor hit a wall. Cornered. Great.

      Determined not to go out a coward, Vor raised his ARC and fired. The bolt whistled through the air, slicing a blue streak behind it, but the goblin dodged and charged forward. The enemy swung and knocked the weapon from Vor’s hand.

      Vor stepped forward and used the close distance to jam his elbow into the goblin’s side, forcing the enemy to trip and stumble.

      That wasn’t enough. The goblin whacked Vor across the face with a powerful backswing. The club almost shattered when the wood struck his cheek. The impact sent Vor reeling backward, and he tripped over debris. His body slammed the floor hard enough to knock his breath from him.

      “Stop resisting, shiny,” the goblin taunted as he made his way toward Vor. “The Keepers are coming. There’s no other way out.”

      Yeah, that’s easy for you to say. Vor winced. Where’s Doughas? Out of pure instinct, Vor started reaching for whatever he could grab nearby. His hands came across something familiar. It was small, sharp, and fit perfectly in his hands.

      My dagger.

      Vor eyed the enemy sauntering toward him. He only had one shot. He crawled backward, hoping to gain some space. The goblin moved fast, already running toward him with the club high in the air, prepared to smash.

      There was no time for words. Vor roared and summoned his remaining strength to gleam his dagger. The weapon glowed, and he swung. The blade sliced through the pocket club like a hot knife through butter. The shocked goblin failed to react in time as Vor swung his broken arm and shattered the goblin’s nose.

      The enemy stumbled back. It was enough of a reprieve for Vor to rise, leap forward, and plunge his empowered dagger into the goblin’s shoulder.

      Everything blacked out. Vor could not see his foe or hear the chaos around him. He did not notice the smoke and debris or the sounds of goblin stragglers running and Keepers firing. All he knew was the pain in his body and the heat of the opponent ahead. Vor withdrew his dagger and stabbed several times, hitting the same spot repeatedly. Before he knew it, the goblin was on the floor with Vor’s knee pressed to his chest.

      “I said enough!”

      W-what? Vor snapped to his senses and glanced around. Half a dozen Keepers occupied the destroyed room, their ARCS out and pointed at him. His gleamed dagger hadn’t only pierced the goblin’s shoulder. It shattered the bone and the concrete floor beneath like a hammer would crush chalk.

      “You say something, officer?” Vor released the weapon and stood. Blood dripped from the corner of his mouth. It dawned on him that the goblin had likely broken his jaw with that club. He observed a female Keeper, the leading officer of the raid, as she moved toward him.

      “I said to put your hands up and surrender,” she reiterated in a low, stern voice. “We will open fire.”

      Vor folded to his knees. He snickered as his vision blurred further. He could barely see five feet in front of him.

      Someone did talk. Goblin secret doors are no joke. That’s old magic, ancient as it comes. These Keepers wouldn’t have been able to break in here without someone talking.

      “That…that’ll be hard to accomplish,” Vor told the officer. “I’ve broken my arm, you see, and I think my face too. You’ll have to check on that for me.”

      One of the other Keepers rushed behind him and kicked him to the floor. Vor coughed from the impact, but there was nothing left for him to do. He waited as they cuffed his hands behind his back.

      “You’ve got a lot to explain,” the officer told him. “Get comfortable, eh? That’s what you elves like to say whenever someone tries to force information. You get folks to relax, then spill information in an epic poem. Well, you can skip the pretty verses and get straight to the information dump.”

      “Here?” Vor was being sarcastic, to a degree. He honestly didn’t know if the officer expected him to start talking while he was cuffed and beaten on the ground.

      “Don’t get smart with me,” the goblin shot back before commanding a few others. “Pick him up. Take him to the mattress we’ve got across the way in the old laundromat.”

      Mattress? They still use that term? Vor wondered if this officer worked closely with someone older and experienced. A mattress referred to an apartment that’d been rented, cleaned out, and repurposed as a hideout or supply depot.

      As the chaos surged around him, all Vor could think about was Doughas. Where was the dwarf, anyway? Was all this part of Doughas’ plan to get him out of the way?

      Where the heck are you, partner? I was starting to like you.
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      Doughas

      “I hope you know how to drive,” Doughas croaked.

      “I hope you’re not planning on anything stupid,” the goblin behind him replied.

      Doughas stared at the road ahead. The lights of the shops and houses had begun to blur. Even the lights from the undercity glowstones were merging in his head. He could barely make out figures on the sidewalks. This is getting dangerous. I could pass out at the wheel.

      “No,” Doughas retorted. “Not stupid. I’m losing concentration. You don’t need to be a genius to see I’m not in good shape. I think I have a concussion or something.”

      The goblin pressed a blade against the back of his head, near his right ear. Though Doughas couldn’t see it, he recognized the shape. It was one he’d encountered multiple times before—a sliverblade. Through an enchantment, the goblin could send the blade deep into Doughas’ flesh, where it would sliver, hence the name, through his bones and tissue. It wouldn’t stop swimming until he was dead. That could take minutes. Or hours, depending on how much the goblin wanted him to suffer.

      “You’re going to keep driving, and you’re going to do it straight,” the goblin threatened as he shoved the sliverblade forward. It was almost enough to cut Doughas’ skin. “You take a nap, and I guarantee you won’t wake up.”

      The dwarf laughed and shook his head. “Look, you can threaten me all day. Or night. I don’t know what time it is anymore. I’m losing consciousness, laddie. All your threats can’t change that.”

      Again, Doughas snickered. It was almost too much. “You’re bluffing, laddie. I know it. If you wanted me dead, you’d have shot me when you found me. You could’ve let those Sons of Stone finish me off, but no. You’re here making me drive while my world turns wobbly. You need me for something.”

      It was the goblin’s turn to chuckle. “You’re right. We do need you. However, I didn’t think you’d like to spend the rest of our little trip in the trunk.”

      “It’s a nice trunk,” Doughas commented. “Have you seen this car? It’s fancier than that wrap you call a suit.”

      “Funny,” the goblin responded. “Turn here.”

      “Sure.” Doughas followed the goblin’s directions as his vision continued to blur. It was getting dark, and he knew he couldn’t stay up like this any further. He needed medical attention, or he was going to pass out.

      I hope Vor is having a better time than me. He spotted an open parking space by the side of the road. It was in front of a curtain shop, the perfect choice. No one would be shopping there. Who spent time shopping for curtains?

      “Hey, what are you doing?” the goblin asked when Doughas began maneuvering through traffic to park. “Curtains? Please don’t tell me you use this as a backup base.”

      Huh, that’s not a bad idea. I should tell Vor about that if I ever make it out of here alive. Doughas paid no attention to the goblin as he parked. He had to squeeze the Behemoth between a truck and a moving van. The dwarf wasn’t exactly a master of parallel parking, and his current wooziness complicated things further, but he managed to get in without issue.

      Once parked, Doughas shoved the glass shards off the passenger seat beside him. He moved over to that side, gripped the seat’s lever, and pulled so he could lean back and rest.

      “What the hell are you doing? I told you to drive.”

      Doughas thought he responded out loud, but the goblin’s angry tirade hinted that he’d only spoken in a mumble. Who cared if the goblin understood him? Without medical attention, he was dead anyway.

      The car suddenly started again. It moved out of the parking spot and was back on the road. Doughas struggled to open his eyes and look to the side. The goblin was in the driver’s seat.

      I knew you’d eat your words. The dwarf grinned. Smartass.

      “That’s not what I’m saying!” the goblin shouted. “Just get ready to treat a dwarf. He’s got serious injuries. I think he’s got a concussion too. Some kids beat the crap out of him. Huh? No. His face looks swollen, though. I can’t tell what’s broken. Assume everything is broken.”

      Is he on the shard? Doughas tried to see, but his vision was darkening. He must be on the shard. Yeah, that’d make sense.

      Doughas attempted to listen in as he shut his eyes and stole a moment to rest. He couldn’t make out who was on the other end of the line, but they didn’t seem happy. The goblin who’d abducted him was shouting back, arguing that “there was no other choice” and “he was right there, of course I had to grab him” and more.

      Well, for all his fancy clothes and eloquent choice of words, he still works for somebody. Doughas tried to relax while he had the chance, but the discomfort in his chest, mouth, and head started to overwhelm his senses. There was blood in his mouth. He wanted to spit it out but wasn’t sure he had the strength to poke his head out the window.

      Vor. Where is he? Doughas recalled their plan. Oh, yeah. We were supposed to meet up with Krupper and his crew. I wonder how that meeting went. Lucky elf. He got a boring meeting, and here I am, fighting supremacists and getting kidnapped by a fancy goblin.

      Doughas couldn’t help a smile, bloody and broken as he was. I can at least say I had the more fun day.

      There was a thud, and the vehicle stopped.

      Wha… Where are we now?

      Doughas struggled to keep his eyes open. He peered out the shattered window and discerned they were in a narrow alley. He wasn’t entirely sure where the alley was. Based on the smell, he figured they had to be close to the Belly. He knew that familiar scent of good food no matter how beaten he was.

      Then he heard chit-chat. His abductor wasn’t alone. That wasn’t good news. Doughas started considering who could’ve hired this guy to take him. He ruled out Throm. The ogre could’ve taken him or Vor himself without the need for theatrics. It couldn’t be anyone from the Wardens. Doughas had some old scores to settle, but this wasn’t one of them. At least not in the goblin quarter.

      Are these the guys behind the lightning bomb? Doughas was a dead dwarf walking if that was the case. By morning, Vor would find his corpse in some random gutter, half-eaten by wee folks.

      What if it was someone else? Doughas panicked at the thought. What if it was whoever killed Harlun Prammelkoff? If this is the group behind his death, I can also conclude that I’m a dead man.

      He didn’t have the strength to force his way out of this situation. I can’t sit here and wait for death, either. I need to know what I’m fighting against.

      Doughas stretched his neck and looked ahead. There was a van and about five goblins, all clad in dark coats, arguing with the fancy fellow who took him.

      “Look at ‘im. He’s damaged goods!” one of the goblins argued and pointed at Doughas. “See? The poor knucklehead is looking at us, and I can’t tell if he can even see my face.”

      Oh, I can see you. Doughas wanted to talk back, but simply gathering breath for it proved painful. He’d already broken a rib or two during the fight in the tunnel. He had surely broken another one and his face fighting those Sons of Stone.

      The kidnapper shrugged. “You told me to bring him to you. You didn’t say he had to be in good condition.”

      “We told you to bring him alive,” another coated goblin stated.

      “He is alive,” the fancy one retorted.

      “He won’t be alive for long if we stand here arguing,” a third said. This goblin stood more confidently than the others and had an ARC in hand. Doughas assumed he was the leader. The goblin produced a fat roll of cash from a coat pocket. “Here, Lork. Take your payment and get out of here.”

      Lork, the fancy kidnapper, accepted the cash with a big smile. “Pleasure doing business with you. I always love working with you Keepers.”

      Keepers?

      Without wasting another second, Lork bowed and ran out of the alley. It didn’t take long for Doughas to stop hearing the goblin’s heavy footsteps. Lork was gone, leaving Doughas alone with the van folks.

      “Load him up,” the leader instructed.

      The other goblins headed to the Behemoth. One of them opened the passenger door and attempted to lift Doughas out. That didn’t go so well. The poor little guy almost dropped Doughas the second they shifted him out of the seat.

      “He’s a dwarf,” the leader grumbled, a palm pressed against his face. “They weigh more than they look. Somebody help Prokris. Argo, Inferi, get in there and help. Neilos, start the van. I want the dwarf in the van alive.”

      I’d like that too, thank you very much.

      Before Doughas could retaliate, two other goblins rushed over to help bring him to the van. Even with three of them working together, they could barely lift him off the ground. Doughas nearly howled in pain when they resorted to dragging him across the pavement.

      “I said alive, Prokris,” the leader lamented when they shoved Doughas haphazardly into the van. His head came close to slamming against the floor. “You’re going to crack his skull open.”

      “Sorry, Horis,” Prokris replied as he scratched his head. “He’s a lot heavier than he looks.”

      “I said he is,” the leader, Horis, stated. “Okay, everybody in. Shut the doors.”

      As they all climbed in, Doughas turned his head as best he could to Horis. “Hey…hey. I’m an Inquisitor. I work for the Bureau. You guys are Keepers, right? You all working under…undercover?”

      He was running out of breath. Losing consciousness. Doughas wanted to negotiate before the world faded into darkness.

      “We know you’re an Inquisitor, Agent Doughas Ruiridh,” Horis informed. The goblin didn’t look at him. “That’s exactly why you’re here with us right now.”

      “If that’s the case, all you had to do was ask,” Doughas tried to joke. It didn’t sound like one when he said it out loud. “Why’d you have to hire a fancy shmuck with a sliverblade?”

      Nobody answered. Doughas could feel the tension in the air. He gave Horis one uneasy look and a half-hearted smile. The goblin responded by grabbing Doughas’ hair and covering his head with a sack. It smelled horrible.

      “Seriously?” Doughas had to ask. “I’m already dying here. Don’t you think the bag’s a little too much?”

      “Keep your mouth shut,” Horis fired back. “Inferi, you still got that bag of bread?”

      Though Doughas couldn’t see, he heard the rustling of plastic and cloth, then smelled fresh-baked bread. The bastards have the gall to eat while I’m here bleeding to death.

      That was the last straw. Smack him around? Sure. Kidnap him and use him to extort someone, like Vor or his family? That was just a Monday. Put a bag over his head and eat like nothing’s happening while he died in a stinky old van?

      That was too much.

      “Screw you lot,” Doughas whispered through gritted teeth.

      “Say what?” one of the other goblins replied. It had to be Argo or Inferi. Doughas wasn’t sure. He only knew the owner of the voice was right beside him, close to the sliding door. That was all the information he needed.

      You fools forgot to tie my hands. Doughas didn’t bother lifting the bag off his head. He summoned all his remaining strength in one deep breath and sat up, lunging forward blindly as he did.

      He was right on target. Doughas brushed against Horis and another goblin. He slammed right into the one who spoke last. Using his weight to his advantage, Doughas shoved his shoulder forward, smacking the goblin against the steel door. That was when he slid the bag off and threw it at Horis, who was attempting to reach forward and stop the rampaging dwarf. The throw distracted the leader, giving Doughas time to grab the handle and open the door.

      Ah, well, I didn’t exactly think this through. How the hell am I supposed to—

      His thoughts cut off as he and the goblin he’d slammed fell back and out of the moving vehicle. In the split second it afforded him, Doughas made out that they were still deep in the goblin undercity. He had no time to look around but heard the whizzing buzz of vehicles speeding down the street. It all faded into a shocking white blankness as he hit the ground.

      Luckily, the goblin beneath him broke the fall. Doughas crushed the goblin on impact, and they rolled violently across the street. The dwarf coughed. Blood splattered across the concrete. He tried to rise to his feet, but a sudden wave of shock and nausea struck him. He wobbled and nearly collapsed again. Doughas only kept his feet thanks to the sudden blare of a car horn.

      Oh, what the—

      Doughas took a nervous step back. They were in the middle of the highway. A screech ahead caught his attention as the van skidded to a halt. The goblins rushed out of the door and chased after him.

      Come on, give me a break!

      Doughas heard a horn from behind. By pure instinct, he took a step back and avoided a speeding truck. He searched the crumpled goblin he’d taken out for a weapon. Fortune favored him with a loaded ARC.

      “Come at me, then,” Doughas growled as he aimed at the incoming goblins. I can’t…see… Blackness crept through his vision. His hand shook. His body trembled as he barely remained standing.

      Yet he still fired. Once, twice. He opened his eyes when he heard a scream. He’d hit one of the Keepers in the thigh. Lucky. I’m only glad I didn’t hit a bystander.

      Still, Horis and another goblin were closing in. Doughas tossed the ARC aside, knowing he couldn’t use it effectively in close quarters on a busy highway. With a bracing breath, he pounded his chest with his fists and launched a loud, angry roar. Then he charged forward, determined to meet his foes head-on.

      Doughas targeted Horis’ companion first. This Keeper was closer. The dwarf knew his own disadvantage. He was weak, losing blood, his bones were broken, and a simple push would collapse him. Speeding vehicles surrounded him, too. One wrong step, and he’d be struck and killed.

      That last bit was also an advantage, though.

      The dwarf rushed forward but stayed in a lane where he knew a car was coming up from behind. The honking told him it was close. Doughas hoped there were other vehicles behind it, forcing the car that could hit him to maintain its current speed. Otherwise, the driver might slow down and maneuver around him.

      That’s right, come at me. Don’t look anywhere else, laddie. Look at me. Doughas charged with all the strength he had. Hoping he’d still mustered enough rage to look intimidating, he tried to keep the goblin’s attention.

      The enemy took the bait.

      When Doughas was about five feet away, the goblin swung a punch at him. He knew it was coming and ducked beneath the blow. Instead of punching back, he barreled forward and grabbed the goblin with both arms.

      “H-hey, let go of me!” the Keeper squealed.

      “You better be more careful with your words, laddie,” Doughas retorted as he twisted and shoved the goblin behind him. Without looking back, Doughas stepped to the side. The sickening crack of goblin meeting car came instantly.

      Sorry, laddie. I don’t want to hurt anyone, especially Keepers like you who are just doing your job. Doughas weaved through the incoming traffic and glanced back. He released a relieved breath when he saw the goblin was still alive. The driver had stopped the car and stepped out to see to the goblin’s injuries. It also distracted Horis, who prioritized the Keeper over chasing Doughas.

      Great, now let me put some distance between us. Doughas dashed for the damp alleys nearby. Behind him, Horis shouted for the other Keepers to pursue.

      “Get off my back,” Doughas uttered out loud. “Get off my back! I have a job to do!”

      The dwarf stumbled past a few drunks passed out on the alley floor and an ogre who was face-down in a small puddle of water and mud. Doughas wasn’t entirely sure if the ogre was alive. He didn’t have time to find out. Above his head, a ton of brownies—wingless pixies—clung to the alley walls. Some were lower and picking through the scattered trash. A few of the wee folk eyed him with intent as he passed.

      Don’t tell me they think I’m their next meal. Frustration rose in the back of his head. From Sons of Stone to undercover Keepers to hungry wee folk. Please, leave me alone for five minutes!

      One of the brownies leapt toward him to take a bite. Another one quickly followed. Doughas swatted them away and kicked a third across the alley. It hit the brick wall with a loud splat.

      “I said…leave. Me. Alone!” Doughas stumbled forward and hit a wall. He was on the verge of losing consciousness. Blood pooled in his mouth. He could no longer rely on his vision, either.

      That was probably why he’d crashed into the trash can with bags of old garbage piled near it.

      I got one last trick up my sleeve. He breathed in and went invisible. It wouldn’t last long, but it was enough to hide him from the Keepers on his tail and the brownies looking for food. Soon enough, four Keepers and Horis ran right past him in the alley. He remained invisible for a while and finally let the spell go. As soon as he did, the world spun around him. He feared he was about to black out.

      No! Doughas stopped himself from losing it. He fumbled his shard from his pocket. He had to contact Vor. Before he passed out, it was the last thing he had to do. If he failed, the Keepers would find him, or someone else might. There was no guarantee he’d ever wake up again.

      He typed out a message.

      
        
        Hey, I’m badly injured. I need help.

        

      

      Doughas waited. His shard glowed red, then blue, then white. The message was sent. Before he could relax, the shard vibrated as he got a reply.

      That was fast. He didn’t bother reading the response before typing again.

      
        
        I don’t know exactly where I am. About a mile and a half north-by-northwest of the Belly, in some rundown alley close to the speedway. Please hurry. There are some wee folk hanging about. They look hungry, and I’m one big dwarf.

        

      

      Vor replied in under a minute.

      
        
        Get moving. I’m nearby. You should be close to Millie’s Laundromat. I’ll meet you across the street from there.

        

      

      Millie’s? Yeah, I know the spot. Doughas wasn’t sure if he could make it there. It was less than two blocks away, but he felt more light-headed than before. That was when he noticed two brownies sucking blood off his calves.

      “Git!” he screamed as he kicked them off. “I don’t have time to feed you, you little blood-sucking parasites!”

      Stay up. Don’t collapse now. You’re almost there. Vor will pick you up, take you to a hospital, then get you some nice food. Yeah, that sounds like a decent plan. Doughas tried to recall how much money Vor owed him. It had to be enough for a good meal…and the hospital fee. Maybe some lovely trinkets for all the trouble he’d gotten into.

      Doughas emerged from the alley about a hundred feet from the laundromat. As soon as he did, he heard dozens of gasps from bystanders. Most were goblins, a given since he was still in the goblin undercity, but there were a few dwarves and ogres as well. He passed a goblin family emerging from a nearby mom-and-pop shop too. The look on the mother’s face made Doughas wonder how bad his injuries were by now. He only knew that he was a bloody mess.

      Ah, crap, where did I leave the Behemoth? Doughas had to return that car. It was in bad shape, especially with the shattered windows. He’d have to explain that to Throm. No, he could convince Vor to explain that to Throm. There had to be some leeway since it wasn’t exactly Doughas’ fault. That fancy car was partly the reason the Sons of Stone decided to pick on him in the first place. Yeah, that’d be a great way to guilt-trip Throm into covering the repair costs for the rental.

      “There he is,” a voice called.

      Doughas looked toward the sound. The street ahead of him was closed. Blocked off with three Keeper vehicles accompanied by at least three dozen officers.

      “Just my damn luck,” Doughas whispered when he saw what awaited him. He waved at the Keepers, flashed a bloody smile, and turned to flee.

      He didn’t make it far. In fact, he didn’t make it ten feet. His knees gave in, and he collapsed on the sidewalk. The world went black. Finally, after a long day, Doughas got to shut his eyes and rest.

      For a while, it felt like nothing else mattered. He tried to sneak in as much sleep as he could. Unfortunately for the dwarf, he couldn’t even get that reprieve. Before he could legitimately tell himself that he’d passed out cold, a bright light shined into his eyes and woke him.

      What now?

      A goblin medic, or at least someone with medical expertise based on the guy’s armband symbol, was on the other side of the light. Doughas waved a hand and tried to push the medic away.

      “He needs medical attention, stat,” the medic told a bunch of Keepers. “He’s lost a lot of blood. He’s got a concussion, some broken ribs, a few concerning muscle tears, and two ARC-shot wounds. They’re not fresh, so I’m guessing he got shot yesterday.”

      “Well, do what you can to keep him alive for now,” one of the officers instructed. The command came from a grizzled old goblin in a decorated Keeper uniform. He looked like a senior officer.

      I’d like to be alive longer than now if you don’t mind me complaining.

      Whatever they had planned, they didn’t waste time. Within fifteen minutes, the medic and an assistant had begun wrapping Doughas in bandages. Someone also started an IV line to feed nutrients into his body. Another was swaddling his head.

      Doughas lost consciousness again. He faded in and out for a while, waking up whenever someone grabbed his head and made the ache pulse violently. He’d lost all strength to scream and complain, though.

      He’d almost reached his boiling point when someone pressed a hot stone against his chest, right where he assumed his broken ribs were. Ah, someone paid attention in medical school. Concentrated heat helps a dwarf heal.

      It was a welcome touch. The medic continued to apply more hot stones. They then picked up his head and rested it on a larger heated stone, hoping it was enough to help treat his broken jaw and battered cheek.

      “Good luck with that,” a familiar voice said. “His head isn’t swollen. He’s just ugly.”

      Of course. Doughas opened his eyes and realized he was in a dark supply depot with racks of weapons and emergency supplies. It was likely a Keeper hard station, one of the mini-fortresses scattered throughout the quarter. Keepers maintained these small bases for supplies from weapons to food.

      Beside him, on another stretcher, was Vor. The elf had multiple bandages too.

      What happened to him? Doughas was about to ask the question out loud when someone walked between them. It was the grizzled goblin officer.

      “Hello, Agent Doughas Ruiridh,” the goblin greeted. “Good evening to you too, Agent Esselliar VorKluvaith.”

      “Nice of you to join us,” Vor slurred at the officer. “You even brought my friend. That’s so considerate of you.”

      The goblin wasn’t in the mood for jokes. He stood by the edge of Vor’s stretcher and wagged a finger at them both. “Start talking. You two have a lot of explaining to do.”
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      Esselliar

      “Wait a second. You said your name’s Pie? Like, an apple pie?” Vor had all he could handle to stop himself from laughing.

      The grizzled old Keeper squinted. He kept his arms behind his back as he answered. “It’s Keeper-Commandant Theorin Pie to you, elf. All your snarky comments won’t save you from answering for the two of you running around my quarter, causing all sorts of havoc.”

      “Your quarter? Does that explain the crap we found?” Doughas knew it was wise not to annoy an old goblin veteran, but the Commandant was making it too easy.

      “You were the ones caught causing chaos and destruction,” the Commandant shot back. “The elf was in a secret mob den, and you were seen fist-fighting with ralliers, then shoving goblins into oncoming traffic.”

      Doughas snarled back. “I was shoving goblins who’d admitted they were Keepers. They kidnapped me and tortured me, you prideful old bonehead. If there’s anyone to blame, it’s your damn officers. How did you get into such a high position if you can’t manage to hold your Keepers in line?”

      “If what you say is true, those aren’t Keepers working directly under me,” the Commandant replied. He pulled out a folding chair and made himself comfortable between the stretchers. More medical attendants arrived to work on Vor and Doughas. The Commandant continued to speak while they worked. “They don’t represent the entirety of the Keepers.”

      Vor glanced at Doughas. The dwarf appeared to have the same thoughts in mind.

      “Are you really going to admit, out loud, that you’ve got a bunch of dirty cops right under your nose?” There was a fire burning in Doughas’ eyes. Vor had never seen the dwarf so frustrated before.

      Theorin nodded with almost no hint of regret on his face. “Of course we do. You’re not looking at the logistics of our situation, though. Consider how much land the goblin quarter covers, both on the surface and underground. We have as much as the dwarves in the undercity and more than the elves up top. However, we live much shorter lives and reproduce faster. When you look at our numbers, we’ve got triple that of ogres, elves, and dwarves combined. That’s a lot of citizens to protect and a lot of criminals to catch.”

      “Then make the initial training for Keepers harder, and try to weed out the bad ones before you give them a badge and an ARC,” Doughas shot back.

      The Commandant chuckled, making the sound an insult. “Let me guess. You both spent at least seventeen weeks on firearms training, right?”

      Doughas nodded. “Seventeen weeks locked in the base. They drilled us to a point where we ate, slept, and breathed our firearms. It was a happy marriage.”

      “Justicars got eighteen weeks, but we were allowed to go home,” Vor interjected.

      “That’s only for firearms training,” Theorin noted. “Which, if I’m not mistaken, comes after a full year in the academy, right? You get all your education, basic training, and field training during that period.”

      “Eighteen months, so more than a year,” Doughas replied.

      “Two years for me,” Vor answered. Where’s he going with this? “However, mine’s a special case. I added half a year to my academy time to specialize in counter-magical tactics.”

      Doughas smiled at that. “I’m impressed. You’re a witch-fixer, eh?”

      “The Justicar department doesn’t exactly like that nickname.”

      Doughas shrugged. “Good thing you’re not a Justicar, then.”

      “Fair point,” Vor conceded calmly.

      “My point here is that dwarves and elves can afford time, money, and effort to give you proper training,” Theorin pushed on. “With our population, the demand for new Keepers grows exponentially every year, but not many sign up for the job. I can only afford twenty weeks of training for my Keepers. Then they’re off to the streets. We can’t weed out every corrupt applicant or guarantee that everyone gets the training they need to do the job right.

      “I work with the machine I have. Often, that machine is little more than a meat grinder. Look, I have no delusions of grandeur. I know not all my officers are on the up and up. I’m not happy about it, but I don’t exactly get points in an elvish salon or dwarvish clan council for being distraught about it. This is what I’ve got, and I’ll work with it to its end.”

      “Well, that’s a practical way of looking at it,” Doughas asserted. He was starting to look better. Vor figured the hot stone treatment was doing more wonders than what he could physically ascertain.

      “Practical but not marketable,” Vor expanded. “You can’t exactly say, ‘Sign up for the Keepers and maybe get the training you need to serve and protect.’”

      Doughas made an abrupt gesture. “I suppose not. Telling folks to come and hop into the meat grinder wouldn’t get many eager young goblins to sign up. Truth be told, those who would show up for that sort of thing are the last ones you want to hand out weapons to.”

      Theorin interrupted again. “I’m glad you two are healing well enough to find this all humorous and educational, but I’m running short on time and patience. Let’s cut to the chase, shall we? Maybe, if I’m not inclined to throw you in a cell, I might be able to help you. So, one more time. What in the Quadras were you two doing in the goblin quarter?”

      “You do know we’re Inquisitors, right?” It had to be evident at this point, but Vor verbalized it anyway. “It’s kind of our job to poke our noses in all the Quadras.”

      Theorin visibly resisted the temptation to smack a palm to his face.

      “I know that, but I need details,” the Commandant told him.

      Vor glanced at Doughas, and the dwarf looked right back. They had the same question in mind. Do we tell him? We couldn’t tell the inquisitor-general everything, but this guy? Maybe we can?

      The elf turned his attention to the Commandant. Well, if he’s dirty, we’re dead anyway. If he’s not, we might have a real shot at stopping that group and disarming the lightning bomb.

      “There’s a lightning bomb ready to blow,” Doughas piped up before Vor could. “I don’t know if you’re aware of the recent raids in the goblin undercity, but they’re becoming more frequent. The department sent us to look at the most recent attack.”

      Good thing we’re on the same page, Vor thought.

      “We went to investigate and discovered two things. The manifest of stolen items included everything you need to build a lightning bomb, and those behind this aren’t exactly military trained. They got better over time, learning from their mistakes.”

      “What were you planning to do with that information?” Theorin demanded with a straight face. Vor couldn’t decide whether he liked the Commandant or not. He knew officers with high ranks needed to keep calm, but news of a lightning bomb should be enough to shock anyone to their bones. It was hard to get a read on the Commandant’s thoughts.

      There’s only one way to find out. “We got in touch with some DAMS workers,” Vor informed him. “Our initial investigation indicated that the raiders were maintenance crew, which includes folks working for the DAMS department. One group got in touch and gave us valuable leads. However, it wasn’t for free. They want us to help find a missing foredwarf named Harlun Prammelkoff. The problem is he went missing in one of the most complex tunnel networks underneath the Quadras. It could take weeks or even months to find him.”

      Theorin nodded. “I know him. He’s been missing for more than two weeks now.”

      “That’s not all,” Doughas interrupted. “We’re working with an informant, Throm. He’s an ogre in the Belly. The guy who runs Kroth’s Korner.”

      That got Theorin to raise an eyebrow.

      Things got more interesting. I’m surprised Doughas mentioned it. We left this part out of our official report for good reasons. “Throm has information for us, too,” Vor revealed. “We were supposed to meet with him again, but all this happened. He’s the one who lent us the car. Ours—that is, my partner’s—got a bit wrecked.”

      A concerned frown wrinkled Theorin’s brow. “Throm’s establishment is a safe place for all walks of life. If he broke his own house rule and interfered with this matter, it’s more serious than we think.”

      “You’re right, sir, it is. Based on the manifest, we figure the bomb they’re making is huge,” Vor told the Commandant. “It could wipe out a large section of the goblin undercity.”

      “We won’t get anywhere until we help the DAMS crew get what they want,” Doughas insisted. “We could take them and sweat them out, but they’re our only lead. If we break ’em or scare them off, that’s it. We’re dead in the water.”

      Vor had new information regarding that. “Whoever’s got the bomb, they plan to use it during the rally this weekend. The one that the Sons of Stone are organizing.”

      “That’s the target?” Doughas blurted.

      “No. It’s a distraction,” Vor explained. “The bomb won’t likely be around the rally route. There are too many Keepers around. I expect a few Wardens, too, since this involves the Sons of Stone. But the timing would be perfect. All the Keepers will be busy monitoring the rally, so there won’t be anyone guarding the bomb’s actual location. As you said, Commandant, you’re short on bodies. They’ll use it to their advantage.”

      “To sum it up, you two need to check the tunnel networks to continue with your investigation.” Theorin observed the few Keepers going about their business and the medics attending to Vor and Doughas. “Look, I’d like to help, but there’s no way I can lend you any Keepers to scour the tunnels. If there are dirty Keepers involved, we risk leaking the information to whoever is holding the bomb. I have to assume anyone working under my command has been compromised.”

      “It’d be easier if we could identify the Keepers working with the raiders,” Vor suggested. He was starting to feel a lot more relaxed now. The medics had placed a tight set of metal bars on his broken arm and given him a mild pain reliever. He knew there would be a painful follow-up because of the way they looked at him as they set his arm. That was later, though.

      “If we could do that, I could set them aside and send a couple of squads to search the tunnels with you,” Theorin told the partners. “Worse comes to worst, we’ll have to send everyone down there. That might anger the raiders, though. They might detonate the bomb early.”

      “We don’t want that,” Doughas declared.

      “We definitely don’t want that,” Vor emphasized as he took in Doughas’ smug smile. Clearly, the treatment the dwarf was receiving made him more elated and at ease than Vor had first figured. “Hey, if you saw the Keepers who kidnapped you, think you could identify them?”

      Doughas grimaced. “Unfortunately, no. I heard names, but I don’t think they were their real ones. I killed most of the ones I got a good look at. The others, nope. It all happened so fast. And for a good while, they had a freaking bag over my head. A bag!”

      “Cute improvement, I must say,” Vor teased.

      “Har-har. Not as good as the work I did on their faces when they splattered on the pavement. All that red is beautiful.”

      Theorin sighed and tried to interject again. “Are you two done screwing around? Agent Ruiridh, there has to be some way to identify these Keepers.”

      Doughas struggled to sit up. The medic applying the hot stones had to shift around the stretcher and re-apply one to the top of the dwarf’s head. When he was comfortable, Doughas smirked. “Yeah, there is one bit. They weren’t working alone.”

      “What do you mean?” Vor probed.

      “There was this fancy goblin. He spoke funny, too.”

      Theorin’s brow furrowed. “Spoke funny? Elaborate, please.”

      Doughas’ eyes dashed left to right as he tried to recollect. “Well, this goblin wasn’t trying to hide. He dressed like a pimp. You know, with a fancy suit thing-a-ma-jig. He also spoke like a walking thesaurus.”

      “So he used words they didn’t teach you in preschool,” Vor chided again.

      To his shock, Doughas rolled with it. “Yeah, my teacher didn’t tell me what ‘acquiesce’ meant.”

      “Did you catch a name?” Theorin prodded him. “I have an idea who you’re talking about, but I need more details to make sure.”

      “Yeah, it kind of sounded like a bird or something. Hawk or lark, something along those lines.”

      Theorin nodded as if he already knew the answer. “Lork?”

      Doughas raised a finger. “Yeah, that’s the one. Lork. It sounded so weird. Here was this fancy schmuck with a bad name, and it turns out he’s just another ARC for hire. So disappointing.”

      Theorin stood. “I’ll be back. I need to pull his records.”

      Without waiting for a response, the Keeper-Commandant turned and headed to a different section of the bunker.

      With Theorin gone, Vor addressed the medic attending him. It was a male goblin clad in an all-white uniform. “Are we done?”

      “Almost,” the goblin answered.

      His partner produced a mending wand to treat Doughas’ ribs and concussion. The dwarf looked pleased and tranquil. Vor shrugged and glanced at his arm. Doughas looks like he’s been in a worse fight than me. If he’s all relaxed, surely this won’t require much.

      “Okay then, go ahead and finish the—”

      Vor’s sentence ended in a loud, screeching howl as the medic started using a mending wand to reset the broken bones in his arm. Excruciating pain jolted from his arm to the rest of his body.

      When the medic finished, Vor slumped on the bed. “Ow. That was not what I imagined treatment would be like.”

      “Guess I’m just lucky,” Doughas countered with a smile. “Hot stones and a decent massage. They even closed up the crossbow bolt holes from the shootout in the tunnels. I feel as good as new.”

      “You’re a few centuries beyond new,” Vor reminded him.

      “You know what I mean,” Doughas retorted. “On a serious note, how are you? I was worried. I tried to get in touch, you know? I wondered how things were going in the meeting, but as you can see, I got caught up.”

      Vor dismissed the medics with a wave. The two goblins complied with courteous nods. They know when law enforcement needs to talk shop and keep things confidential. He’d seen the same behavior with Justicar medics. Respect for confidentiality must be a universal language.

      “Oh, so I’m going first?” Vor asked Doughas.

      The dwarf nodded. He looked…high.

      “So, I went to the bar and met up with Kephalos,” Vor began. “He brought me to the basement and through one of those secret goblin doors. It was a Tunnel-Sweepers’ den. They were organizing some stolen goods. The DAMS people hired them because apparently someone talked, and now the raiders have a clue that law enforcement is involved. I mean, of course they do. They kidnapped you.”

      “True, true,” Doughas muttered. “Carry on.”

      Vor swallowed hard. “The Sweepers had a redcap. A super vicious guy, y’know? Anyway, someone tipped the Keepers about the meeting. Officers started barging in. Chaos ensued. The redcap thought I led the authorities there. He and I got into a scuffle. Had to take out a few other Sweepers, too.”

      “Impressive,” Doughas said with a smirk. “I got you beat, though.”

      “Oh, naturally,” Vor chortled. “I only defeated a redcap goblin and some mean gangsters. What do you have?”

      Doughas coughed into his fist. “Well, I was about to follow you when I caught the attention of some Sons of Stone. Five of them. One was a darn Hewer, too. I fought all of them. At the same time, mind you. I won, but they trashed the car.”

      “Okay, that’s cool but not as cool as fighting a redcap,” Vor pointed out. “Also, when it’s time to explain this to Throm, I’m throwing you under the bus.”

      “I didn’t say I was done, laddie,” Doughas replied with a raised eyebrow. “Right after I chased the supremacists out, that funny guy Lork ambushed me from behind with a long heater. Made me get into the Behemoth and drive. The slimy nuthead had a sliverblade pressed right up to my face.”

      Vor reeled in disgust. “That’s nasty. Mine’s still cooler, though.”

      “Right, sure, sure. After all, it was only a sliverblade.” Doughas rolled his eyes. “That’s not even the end of it. Lork brought me to those Keepers, the dirty ones, and they shoved me into a van and covered my head with a bag. I fought, got out, rolled into traffic, and kept fighting until I could hide. I tried to message you, by the way.”

      “Yeah, Theorin had my shard by then,” Vor reported. “You were actually messaging him. Kind of sweet of you.”

      Doughas chortled. “We’ve had quite a day, eh?”

      “I dunno, it was only a redcap.” Vor tried to play it cool this time. “That ain’t worth writing home about or something.”

      “Yeah, a sliverblade and a fight in traffic. That’s a Monday.”

      They laughed together. Vor admitted, “Honestly, there were times when I wished I hadn’t walked into that den alone. It would’ve been a much easier job with you around.”

      “I hate to say it, but I was thinking the same thing,” Doughas confessed. “We need to be more careful next time.”

      That’s the most sincere thing he’s told me since I met him. Vor couldn’t help but smile. For the first time, he saw Doughas as a partner. There was still the lingering shadow of his private investigation, but he ignored that knot in his chest. He extended a fist to Doughas.

      The dwarf greeted it with a bump.

      “Next time, let’s try not to get separated like that,” Doughas asserted. “Splitting the party is never a good idea.”

      Vor let a chuckle slip. “You know, the only folks who say that are the ones fond of board games and such.”

      “You have your hobbies. I have mine.”

      “You’ll need to tell me more about it.” Motion ahead of them caught Vor’s attention. “Old Grumpy’s marching back.”

      Doughas groaned. “He’d better have something useful. I like collaborating, but so far, nobody’s been helpful. Even the DAMS workers have been so clandestine, keeping vital information in the dark when they should just spit it out.”

      Theorin stopped between them and dropped a stack of documents on Doughas’ lap. “Lavish Lork turns out to be a regular. The Commandant before me hired the guy on multiple occasions.”

      Doughas flipped through the pages and scanned the data as quickly as possible. “That’s not all, from the looks of it. You guys hired him for confidential informant work too.”

      “He’s a spy?” Vor choked as he fought the urge to laugh. “With the way you described him, he’s like an elf in a sea of goblins. Too obvious for that kind of work.”

      “Lork’s a known bounty hunter,” Theorin provided. “The guy knows when he needs to keep a low profile. I went through that stack, and the guy’s done a lot for the Keepers. Apparently, he works both sides of the law.”

      Doughas chuckled. “That’s what you get for hiring a criminal to hunt down criminals. You never know when they’ll turn to the other side.”

      Vor shook his head. “I have to disagree on that one, partner. You can always rely on a bounty hunter to stick to one side—his. If it profits him, you can expect him to make a sudden decision. Money, power, political leverage. We only need to make sure we offer him the bigger deal.”

      Doughas wasn’t buying it. “I don’t see the practicality in hiring a bounty hunter.”

      Theorin opened his mouth to offer a reason, but Vor interrupted.

      “Judging from that stack of papers, this Lork has more experience than most Keepers in the field.”

      Vor and Doughas watched the Commandant expectantly. Theorin rolled his eyes before carrying on. “Get Lork. Bring him here. We’ll sort out a deal that’ll make him sing.”

      “You’ll get Lork to identify the Keepers working with him?” Doughas asked.

      “Not only that. Once we identify them, I’ll give the clearance for you to scout the tunnels. You won’t need to play cat-and-mouse with the law down there.”

      Great, we can do our jobs. Vor exhaled in relief.

      “We know how to contact him,” Theorin informed them. “How you get him here is up to you. Just don’t do anything reckless and stupid.”

      Vor made an impatient gesture. “Well, we can’t simply walk up to him. He already knows Doughas.”

      As the dwarf nodded, his eyes widened when a bright idea apparently popped into his head.

      “He knows me, aye. I doubt he got a good look at Vor, though.” Doughas regarded him with a critical eye. “He probably only knows you from a rough description. Sure, there aren’t many muscle-bound elves walking around, but we can work on a disguise.”

      Vor snorted and twirled his hair around a finger. “Are you trying to make me look pretty? Oh, the horrors.”

      “It’s smart, though. Right?”

      “So you want me to go undercover and lure out our well-dressed hitgoblin.”

      Doughas gave Vor an approving look. “Only if you’re up to it, honey. After all, you did have a rough day. Dating that redcap must’ve been a different kind of experience.”

      “Oh, I’m all right now, darling,” Vor replied, feigning a feminine tone.

      “Great.” Doughas indicated the elf’s bulging biceps. “First, we need to cover up those lumpy noodles you call arms.”

      Vor cradled the recently broken one. “Such a shame. I just got this fixed.”

      “Yep,” Doughas quipped. “I’d be cryin’ a river if all that blunt force trauma didn’t knock the give-a-damn out of me.”

      Theorin buried his face in his hands. “I’m working with idiots.”

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            CHAPTER TWENTY

          

        

      

    

    
      Doughas

      Vor nudged Doughas with his elbow. “You tell him.”

      “Ah, hell no. You tell him,” Doughas retorted.

      Vor loosed an exasperated sound. “How about we both tell him? Play fair. You were the one there when it happened.”

      “It only happened because you left me alone,” Doughas tried to lob back.

      “If you don’t say anything, I’ll say it’s all your fault,” Vor whispered.

      “You do know I can hear you no matter how low you whisper, right?” Throm interrupted. “Also, did you have to barge straight into my office? There is a back door for secret meetings like this, you know?”

      Vor and Doughas regarded each other in disbelief. They’d rushed straight to Kroth’s Korner without planning things through. They had to come up with something quick, and Throm was the only other asset working with them.

      Doughas let his head hang. “Fine, I’ll say it. We, uh, we need your help on something.”

      “I get that,” Throm replied. “Judging from the way your heart is beating, I don’t think that’s the cause of your jittery approach. Spit it out.”

      Vor forced a chuckle and scratched his head. “Okay, yeah. Remember that loaner we had while your guy worked on our vehicle?”

      Throm waited for the elf to continue. If Throm could still see, he would’ve glared at them with fire in his eyes. Even now, Doughas felt like a scolded child.

      “The Sons of Stone trashed it,” Doughas explained in the softest, squeakiest voice he could muster.

      “We got the call from your guy that our car was ready, but, uh…yeah, we’ve been dilly-dallying on that,” Vor added. “You know. Given the car's condition when he handed it to us compared to how it is now.”

      Throm didn’t utter a word. The only sound was a low growl rumbling from his chest.

      “He’s going to kill us,” Doughas whispered to his partner.

      “He’ll kill me first,” Vor whispered back. “I’m taller. He can reach my head easier.”

      Doughas just shrugged. “My condolences, partner. It was nice working with you.”

      “Same to you,” Vor replied in a solemn tone.

      “Give me the keys,” Throm told them. The giant ogre sighed in frustration. The duo sighed in relief. “I’ll hand it off to Wugsorn. She can talk to Meriv and Mr. Asthryx’gyurein on everyone’s behalf. She’ll grab your car and bring it here, too.”

      Doughas hurriedly reached into his pockets, grabbed the Behemoth’s keys, and surrendered them to Throm. “Thank you.”

      “It was an honor,” Vor stated.

      “A big honor,” Doughas emphasized.

      Throm prodded Doughas’ head. “You were here for a reason?”

      “Oh, yeah. We’d like to use your establishment to launch an ambush,” Doughas said in an offhand manner. “We’re supposed to catch a bounty hunter. Goes by the name of Lork.”

      Another low, rumbling growl sounded as Throm thought it through. After what felt like an eternity, the ogre sniffed. “I know Lork. He’s caused trouble more than once for my patrons, both the good and the bad. I’ll agree to this. Please tell me you have a decent plan. Also, try to keep it quiet, even if you have to kill someone. The reputation of the Korner as neutral grounds is a priority.”

      “Understood,” Vor grunted, obviously uncomfortable with Throm speaking so freely about killing in his establishment. He appeared to swallow his misgivings for the next request. “Actually, we’ll need someone to help sell Doughas’ cover. Someone to draw eyes away from a dwarf squatting in the shadows.”

      “Squatting?” Doughas protested, but Vor waved him off.

      Throm frowned, a hand stroking his chin before he nodded toward the kitchens.

      “My nephew should be able to fill the role,” the ogre offered. “That is assuming he’ll be safe. I’m not interested in explaining any complications to his mother.”

      “Of course,” Doughas muttered before raising a finger. “Oh, and we’ve seen that you’ve handled a few Fellows in your time. Any chance you confiscated a mask after pitching one out on their ass?”

      Throm slumped in his oversized chair and huffed a breath. “I’ve got a bad feeling about this.”

      “Don’t worry. We got this!” Vor and Doughas declared simultaneously.
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        * * *

      

      Come nightfall in the Quadras, Vor returned to Kroth’s Korner wearing the white and blue robes of the Sentinel Clade. Or at least close enough to pass for any but actual Clade members or their groupies. Upon stepping into the establishment, every patron inside gave him a wide berth, including a few Keepers and renowned gang members.

      Vor kept his head high and strolled through the crowd. Quixiolian greeted him with a smile and escorted him to a private VIP booth, guaranteed to keep the eyes of curious customers away.

      Doughas noted the pair speaking but didn’t hear what they said. It was a simple exchange.

      “Thanks,” Vor whispered to Quixiolian. “I’ll have the Serpent’s Slither Special…oh, b-but book it on Doughas’ tab, please.”

      “Sure thing,” she answered with a wink. In a whisper, she added, “Good luck.”

      As soon as she walked away, a well-dressed goblin emerged from the bathroom and strode toward Vor. The elf glanced at a table in the far corner, where Doughas remained seated. The dwarf had already donned the hood and half-mask of the Fellows.

      That’s him, Vor. Anyone who’d heard the description could identify Lork from a mile away. No one else dressed as suave or as flashy as Lork. It was either incredible skill or arrogance on the hitgoblin’s part. Possibly both. Still, the dwarf gave Vor a slight nod, and the elf immediately redirected his focus to the approaching goblin.

      Doughas waited in the shadows, pretending to toy with his food and drink while Vor welcomed Lork to the VIP booth. There was a moment of hesitation while Lork inspected the elf, but Vor won him over with a bouquet of flowery, poetic words that Doughas couldn’t hear. Kroth’s Korner was filled to the brim with customers at this hour, yet Lork dropped his guard to sit and talk with Vor.

      He bought the disguise. Great. It’s time to play my part. Now, where the heck is Morg?

      Almost as if the fates had heard his plea, a tall but somewhat lanky ogre strolled through the crowd. He wore all-black leather, dark armor, and a steel mask over his face.

      Good thing the mask fits him. Doughas tried not to cringe at the sight of Morg, Throm’s nephew and a promising chef at the Korner. A little education and the ogre could one day become a culinary prodigy. Still, that meant the giant had zero experience with the criminal underworld. Doughas could see that from the way Morg walked about exaggeratedly, stomping around as if he owned the world.

      I wish we had someone just as big with actual grit to his name. Doughas puffed air beneath his mask. Alas, we’ll have to work with what we have. And Morg is all we have right now. I swear, if I die here, the last thought in my head will be of Morg, his stupid mask, and his damn good cooking.

      Doughas kept his cool and waited for Morg to take a seat. Fortunately, the ogre remembered to take the VIP booth close but not too close to Vor’s, and he sat on the other end. That was good enough. Doughas could slip right behind Lork and pull off his plan without a hitch.

      This is actually going to work. Doughas scanned the area before approaching. The VIP booths were a good fifteen feet above the rest of the party section of Kroth’s Korner. If he and Vor got into a fistfight with Lork, they’d have some cover before anyone noticed. That all depended on Lork keeping his mouth shut, though. A single scream could alert the patrons and blow their cover.

      Throm wouldn’t like that. Doughas swallowed. I wouldn’t like that either. I like my head where it is.

      This was it. He had to approach. Doughas thumped his chest with a fist before he walked up the flight of stairs to the VIP section. He didn’t dare look at Vor or Lork. Instead, he slipped past another waiter and sat in the booth with Morg. Doughas kept his back to Lork’s booth.

      “Ah, there you are, you mugger buffoon!” Morg greeted him with a heavy smack to the shoulder. “I was losin’ my patience here. I thought maybe I’d have to send my dogs in from the valley outside the Quadras to hunt your ugly, stinkin’ hide and drag you to me in pieces.”

      Oh, by the ancestors, he’s really overplaying the marauder stereotype. Doughas wanted to hide under the table. I knew we should’ve rehearsed this.

      “Ah, yeah.” Doughas tried to play along in case Lork was listening. “I got a little busy collecting. You know how it is. Business is business.”

      “Right, business!” Morg’s voice somehow grew louder. “Did you manage to kill some pesky lowlifes today?”

      Ah, for my mother’s sake. Doughas tried to kick Morg under the table. When he realized he couldn’t reach that far, he motioned to tone it down. Morg didn’t appear to pay attention.

      “It doesn’t matter, right?” Doughas simpered. He tried to maintain a menacing tone, but it was proving difficult, faced with a humongous oaf earnestly attempting to pass as a hardened criminal.

      If Lork is listening, he’ll probably laugh about this until the day he dies.

      “Of course I had to come. It’s not often one gets the honor of working with a Clade representative.” Lork’s statement was barely loud enough for Doughas to hear.

      “The honor is ours,” Vor responded in a cold, disaffected tone. It was utterly different from his usual affectation but every bit what one would expect from an elf with an oak-sized stick up his butt. Doughas was impressed. “I apologize for the location of our meeting, but I had to assume that you understood the value of discretion.”

      “No place does discretion better than the Korner.” Lork went for the same nonchalant, debutant-ish air.

      Great. They’re getting into a comfortable conversation. We need to play our part well, too. Doughas turned his face up to Morg’s. “Speaking of business, I’d like to get more details about your offer.”

      Please don’t forget the details. Doughas held his breath as he waited for Morg to continue.

      “Oh, uh, we want to work with you.” Morg stumbled through the words. “We’ll secure a route between the Quadras and the nearest human settlement. You handle the distribution of contraband in the Belly.”

      By the ancestors, he said it right, word-for-freaking-word. We got a saint to speak like a mob boss for a single breath. Doughas wasn’t sure if he wanted to laugh or cry, so he settled for a low grunt of approval as he rocked back against the booth cushion.

      Doughas paused to listen to Lork and Vor once more. They were in the middle of a conversation. That was all he needed to push through with his plan. In a second, Doughas breathed deep and went invisible.

      Without Doughas in front of him, Morg’s yapping stalled out as he looked around the booths. Doughas almost slapped himself in the face. I forgot to tell him to pretend he’s still talking to me.

      As quickly as he could, Doughas reached for his ARC and dashed behind Lork. To his surprise, the goblin’s ears twitched. Lork knew he was coming.

      Damn it, Morg, speak! Lork knows something’s up. You were so loud five seconds ago.

      “I knew there’s something fishy with the big guy behind me,” Lork snarled and whipped out his sliverblade. The goblin was about to turn around and swipe at the invisible Doughas a few feet away from him.

      Vor kicked the table between them. The wooden surface slammed into Lork’s chest, and his wide swing missed Doughas by an inch. The blade bit into the seat and began to tear through the material like a hungry beast, shredding every inch it touched into hanging tatters. When the writhing blade tangled in the hardy fibers, Lork released it, yanked out the ARC strapped to his side, and aimed it at Vor.

      Doughas pushed forward and pressed his ARC against Lork’s head, right behind the goblin’s ear.

      “Drop it,” Doughas whispered.

      “Ah, the dwarf,” Lork remarked with a smile. “I’d recognize that sultry growl anywhere. Funny how the tables have turned, eh?”

      Doughas pressed harder with the weapon. “You won’t find it so funny when I squeeze the trigger and plug a bolt into your skull.”

      “A real charmer, this one,” Lork told Vor with a wink. “He in your pocket, then? This all about me messing with your favorite lapdog?”

      Vor didn’t answer with anything but a cold smile. There was a click, and all three knew the elf had palmed his ARC under the table, ready to fire.

      “You’re not going to kill me,” Lork declared as he made a show of relaxing his posture, though he kept his aim steady. “Like your dwarf friend told me when our roles were reversed, you need me. Otherwise, I’d be dead already.”

      Doughas tapped his finger on the trigger. “I’d rather shoot you and lose our lead than see you specter my friend there. Drop it, or I’ll put a bolt in your head and another in your balls just to show how unhappy I am.”

      “Fine,” Lork relented with a sigh. He flipped his ARC and tossed it aside…where it promptly struck the sliverblade still gnawing at the seat cushion. This caused the weapon to fire. A blue bolt whizzed over Lork’s shoulder and hurtled toward Doughas.

      Whether by instinct or a paranoid reflex, Doughas had already recoiled in the nick of time. The bolt whizzed past. Yet the distraction was enough for Lork to twist away. The goblin darted out of the booth and headed toward the stairs.

      “Oh, no. You’re not going anywhere.” Vor shoved his way out of the booth and tackled Lork to the floor.

      “H-hey, keep it quiet, guys!” Morg approached in a rush with his huge hands up. He’d dropped the marauder act like unbelted trousers. “Patrons might hear! We’ll get in trouble!”

      Doughas ignored the ogre and jumped on top of the hitgoblin. “Lavish Lork, you have the right to remain silent. Anything you say can and will be used against you in a court of law. You have a right to a legal representative. If you cannot afford legal counsel, one will be appointed for you.”

      Vor reached for a pair of manacles. With a whisper, he charged the alchemically treated cuffs. The magic would prevent the goblin from trolling out. The manacles constricted in response to pressure. With the rapid growth of trolling, a goblin would be lucky if he only broke both wrists and shredded the skin. There’d been cases where goblins had lost one or both hands.

      The issue was getting them on the little bugger.

      “I think these have your name on them,” Vor announced as he strained to attach the manacles.

      “Not a chance.” Lork writhed and rolled to the side to avoid the contraptions. Before Doughas and Vor could stand, the goblin began to troll out.

      “Guys, please keep it down,” Morg moaned, though no one was paying him much attention.

      “Oh, great. Throm’s going to kill us,” Vor raised his ARC.

      Doughas shook his head. “No, the inquisitor-general and the Keeper-Commandant will kill us for shooting our only lead.”

      In mere seconds, Lork had torn through his expensive suit and grown larger than most ogres.

      Most ogres. Not Throm or Morg.

      The latter had been ignored for far too long.

      Doughas didn’t have time to panic before Morg lunged forward and drove a sledgehammer of a fist into the goblin’s expanded face. There was a loud pop followed by a thud as Lork collapsed. Unconscious, Lork began to shrink back to his normal size.

      Doughas’ jaw dropped. He regarded Morg with a confused expression.

      “I needed him to be quiet,” Morg explained, looking more nervous than he had at the outset.

      Doughas pointed at Lork. “Well, that did the trick, laddie. Make no mistake about it.”

      “I didn’t hurt him, did I?”

      Vor shook his head. “No, Morg, he’ll be all right. You did good, buddy. He’s going to get one heck of a power nap before we drag him to the Keeper-Commandant.”

      Doughas looked from Vor to Lork and finally at Morg. “Don’t expect a thank-you card, eh? Come on, help us pick him up and get him through the back door before someone comes up here and sees us.”
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      Esselliar

      Theorin handed Vor and Doughas each a cup of water. “That took a while, but we got Lork to sing. I have a handful of dirty cops to deal with on my end. On yours, I can clear you for the tunnels. You said Mr. Prammelkoff disappeared around the area where the cave leviathans are, so that’ll be the center of your search.”

      It’s already getting late. I’m sleepy and hungry, and even though we had medical attention, I feel sorer than a bancor after a good roasting. Vor took a sip. It was cold water, at least. He looked up at the Keeper-Commandant. “Thanks. We’ll take the investigation from here.”

      “You’ve been a big help,” Doughas added. “I was worried we’d be stuck with paperwork for hours before we could start searching for Harlun.”

      Theorin shrugged. “I didn’t do a damn thing. Oh, by the way, Throm wants to see you.”

      Oh, great. Vor groaned and rubbed his temple with his free hand. “Did he say where?”

      “He’s already waiting outside the precinct in the parking lot,” Theorin answered. “He only mentioned something about your car and talking to a manager.”

      Damn. Throm’s driver hadn’t actually picked up Doughas’ car as the ogre had mentioned. The proprietor of the Korner must have decided to make them face the music over the damage to the rental.

      “We’re doomed,” Doughas whispered, perhaps too loudly.

      “I know,” Vor agreed before addressing the Commandant. “Again, thank you. We’ll see our way out.”

      Theorin tipped his head to the side. “Yes, you will. I hope I never have to see you two here again. Good luck with your investigation.”

      With that, the Keeper-Commandant turned and began yelling at other goblins busy at work. Unlike the smaller depot where Vor and Doughas had been treated and interrogated, this precinct bustled with Keepers, office workers, trainees, and civilian workers. It was chaotic no matter where Vor looked.

      In many ways, it reminded him of the Inquisitor’s Bureau building. Yet, at least here, the Keepers had already fallen into a rhythm. That wasn’t the case for the Inquisitors. Everything was new there, and employees were still trying to feel their way around the workplace.

      “It can’t be that bad, right?” Vor pleaded.

      Doughas didn’t even blink. “We’re dead.”

      “Yep,” Vor drawled. “Well, Throm’s waiting. To our doom?”

      “To our doom.”

      Vor and Doughas raised their cups and downed them before getting up. That done, they placed the empties on a nearby coffee table and walked out of the precinct. They hadn’t gotten five steps away from the building when Throm’s luxury vehicle rolled up.

      “I was hoping for at least a minute of freedom before our execution,” Vor noted before he sighed and reached for the vehicle’s passenger door. “Wugsorn could drive us to a dark alley and throw our bodies in a trash bin. I hope there’s pixies. That way, my body can feed some wee folk. I’ll still do some good when I’m dead.”

      The door opened, and Throm was in his usual seat. He welcomed them in with a quick hand gesture.

      “You’ve got strange ideas about what constitutes doing good,” Doughas muttered as he stepped toward the vehicle. “Probably have us dragged out to the Valley and picked clean by thornbeaks. Then some ogre vagabonds will sell our bones to human merchants to make curios.”

      “Oh, the horror,” Vor mocked as they climbed in and shut the door. Almost immediately, Wugsorn began driving off.

      “Hello,” Doughas and Vor greeted Throm together.

      The ogre didn’t reply. He sat in silence, appearing to look out the tinted windows. They knew he couldn’t see anything, being blind. Vor figured Throm had positioned himself that way out of habit. The ogre could’ve also moved his head to place his ears so he could hear them better.

      After a few minutes, Throm finally spoke. “I’ve been informed that you’ll be heading into the tunnels surrounding the cave leviathans.”

      Do we tell him? How far can we trust Throm? We’re already deeply in debt to him, and we could dig ourselves into a hole we can’t crawl out of. Vor glanced at Doughas for advice, but the dwarf only shrugged. It was anyone’s game at this point.

      “Yeah, that’s where our lead takes us,” Vor admitted.

      “Be careful down there,” Throm told them as his huge knuckles laced together.

      Doughas should’ve shut up, but Vor knew he couldn’t hold his tongue regarding this matter. “Wait, you actually care if we live or die?”

      Throm didn’t respond directly. “Remember that the cave leviathans are there. One wrong move and you could destroy the whole air system that keeps the undercities alive.”

      Confusion washed over Doughas. “Wait, not all of the undercities. I know the ogres have their own system for breathing underground. Elves and dwarves share a system that relies on a bunch of bog farms.”

      “That’s not the case anymore,” Throm put forth.

      Doughas’ mouth opened to share his thoughts about being contradicted before he caught and composed himself. “Come again?” he challenged with a scowl.

      “Bog farms used to supply both the elven and dwarven undercities,” Throm acknowledged. “However, Clan Nebluv bought those farms some time ago. They didn’t prove profitable enough, so the clan shut them down. Since then, taxes from your individual quarters have paid the goblin council for air.”

      Vor scratched his head. “Wait, so you mean almost all the Quadras undercities rely on those cave leviathans now?”

      Throm confirmed with a nod. “Only the ogre undercity and a few rich families have their own air systems.”

      “That’s insane,” Doughas breathed.

      Insane indeed. One wrong move and the majority of the Quadras undercities could be crippled. Vor needed to know more. “Those recent strikes the DAMS crew mentioned?”

      “Have led to a decrease in quality air,” Throm stated. “It’s getting so bad now that some areas might become uninhabitable soon. If the cave leviathan system fails, thousands of residents will suffocate long before they can evacuate and reach the surface. Especially those in the goblin quarter and a few underprivileged dwarfish neighborhoods.”

      Vor and Doughas exchanged glances.

      Damn it! That might be it. The lightning bomb could be targeting the cave leviathans. We were right. Harlun was in the wrong place at the wrong time. He probably hid there during that altercation with his crew and ran into the terrorists.

      Vor didn’t want to raise his theory yet. As Doughas kept hammering on, he was arriving at a conclusion long before gathering enough physical evidence to support it. That said, it was a theory he believed in.

      I need to talk to Doughas about this later. I’m curious to know what he thinks.

      They sat in silence for the rest of the way. When they got to the repair shop, Throm let them out without another word. The ogre followed out of the vehicle, and Wugsorn drove off to park the car.

      “Oh, I forgot to ask about Morg.” Vor turned to Throm. “I hope the kid didn’t get in trouble. He did a good job, for what it’s worth.”

      “For what it’s worth,” Doughas repeated dryly. “I don’t think the lad’s got much of a future in the old criminal enterprise. Also, if he thinks of taking up acting, I’d tell him to keep his day job.”

      Throm remained unmoved as a monolith. With his usual straight face, he answered, “Morg’s in the kitchen. Back to what he’s good at.”

      Vor nudged Doughas. “Mr. Asthryx’gyurein is approaching.”

      Doughas flashed an awed expression. “How do you even manage to pronounce that name?”

      The elf shrugged. “I spell it in my head as I say it. I also split it into small sections. As-tryx-gyoo-rain. Asthryx’gyurein. Mr. Asthryx’gyurein. Yeah, that works out well.”

      “Spell it?” Doughas attempted to do so in his head. “Nah. I can’t do that. I’ll just call him ‘the manager’ from now on.”

      The front door swung open, and Mr. Asthryx’gyurein greeted them with a wave. No smile, though. Vor felt like there was something wrong.

      “Follow me,” the manager instructed.

      Well, that’s a cold greeting. Vor tried to gauge Doughas’ thoughts, but the dwarf seemed equally dumbfounded. The duo followed, and the manager took them around to the garage. Doughas’ vehicle sat there in pristine condition. Right beside it was the Street Behemoth, fixed to a degree. The mechanics had replaced the windows and buffed out the dents. However, the driver’s side door remained damaged.

      “All your gear is still in the trunk,” Mr. Asthryx’gyurein stated. “You’ll find all of Mr. Ruiridh’s armor and your weapons still intact. As for the rental, well, we were able to repair most of the damage except for the door, as you can see. We might have no choice but to replace it with a newer model’s door.”

      Doughas lifted his arms in complaint. “Whoa, whoa. Please tell me you didn’t say that. That’s sacrilegious!”

      The manager nodded. “I know, but finding a replacement is proving difficult.”

      Throm interjected, “I did try, but even my best contacts couldn’t find one.”

      “I don’t get it,” Vor prodded Doughas on the shoulder. “What’s the big deal about a replacement?”

      Doughas paused, scrunched his face in thought, then raised a finger. “You do know the Lucianos Mural, right? Sorry if I’m stereotyping here, but I assume an elf would be aware of pretty elf art.”

      Vor rolled his eyes and smiled. “Of course I know the Lucianos Mural. It’s a freaking legend.”

      “Now, imagine if someone ‘repaired’ it by painting eyeglasses and a nose ring on a few of the ancestral paragons,” Doughas illustrated. “That’s the kind of disrespect we’re talking here. This Street Behemoth was created by gearhead geniuses and magitech pioneers.”

      “How can you speak of a car that highly?” Vor failed to grasp the entire situation. “It’s a car.”

      Mr. Asthryx’gyurein butted in. “I have to agree with Mr. Ruiridh. Clan Orsich developed this model in the year 3307. To this day, it stands as a testament to their ingenious engineering and understanding of aesthetics. Unfortunately, the Street Behemoth lineup was later sold to Clan Ghorlief following the second recession, right after the Ogre Traiff Revolution.

      “Clan Ghorlief tried their hand at making a new model. After a few middling results, they contracted the design to an elvish consortium. The newer Street Behemoths are no longer custom created for power and luxury. They are mere mass-produced models sold to the rich and famous. Worse than that, they never could capture the same spirit as Clan Orsich.”

      Doughas and the goblin shared a moment of respectful silence to remember the passing of an automotive legend.

      “What’re your options, then?” Vor inquired.

      “If we can’t find a replacement on the market, or the black market for that matter, we might have to wait until we can purchase a copy of the original blueprints from the current elvish holders and fabricate our own replacement door.”

      Doughas’ shoulders drooped. “That’s expensive. How much do I owe you?”

      Mr. Asthryx’gyurein released a sigh. “It’s not only about the costs. This is a loaner unit and a highly sought-after one at that. We lose money each day it isn’t on the road, and we can’t use it in its current condition. Doing so would tarnish our good reputation with our clients. They come in for repairs and expect us to provide them with high-quality loaners in the meantime. Right now, I have an incredibly rare and expensive car with an ugly door that makes it unwanted. It’ll sit here gathering dust.”

      Doughas took it all in before he leaned forward with his hands on his knees. “I’m feeling nauseous. I couldn’t settle a debt like that without selling my house, and even then...”

      “Is there a way to resolve this without putting our Inquisitors out on the streets?” Throm wondered. Vor squirmed at the word “our” before “Inquisitors,” but he had no way to keep Doughas from destitution personally. He decided to keep his mouth shut.

      Mr. Asthryx’gyurein grabbed a stool and sat in deep thought.

      “Do you think we have a shot of fixing this?” Doughas asked Throm.

      The ogre’s lips twitched before he responded. “I already have an idea, but perhaps Mr. Asthryx’gyurein can come up with something better.”

      Vor leaned on the Street Behemoth, arms crossed and head down in thought. “Well, I can’t help with anything financial. I’ll see what I can scrounge up, though.”

      “You and money,” Doughas coughed after a bark of laughter. “You don’t seem to get along well, huh?”

      Vor attempted to smile. “We had a falling out. Money said it wasn’t me, but I think it was only being nice.”

      At last, Mr. Asthryx’gyurein turned to Doughas. “May we sell your car? There are many enthusiasts out there, and one of our regular customers has a thing for well-maintained classic dwarven models. If you let me orchestrate the sale, your vehicle could fetch a pretty price.”

      “Uh, wait. Wait.” Doughas straightened and shook his head in disbelief. “Did you ask if you could sell my car?”

      Vor could’ve sworn tears welled up in the dwarf’s eyes.

      “We’ll keep the majority of the profits,” Mr. Asthryx’gyurein explained. “You’ll get fifteen percent. I understand you need cash, after all. You can also continue using the Street Behemoth as a rental until we find one on the market or manufacture a brand-new door, whichever comes first.”

      Vor looked at Doughas. Mr. Asthryx’gyurein looked at Doughas. Throm would’ve looked at Doughas, but then Vor remembered the ogre was blind.

      Doughas himself stood in silence. He was clearly deep in thought.

      I wonder how well his wife is going to take the news. First week on the job and he already got severely injured, kidnapped, entangled with Throm of Kroth’s Korner, and lost his car but somehow brings home a beautiful, damaged luxury car. Vor realized how a lot of that had also happened to him. Huh, I can say I got kidnapped too. I didn’t want to go to that gangster den and fight a violent redcap.

      Doughas drummed his fingers together before lacing them over his hard, round stomach. The dwarf shut his eyes and meditated on the proposal for a good minute or two before he reached out to shake Mr. Asthryx’gyurein’s hand. “Deal. I’d rather do this than see anyone profane that beautiful piece of art with cheap elvish tin.”

      As an afterthought, he turned to Vor and whispered, “No offense, laddie.”

      “None taken.” Vor chuckled. In all honesty, he couldn’t care less. He was happy they’d found a reasonable solution that didn’t involve Doughas falling into crippling debt.

      I’m glad we get to preserve our relationship with Mr. Asthryx’gyurein and Throm. Also, I’m pretty sure Throm knows whatever car we end up with will get damaged even more. Doughas and I have a bad habit of finding trouble at the most random moments.

      Having an ogre on their side was a major advantage, especially one who stood neutral on both sides of the law. Throm would find them useful, too. It never hurt to have friends on the force.

      Seeing Doughas happy and free of debt is a nice bonus, too.

      “I’ll handle the paperwork myself,” Mr. Asthryx’gyurein offered. “You can come back tomorrow. We’re hours past closing time. I only waited because it was Throm’s personal request. Do keep in mind the dent on the door will make it tough to open and close properly. Please make sure it locks.”

      “We’ll be back to sign whatever you need us to,” Doughas promised the goblin. “Right now, we do need to be somewhere. There’s a Sons of Stone rally tomorrow, and we have to get some work done before it starts.”

      Oh, wow, it’s tomorrow? Vor wanted to smack himself in the forehead. How in the world did he forget which day it was? There was no chance of getting home for some shut-eye now.

      “I’ll see myself out, then,” Throm informed the group. “I’ll be back tomorrow.”

      “Allow me to walk you to your car.” Mr. Asthryx’gyurein handed the Street Behemoth keys to Doughas. “Here you go, Mr. Ruiridh. Thank you for doing business with us.”

      Doughas grabbed the keys and thanked the goblin.

      Vor and Doughas watched the other two walk from the garage. When they were alone, Vor waited for Doughas to unlock the doors before he slid into the passenger seat.

      “Excited?” Doughas asked as he climbed behind the wheel and started the car.

      Vor’s shoulders lifted. “There’s a bomb that could go off tomorrow. This is our last chance to find it and stop those terrorists.”

      “You sound so determined.” Doughas pulled out of the garage and onto the streets. “You forgot what day it is, didn’t you?”

      Vor didn’t even try to lie. “Yeah. I forgot what day it was.”

      “Well,” Doughas said as they entered traffic. Though it was past dinner time, plenty of cars still occupied the road. He couldn’t go as fast as he wished. “If we’re right, you can expect some of those terrorists to be down there. We’re driving to a fight. I hope you’re ready to accept that we might not make it out of there alive.”

      “I was ready the moment I signed up for this job.” Vor pulled out his shard and started typing a message.

      Doughas looked over and laughed. “Please don’t tell me you’re informing your girlfriend or something that you might die and you need someone to write your last will and testament.”

      Vor howled laughter as he showed the message to Doughas. It was to Krupper. “No. We know Harlun went missing somewhere in the cave leviathan network. That’s a vast system of caves stretching underground for miles. I asked for the general area where he went missing that day.”

      “That’ll narrow our search down,” Doughas noted.

      In an instant, Vor’s shard glowed. Krupper had replied. “It’s down in Sector IF-12-98X, by the Southern Stair and the Pit.”

      “I have no idea where that is,” Doughas grumbled.

      “Don’t look at me. I only go to the Belly,” Vor pointed out. “Everywhere else in the goblin undercity is new to me.”

      Doughas gestured at Vor’s shard. “Don’t you have some kind of mapping system in there or whatever?”

      “It doesn’t work well underground. The geo-magical ley lines down here don’t resonate well with the elvish Sending towers above ground. I’ll try, though.”

      “Please do,” Doughas pleaded. “I’m driving blind here.”

      Vor pointed ahead. “Make a right three blocks from here.”

      “Huh?”

      “I got it working,” he announced.

      Doughas chortled. “That was fast.”

      “Nah, I got lucky. We passed an elvish cafe a second ago. They must’ve had a booster installed.”

      Doughas wasn’t one to complain. “I’ll take that as a sign, then. Let’s get this done so we can go home.”

      Vor wasn’t about to protest that. He wanted to finish the job as soon as possible—and survive the night—so he could lie on his bed, play his music, and sleep. He hadn’t had a good night’s rest since the day he reported to the Inquisitor’s Bureau. It shocked him to realize he’d only been on the job for less than a week.

      This has been the most stressful week of my life.

      Doughas slowed as they approached some of the lowest levels of the goblin undercity. There were tons of cave openings on all sides. While the main undercity resembled an actual city, except underground, this area looked more like a natural cave complete with a web of pathways and sudden dead-ends.

      Damn. Now that we’re here, I just realized how sprawling this place is. How the hell are we supposed to find one guy and a bomb down here?

      “Look, there’s a guard,” Doughas indicated. “I’ll park here.”

      “Only one?” Vor found that suspicious. “You think the terrorists paid off the guards here?”

      Doughas shook his head. “Highly unlikely. They probably used the other cave routes instead of the main entrance. After all, who in the Quadras would be dumb enough to bomb the cave leviathans?”

      “Radical extremists, like our terrorists?” Vor suggested.

      “Yeah, these guys. But who else?” A frown formed on Doughas’ face. “Think about it. There’s nothing to gain by suffocating the majority of the undercities. No financial gain. No political statement to put out there.”

      Vor shrugged. “Guess our terrorists didn’t get that message.”

      Vor clambered out of the car and approached the lone goblin guard. At first, the enforcer looked confused. He raised a baton and tried to stop them from proceeding.

      Doughas had circled the Behemoth and opened the trunk.

      “Hold it,” the goblin stated. “This is a restricted area.”

      Vor indicated the silver colors on his coat. “We’re Inquisitors. This is official business.”

      “What kind of business?” The guard stood as tall as he could, but Vor could see he was trembling.

      “A missing citizens’ case,” Vor replied.

      The guard bit his lip. “I don’t know. Can I get some verification from the Keepers?”

      Vor indicated Doughas. The dwarf had packed his foldable mace back into his dwarven gauntlets and was currently holstering his goblin long heater. “We came here from the Keepers precinct. Now, we can do this one of two ways. You let us in and call the Keepers after we’ve gone, seeing as we’re in a rush. Or, you be a pain in the ass, and I’ll let my friend here ‘verify’ things for you. He’s got a temper, that one.”

      The guard looked from Vor to Doughas.

      “We got a problem?” Doughas stomped his way over. When he reached Vor and the guard, he raised his long heater and cocked it.

      “No. No, sir, no problem,” the guard stammered. “You can pass. I’ll have to call the nearest maintenance department to log it in, though.”

      “Go do that,” Vor told the guard.

      Without another second wasted, the guard ran. As soon as he passed a corner, Vor turned to Doughas and shared a laugh.

      Doughas’ lip curled. “You scared the crap out of the poor guy.”

      “I scared him? You’re the one walking around fully armored, carrying a long heater.”

      The dwarf thought about it. He paused, smiled, then met Vor’s gaze. Though the dwarf didn’t say a thing, Vor sensed he had something heavy to impart. For a moment, he wondered if Doughas was contemplating their chances of survival.

      They could fail, and the bomb would go off while they were down in the caves. Even if the blast didn’t hit them, they’d suffocate long before they could get back to the car. There was also the chance of the terrorists finding them and overwhelming them in a fight. Or they might simply get lost and never find their way back up.

      I better tell him the truth; in case this is the last chance we have.

      “Hey,” Vor mumbled.

      Doughas’ lips quivered as he stared back.

      “I got something to confess,” they stated simultaneously.

      Huh? Vor gestured at Doughas. “G-go ahead. You first.”

      “Nah, you can go first,” Doughas conceded. “You were speaking before me.”

      Vor stalled. He checked his ARC, made sure it was armed and ready, and sat beside the entrance to the cave. He looked at Doughas and admitted, “I had a secret mission, you know. To investigate you. A reliable source told me that you were a dirty cop, joining the Inquisitor’s Bureau to increase your influence and spread your control as the Quadras implemented the integration plan.”

      To Vor’s surprise, Doughas sat opposite him and placed his long heater beside Vor’s ARC. “I was doing the same.”

      “What?”

      “A reliable source told me you were a dirty cop, too,” Doughas revealed. “I was supposed to investigate you, even take you down if I got proof that you were as corrupted as they said you were.”

      We were investigating each other. All that mistrust when we began this investigation didn’t come out of thin air. Vor gritted his teeth. It frustrated him knowing that all this time, his partner doubted his actions and motives, even when Vor had done everything in his power to keep Doughas alive. Many times, he could’ve shot or stabbed the dwarf but chose to keep his partner safe.

      He’s my partner, after all.

      That was all Vor needed to reconcile the truth with what he felt. He faced Doughas, who also seemed lost in deep thought and self-reflection. “None of that matters now. You’re my partner. You saved my life. This makes me doubt—”

      “Your source,” Doughas finished. “Yeah, I feel the same way. I’m sorry for ever doubting you and for investigating you behind your back.”

      Vor reached out. “I apologize too. It was beneath both of us. I know that now. Here you are, my new partner, and the first thing I do is investigate you like you’re a perp.”

      Doughas shook his hand. “Now, let’s find Harlun and stop that bomb.”

      Vor nodded and spun his ARC.

      “Ready to ruin some bad guys' days and be real-ass heroes?”

      “Quit teasin’ me, laddie. Let’s get this party started.”
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      Doughas

      “Look, there’s some blood dribble.” Doughas reached for his light and attached it to his long heater to indicate the spot. “Damn, they didn’t try to cover it much.”

      “Nobody would come looking down here,” Vor pointed out.

      Doughas glanced around. “The lighting in this place is horrible. Even with a flashlight and the glowstones, it’s hard to make sense of anything.”

      “Your tactical mind is at work again,” Vor noted. “The tunnel network is a mess with no proper layout. It’s like anyone who dug down here just followed the minerals as they found them.”

      “That’s you working your thing with folks,” Doughas chuckled. Almost like this might work out—if we don’t end up galvan-cooked before this is over.

      Vor indicated the walls. “Well, with your expertise, what do you think of us getting out of here alive?”

      As if the elf could read his thoughts.

      Doughas shook his head. “If the bomb goes off and the blast doesn’t kill us immediately? We’re not getting out of here, laddie. The structural integrity of this place is so poor that it’s a miracle it hasn’t collapsed already. The DAMS workers do their best to keep the cave leviathans alive, but I doubt anyone checked if these tunnels would cave in if they start thrashin’ about.”

      “That further proves whoever got to Harlun didn’t expect anyone to venture down here looking for him,” Vor stated.

      “The blood trail doesn’t spell a happy fate for our poor guy,” Doughas told his partner as they followed the few traces they could spot. “Still, it doesn’t automatically mean he’s dead.”

      Vor tapped his chin. “Do you think he sided with the terrorists to save his own skin?”

      Doughas shook his head. “That’s the last thing he’d do. For one thing, he was already on the way to clan re-admission. Second, he wouldn’t make any rash decisions that would compromise his family.”

      “You’re downright religious when it comes to this whole dwarven clan and family thing. It’s honestly surprising.”

      Doughas stopped walking and looked at Vor. “I know not every dwarf is a paragon of good values, but family is something even the worst of us stand for. It’s helped us see life through in this dark and ugly world. Family is the pillar of dwarven culture. The one principle that has stood through the eons, even when our politics shift and change. We’re so protective of our families that we rarely share information about them. You ever heard of a dwarf holding a dinner party?”

      “Uh, no, I guess not,” the elf muttered. “Wait, seriously? You’re telling me you don’t invite anybody over.”

      “A dwarven home is like a private fortress against the world,” Doughas explained as he motioned for them to continue investigating. “The same way a soldier would never let a suspicious individual enter a fortress, a dwarf never lets strangers into their home. The only ones welcome in a dwarvish home are family.”

      “Damn,” Vor breathed, shaking his head.

      “You don’t believe me?”

      “No, it’s not that,” Vor corrected. “Most elves have a cynical point of view regarding these things.”

      “How so?”

      Vor took the lead and started into a smaller tunnel leading further down. “Elvish dynasties are supposed to be built on self-sacrifice and fidelity. If you ask me, that’s all a sham. An elvish dynasty is a dish best served with a happy dose of self-preservation and reputation-mongering.

      “Elven councils only care about how the world looks at them and how long they live. Everything else is a facade presented to the world to scare off would-be enemies and win would-be allies. An elven patriarch or matriarch doesn’t care about the individuals in their family. They only care about their public appearance and the survival of their name.”

      “That can’t be the case for every elven family, right?”

      Vor raised a shoulder. “I’ve worked in the upper echelons of elven society, and that’s where the situation is at its worst. Sure, as you go down the ladder, smaller families don’t have as much clout to be that proud and hypocritical. Yet the situation remains the same.”

      “All this from a race that seems to live forever.” Doughas felt betrayed by the truth.

      “You’d think because we live long lives and speak with our ancestors, we represent the embodiment of wisdom, but that’s not the case,” Vor explained further. “Long lives and scheming beyond the grave only bring about cunning and ruthlessness.”

      Doughas didn’t grasp it yet. “Paint me a picture.”

      “Think about it,” Vor began with a heavy sigh as they continued down the passage. “Your elder could be three hundred years old and live hundreds of years more. For most of your elven life, you’ll stand in their shadow while they continue to politic and scheme for their personal benefit. You won’t get anywhere unless you learn how to be just as cutthroat and devious.

      “The goal is to usurp those above you, rule the family, and drive off any threats. The problem is that all those below you will view you as their next big meal. You can never sleep well because there’s always a chance someone will creep into your room and stab you in the middle of the night. Only sometimes is that metaphorical.”

      “So the cycle keeps going,” Doughas concluded as he trudged on. “Cold.”

      The dwarf halted and placed a heavy hand on Vor’s shoulder. “I’m sorry, lad. You’ve been through a lot to get here. Like you said before, being a Justicar and trying to do right only got you in trouble, same as me. Also, I know this isn’t the politically right thing to say, but the elven concept of family is garbage. You deserve better.”

      Vor regarded him with a sorrowful grin. Doughas couldn’t read what was running through the elf’s mind, but he was grateful they’d got to clear things up before the end.

      “H-hey, wait.” Doughas cut off his own train of thought when he spotted something a few feet ahead. “Do you see that?”

      Vor squinted in the dim light. There was a small alcove. The elf hopped over, reached deep inside, and pulled out a bunch of bloody clothes.

      “I don’t think Harlun’s scheming a terrorist agenda without his clothes on,” Vor mentioned. “He’s either comfortable working nude or already dead.”

      Doughas groaned. “To hell with it. I knew he was probably dead, but I hoped this wouldn’t be the case.”

      “There’s more,” Vor told the dwarf as he extracted a small crossbow bolt. “It’s from an ARC. Looks like a fancy bolt, too.”

      Doughas took it to examine closer. It didn’t take him long to identify it. “I’ve seen these too many times in my life. This is a bolt commonly used by members of the Fellows. See those little flanged blades? They make it ugly business patching up a wound.”

      Vor rubbed his nose and frowned at the bolt. “So we’ve got a weapon from a dwarven criminal, and probably not a street thug but a genuine mobster.”

      “It doesn’t make sense, though,” Doughas rolled out. “I don’t see a motive.”

      “Well, you’ll have to think it over later. I don’t think we’re done here yet.” Vor reached for Doughas’ long heater. “Mind if I?”

      Doughas handed the weapon over with reluctance. Vor used the light fixed onto it to look further down the alcove.

      “Look at the clothes. Ours too,” Vor suggested as he investigated the dark space.

      “Oh…they’re moving. There’s a draft!”

      “Right. If there’s a draft, there must be a hole leading somewhere. It can’t be that far in. I mean, it’s a tiny hole. Hold on. Ah, yes. Here.”

      Doughas stepped in and looked. “Oh. Let me work on that.”

      Vor stepped aside as Doughas grabbed the small, reinforced handle he kept hidden in his left gauntlet. The dwarf grounded himself. With a snap, the handle extended into a heavy mace.

      “Fancy,” Vor expressed. “I don’t want to be on the receiving end of that thing.”

      “Someone did once before,” Doughas proclaimed. “I wonder if anyone ever recognized who he was after.”

      Vor chuckled. “Well, have at it.”

      The dwarf didn’t need to be told twice. He gripped his mace and slammed it on the ground, right at the hole in the alcove. He hit it again, then a third time. With each strike, the opening grew marginally bigger. Yet it was taking too much time.

      “Ah, screw you, you little bugger!” Doughas roared as he smashed down one more time, with all his might and both hands gripping the mace.

      Suddenly, the alcove collapsed, and the hole was big enough for them both to pass through.

      “Impressive,” Vor praised.

      Doughas sneered and narrowed his eyes at Vor. “I know what you did there. You’re not as sneaky as you think, laddie. Thank you, though, for gleaming that strike and trying to boost my ego.”

      “Wait, do you smell that?” Vor cut in.

      Doughas sniffed. “That’s disgusting. It’s also our cue. You can’t mistake the scent of cave leviathans.”

      “We’re close,” Vor stated. “Are you ready for this?”

      “I am. How about you?”

      Vor took out his ARC and held his dagger in the other hand. “If we die down here, I want you to know that it was an honor working with you.”

      “It was an honor working with you, too,” Doughas returned. “Enough of that, though. We’re going to get the job done. We’re walking out of here in the morning, alive and ready to have a good, regular breakfast.”

      “Sounds like a plan to me,” Vor agreed and walked into the inner tunnels.
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      Esselliar

      This place is a mess. Vor checked his shard. Down here, his device couldn’t connect to the Quadras network. There was no way to determine where they were.

      He looked back for a second to see if he and Doughas had left some trace to find their way back up. When he saw that Doughas’ steps were heavy enough to leave footprints, the elf continued. However, Doughas had turned off his light, and they had nothing but the scattered glowstones to find their way.

      The duo proceeded in silence. They were getting close but weren’t sure which way they had to go. After a few minutes of aimless wandering, Doughas tapped Vor on the shoulder. When the elf turned, the dwarf pointed at the ground.

      Footprints on wet mud. Someone passed by here not too long ago. Vor gripped his ARC tighter as Doughas pulled one out as well. The dwarf held his long heater in one hand and his ARC in the other. Vor wondered if Doughas could handle the long heater’s recoil firing with one hand. Then again, it was Doughas. He was sturdier than most dwarves. Perhaps with the right—

      A blue streak of light burst to life ahead of them. For a blink, the light arced through the dark tunnels, and it seemed like time had slowed down. An ARC bolt whizzed dangerously close to Vor’s right ear and shattered upon impact with Doughas’ right pauldron.

      “Oh, you little shit,” Doughas exclaimed with a pout. He stepped forward, raised his ARC, and fired. The bolt shot through the air and struck a goblin right between the eyes. “Vor! They’re here! Don’t kill all the buggers. We need a tour guide.”

      “Gotcha.” Vor spotted a second, then a third goblin hiding farther in the tunnels behind a few rock crevices. “I see two more. Maybe we can knock some answers out of one.”

      Doughas chuckled lightly. “Don’t get careless now, partner.”

      Vor ducked behind a rock. He peered over, fired, then dropped back down. “Careless? I’ve been a Justicar for decades. These guys can’t possibly win a tight fight against us, especially in a place like this where we have the—”

      A bolt shattered an inch above his head. Shards scattered around the rock that Vor hid behind.

      “You were sayin’ something?” Doughas mocked with a grin. “Watch and learn, laddie.”

      The dwarf holstered his ARC and grabbed his long heater with both hands. He walked forward, ignoring the blue streaks of ARC bolts zipping past him. As he approached, he fired, cocked his weapon, and fired again. There was a certain rhythm to his assault. He blasted with one step and cocked the long heater with the next. Each shot lit the tunnel with faint yellow from the heated metal balls bursting out of the barrel.

      By the fourth blast, the goblin nearest them was sprawled on the ground with multiple rounds through his chest.

      “Hey, the other one’s getting away,” Doughas called. “Shoot his feet!”

      Vor popped out and open-fired. He managed three shots before the goblin disappeared around a bend. “Slippery fellow. Chase him!”

      “Seriously? Do I look like a guy who runs marathons?” Doughas indicated his short legs. “I’m a dwarf, for ancestor’s sake.”

      Vor was already speeding past him. “I heard you the first time! Watch my back, will you?”

      “Already on it!” Doughas sprinted as fast as he could. He started reloading his weapons on the way.

      Don’t worry. I got this. Vor chased after the goblin. While the enemy knew these tunnels better, Vor possessed the superior build. He had longer legs, better stamina, and decades of training. He was a good thirty paces behind when he realized the goblin was making for an opening that led to what seemed like a large chamber.

      You’re mine.

      “Vor, wait! Don’t!” Doughas shouted from behind.

      Huh? Vor skidded as he tried to stop himself from barreling forward. He slipped on his left heel and nearly crashed. Fortunately, he caught himself by slamming against the rock wall. He peeked through the opening. The next area was a staging chamber.

      The space was an uneven oval with multiple large pipes jutting out from all sides. Each pipe connected to a central control unit placed a good forty feet above on a steel platform. Four metal walkways led to that center. There were only two sets of ladders to climb up and reach the walkways.

      Precariously hooked up to the central control was a bomb half the size of the Street Behemoth. It was large and had a complicated jungle of wires connecting it to various pipes and the control panel. Multiple steel gantries were scattered around the chamber as well. Vor figured they’d used them to build the walkways and the rest of the connecting pipes.

      If that wasn’t enough to make Vor panic, the sight of the terrorists was. The goblin he’d chased was already halfway up the ladders when Vor noticed a large group standing around the bomb. By Vor’s count, there were at least fifteen other goblins. They were armed. They looked ready to die for their cause.

      “Uh, Doughas.” Vor pointed as Doughas caught up and took cover. “The good news is we found the bomb. The bad news is we’re not alone. The whole team’s here.”

      Doughas groaned. “And here I thought we could have this huge playground all to ourselves.”

      “Do you see where they placed the bomb?” Vor asked.

      Doughas took another peek. “Oh, great. Seriously?”

      “Yep,” Vor confirmed. “The blast is going to hit the main control system. The shock from the blast will travel through those pipes and likely kill most of the cave leviathans. Those that don’t die will be severely injured and unable to create enough air. One blast will cripple the whole Quadras.”

      Doughas shrugged. “Well, at least we don’t have to worry about running out of here if things go awry. We’re going to get caught in that blast no matter what we do. I guess we’ll have to hope we got more ammunition than they do and pray to the ancestors that our aim is better.”

      “We have the training, but they have the numbers and the high ground,” Vor noted. “Still, maybe we don’t have to fight our way through.”

      “What?”

      The goblins were staring down, already arming their ARCs and preparing to fire. Vor took a deep breath and called to them. “Hey! We’re from the Inquisitor’s Bureau. Please disarm the lightning bomb and step down.”

      “There’s no way we’re going to do that,” one of the goblins shouted back. “This will get everyone’s attention. We need to stop integration from happening. It benefits you, elf, but not us goblins. We’ll always be stepped on.”

      “Why in the Quadras do you think this won’t make it any worse?” Vor had to summon all his strength to shout across the vast chamber. “I hear you. I understand your plight. I’m a young elf, and I know exactly how it feels to be ostracized by society and shunned by those you thought would help you.”

      Another goblin replied, “You have centuries to fix that problem. We only have decades. We can’t wait that long. The lives of our children and grandchildren are at stake.”

      “You think a terrorist act like this will change things?” Vor mocked the goblin. “Seriously? You can’t be that blind to the truth. Killing thousands, if not millions, will only cause the elven, dwarven, and ogre districts to push you further away from control. Every goblin for thousands of years will take the blame for your one mistake. It’ll reinforce every bigoted statement ever made about goblins.”

      There was a moment of silence. Doughas pushed his finger against his lips and gestured upward. It seemed like the goblins were discussing things.

      Maybe I got to them.

      “Let’s hope we can talk them down,” Doughas mouthed.

      Vor nodded and whispered, “If push comes to shove, take out the walkway with the most goblins standing on it. Just don’t hit the one with the bomb on it.”

      Doughas nodded in agreement.

      “How do we know you won’t arrest us all and cause more trouble?” the first goblin speaker asked. As he raised this question, the goblin that Vor had chased caught up with the group.

      “No one’s getting arrested. No one has to get hurt,” Vor assured them. “We only want to disarm the bomb, and we can all go home, eh?”

      “Absolutely not!” a raspy voice interrupted.

      A pair of figures emerged from the shadows of a ruined steel pillar. Vor’s gaze rested on the one to the right—a redcap goblin clad in ripped, old-fashioned but formal clothing. The redcap wore makeup as well. At first glance, Vor thought it resembled a court jester. Upon further inspection, he noticed subtle white and red marks that helped the redcap’s exaggerated facial features stand out. Even from a distance, the redcap looked far more intimidating than Kaz.

      Doughas, on the other hand, eyed the one who’d interrupted. It was a dwarf wearing the typical mask of the Fellows.

      “That’s the same Fellow that Throm kicked out of Kroth’s Korner,” Doughas pointed out. “Can’t see his face, but I won’t ever forget that ugly hairdo or those clothes.”

      The Fellow regarded his goblin companions. “The elf seems reasonable. Don’t forget that your kind was enslaved by reasonable establishment members. Those like him got you where you are now.”

      “That’s a lie!” Doughas shouted. Vor looked at the dwarf, who had been fiddling with his long heater for the past few minutes. “The whole point of integration is to ensure we all survive, not only the established upper echelons of society.”

      “If that were the case, the Sons of Stone wouldn’t be out there in the goblin quarter conducting their rally,” the Fellow yelled. “Look at them. They know what integration leads to. They may have racist agendas, but they also understand that races working together will only lead to the upper classes shoving the lower folks out. When the humans come crawling into the Quadras, who do you think the rich elves will kick out first? They’ll eliminate the scary ogres, the poor goblins, and the elves or dwarves who don’t stand up for their clans and dynasties. It’ll be a culling.”

      Damn it. We’re losing them. Vor tried one more time to reason with the goblins. “Let me guess. You all found this place when you were out here looking for Harlun. Well, trust me, I have a good idea what happened to him. The answer is right there beside you. That Fellow killed Harlun Prammelkoff, and the redcap ate him to hide the evidence. They killed one of the only non-goblin allies you have. Someone who could’ve helped you further your cause the right way.

      “These two are only pushing you to commit a terrorist act that won’t help anyone, anywhere. If that bomb goes off, you’ll not only kill yourselves and your families but millions of folks who could’ve fought for your concerns.”

      There was a fluster among the goblins. Vor could hear them muttering, even though he couldn’t exactly catch what they were saying.

      “That’s ridiculous,” the Fellow retorted. “Harlun didn’t want to help any of you. If he did, he would’ve signed up for your strike as soon as he could. His death was a matter of chance. Collateral damage after he got in the way.”

      Vor sneered. “It was Harlun’s crew asking for help in the first place. Your words are those of a racist bastard trying to worm his way out of a sticky situation. Only a bigot like you would believe them.”

      Vor looked at Doughas for advice, but the dwarf was still busy with his weapon. What the heck is he doing? Now’s not the time to make weapon adjustments. I hope he’s got a good reason for this.

      “See? There it is.” The Fellow turned the situation to his advantage. “Harlun’s crew sold you out. They betrayed you and the other members of the goblin society the moment things looked ugly. That is exactly what’s going to keep happening. You have to make a stand right here, right now, or your own kind will betray you until there’s nothing left to fight for.”

      The redcap burst out laughing. “You Inquisitors. You’re only saying these things because you’re at a disadvantage. If the tables were turned and you outnumbered us, who’s to say you wouldn’t have fired on us by now?”

      “We’re sorry,” one goblin stated. “We’ve already gone too far.”

      “Doughas, we’re losing them. I don’t know what else to say to get them to—”

      Doughas cut him off as he stepped into the open doorway. He aimed his long heater at one of the exposed beams holding a walkway with at least eight goblins on it.

      “Then let’s get it over with,” he uttered before he squeezed the trigger.
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      Doughas

      A sudden flash of bright light went off as the long heater burst with a single shot. Instead of releasing a bunch of tiny metal pellets, Doughas’ adjustments allowed the weapon to fire a single heavy molten shard of metal at his target.

      The blast not only came close to shattering the barrel in his hand, but the recoil was enough to send him flying backward a good four or five feet. It was a miracle that Doughas landed on his feet and charged ahead with his ARC in hand.

      The walkway collapsed, and several goblins crashed hard on the ground. The ones still up there approached the edges and let loose a barrage of ARC bolts. The tunnel sang with the constant zing of blue streaks.

      “Well, here we go,” Vor muttered to himself as he held his ARC in one hand and his dagger in the other. He spun into the pathway and fired. With his first two strikes, he brought down one of the goblins above them. “I can’t stay here.”

      Before Doughas could cotton to Vor’s plan, the elf dashed out of cover and made his way into the open staging chamber. He ran to the fallen goblins. Six were still alive. One had broken his neck upon hitting the ground, and another shattered his chest by landing on a boulder.

      “I got you covered, laddie,” Doughas cried out.

      Bolts buzzed past Vor as Doughas fired to strike down the goblins rushing toward him. Two tried to flank the elf, but Doughas planted bolts deep into their skulls. Vor slid past one goblin and turned to bury his dagger deep into the enemy’s spine. With a kick, he sent his target to the ground before he stretched his arm to fire a bolt at another goblin’s neck.

      A loud blast shook the chamber. The Fellow had fired a goblin long heater of his own. Seven goblins joined him in loosing a volley of bolts and molten metal at the elf.

      “Great,” Vor mumbled as he twisted out of the way and slid across the ground to avoid getting hit. He dashed straight toward a goblin fifteen feet ahead of him. The foe tried to shoot at him, but the elf weaved from side to side, avoiding the bolts as they came.

      “Take this, ugly.” Doughas grabbed his long heater and fired another empowered shot. It didn’t hit the Fellow, but it was enough to blow the walkway they stood on. No one was immediately hurt. In the confusion, the Fellow rushed for one of the pipes leading out of the chamber.

      “Vor, he’s trying to get out of here!” Doughas bellowed.

      Vor gleamed his ARC. He waited for the Fellow to get closer to the pipes before he fired and destroyed the walkway at its fulcrum. The metal piece collapsed, bringing the Fellow to the ground.

      “He’s mine,” Vor told Doughas.

      “I guess the ugly one’s mine,” Doughas muttered as the redcap leapt down and faced him. “I just have a few other goblins to deal with first.”

      “Who said I’m giving you the luxury of fighting them before me?” the redcap sneered. “Fair fights are for suckers.”

      Doughas aimed to his left and took down two goblins with his ARC. “Oh, really? I was hoping you’d get some more friends so we could call it even.”

      The redcap’s nostrils flared as his lips pulled back from his teeth. “You insolent fool. I’m going to bite off your balls first so I can shove them down your throat. Then, and only then, will I eat you from the feet up.”

      Doughas shrugged and adjusted his long heater. “I’ve heard all sorts of threats before. Come at me, toothless. Let me show you what kind of meal I’m worth.”

      Doughas and the redcap lunged at each other. Doughas tried to fire his long heater. He got a single shot in, but the metal shards barely slowed the incoming redcap.

      As the two fought in close quarters, Vor dashed in and out of cover in an effort to take down the remaining goblins. There were still four on the ground and seven on the walkways. Vor also had his attention fixed on the Fellow, who was behind a boulder trying to recollect his thoughts and reload his heater.

      Sorry, laddie. I’ve got to deal with this ugly joker first. Doughas stared at the redcap. “Let’s see how you like heated balls of steel deep in your throat.”

      Doughas raised his weapon, aimed, and fired as the redcap rushed toward him with a roar. The blast hit the goblin dead-smack in the chest and left a burning hole below the clavicle. The enemy didn’t seem to care.

      “Oh,” was all Doughas could mutter before the redcap was upon him. In a flash, the goblin swiped the long heater out of his hands and assaulted Doughas with a flurry of mad swipes. Doughas bobbed and weaved under the frenzied rush, his mace haft sprouting deep gouges as it caught blow after blow.

      “This isn’t my first scrap, lad.” Doughas took a firm step forward. “You’re not cornerin’ me.”

      Before the redcap could check his momentum, Doughas walloped the butt of the mace into the goblin’s face. Blood splattered as the redcap’s nose twisted and broke.

      “That’s a nice improvement,” Doughas pronounced. “But it’s not enough.”

      Doughas came around for an overhand chop to flatten the goblin. His enemy was quick and twisted away at the last second. The impact with the floor shot a numbing force up his arms, and when the redcap kicked at the mace, it spun from his nerveless fingers.

      “What you gonna do now, squat?” the redcap snarled, blood-slicked teeth flashing.

      “This.”

      Doughas buried a gauntleted fist into his face and followed up with a barrage of punches. The goblin staggered back under the dwarf’s assault.

      “I’ve had just about enough of you!” Doughas shouted through gritted teeth as he pounded his fist against the goblin’s temple, then launched a forward kick at the redcap’s gut. This sent his opponent backward, but he caught himself and prepared to attack again.

      Oh, come on! Go down already! Doughas raised his fists, prepared to lash out again, but the redcap didn’t repeat his mistake. Instead, he hefted a large boulder and hurled it.

      Doughas leapt out of the way, but the goblin was already there when he caught his footing. He tried to block an incoming attack too late. The goblin grabbed Doughas from behind and slammed the dwarf’s head into his bony knee.

      The impact dizzied him, and Doughas briefly lost control as his vision blacked out. The redcap shoved Doughas flat and planted a knee on the dwarf’s chest.

      I need to get up. Doughas grabbed the goblin’s leg and tried to wrestle it off, but the redcap had the better, stronger position.

      “Get off me,” Doughas groaned. Despite all his kicking and moving, the goblin remained on top.

      The redcap leaned in and opened his mouth. All his sharp, black teeth glistened in the dim light.

      Before Doughas could think of a defensive move, the redcap sank those teeth into his neck. Pain surged through Doughas’ body as the goblin ripped at his flesh. Blood sprayed in every direction. Doughas felt consciousness slipping away.

      No! He let go of the redcap to seek purchase. His hand settled on the scored handle of his mace. Take this, you nasty bugger.

      Doughas swiped and whacked the goblin’s head. There was a crack upon impact, and the redcap wobbled. Doughas struck again and managed to pop the goblin off him. He rolled to the side, struggled upright, and clamped a hand over the wound on his neck.

      That…really hurts.

      There was no time to think about the pain. Though a large, gaping hole had appeared on the side of the redcap’s head, the enemy was still conscious, angry, and willing to keep fighting. The enraged goblin launched forward and swiped at Doughas.

      The redcap might have been stronger and faster, but Doughas had the advantage of better training. He dodged the empowered slashes and retaliated with his mace. The weapon didn’t take long to crush the flesh and bones of the redcap’s chest, knee, and torso. The goblin slowed with each blow Doughas landed, but the ferocity of his attacks never waned.

      You’re mine. This is for biting me, you little freak.

      Doughas roared, rushed forward, and grabbed for the goblin with his left hand. He snagged the redcap’s head and gripped it with all his might. The berserk goblin attempted to claw his hand off, but Doughas ignored the pain and struck with his mace.

      The weapon slammed into the wound on the redcap’s temple, shattering the skull further. Blood covered both fighters as the goblin’s wound opened wide. Doughas kicked the redcap into the same area where Vor had taken down a few other goblins and stood as tall as he could over his opponent.

      “Now, stay down.”

      The redcap shoved itself up and glowered at Doughas with bloodshot eyes. “I hate you.”

      “You’re the one standing in my way, buddy,” Doughas informed the goblin. “I told you to get the hell out of here and let me do my job.”

      The redcap spat a mouthful of blood. “You don’t understand anything. You’re a pawn in a game set by those far above your station. We’re all pawns, but that doesn’t mean we can’t have a little fun while we’re at it.”

      What? Doughas’ confusion soured into horror as the redcap snagged a goblin with a bolt buried in its chest. The goblin struggled weakly as the redcap gripped its face. With a guttural snarl, the recap bit the goblin’s face clean off.

      “What…no!” Doughas screamed.

      The redcap ignored the dwarf and chomped down again, head twisting back and forth to rip the latest mouthful free. The goblin’s screams morphed into horrifying garbles, followed by sickening silence.

      “You sick bastard!” Doughas cried as he charged and rammed his shoulder into the redcap. However, after devouring his companion, the goblin had recovered from its wounds and seemed denser, more solid.

      “My turn,” the redcap whispered with a growl before it grabbed Doughas with both hands. The dwarf howled in pain as the claws dug into his skin. The redcap raised Doughas above his head and slammed him down on his knee. The dwarf’s mouth opened, but no scream escaped his lips as his back snapped upon impact.

      Without a word, the redcap threw Doughas against a metal pillar. His aim was off, and though Doughas didn’t hit too hard, the steel bar scraped across the back of his head. Blood spilled from the wound. Once again, Doughas wondered whether he’d suffered anything more serious.

      Seriously? I thought I had him beat. There has to be some way to—

      Doughas’ thoughts cut off as the redcap struck again. The dwarf couldn’t even see what was happening. All he caught was a flurry of strikes and a kick. Every inch of his body began to ache and bleed as the redcap tortured him with calculated swipes.

      “Ahhh!” Doughas screamed when the redcap took another bite, this time from his left thigh. He punched down furiously. Though his fists found their target, the redcap refused to let go until it tore off a good chunk of flesh.

      Doughas crumpled to the ground. He tried to strike with his mace only to discover it was no longer in his hand. When did I let go of it?

      The goblin sauntered closer and stood on him. “This is where you die, Inquisitor. You get to die knowing you’ve failed, but I suppose it’s better than what happens when the bomb goes off.”

      “You’ll die too,” Doughas spat.

      “We’ve all got to die someday,” the redcap retorted. “I’m only glad I’m going out on a full stomach. You’ll be such a delicious piece of meat. I’m going to savor you. It’s quite rare to enjoy a dwarf like you—”

      There was a sudden whistle of something spinning quickly. A gleamed dagger buried itself deep into the redcap’s right eye. The blade pierced the eye and dug deep into the skull. Blood flowed in rivulets from the open wound.

      The redcap took a step backward before it collapsed. The goblin howled in pain, grasping its face in panic, which gave Doughas enough time to get up and look behind him.

      Vor leaned on a rock wall. His arm was still extended from tossing the dagger.
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      Esselliar

      “Where’s the Fellow?”

      “I shot him,” Vor gasped between raspy breaths. “But he vanished when I got overwhelmed by the others.”

      “Are they all dead?”

      Vor shook his head. “There were two goblins left alive. Your redcap ate one.”

      “Where’s the other guy, then?” Doughas asked.

      Vor pointed at a body beside him on the ground. “Here. He’s alive, don’t worry. I stabbed him in the gut, but he’ll survive.”

      Doughas glanced back at the redcap. The goblin was no longer moving. Satisfied, he limped toward Vor and the remaining goblin and kicked the still form on the ground.

      The goblin coughed and opened his eyes.

      “Talk,” Vor commanded as he aimed his ARC at the goblin’s face. “Why did you think harming millions would do you any good? How do we get that thing out of here without setting it off?”

      The goblin shook his head. Weakly he replied, “It’s a dud. We never intended for it to actually explode.”

      Doughas and Vor stared at each other in confusion.

      “Wait, so the raids…they were intentionally done to make it look like you were assembling a real lightning bomb?” Vor blurted.

      “Yeah. You didn’t think DAMS workers knew how to build a bomb, right? I clean scale scum and keep pipes tight, elf. What the hell do I know about explosives?”

      Shit. We were played.

      Both Vor and the dwarf wore similar expressions of disbelief. Someone knew they were going to investigate, and they made it look like a bomb was going to go off. They were led here on purpose. All this was a sham—and a public one at that.

      “Wait. If this was all a ploy, who organized it?” Vor growled. It was the first time Doughas had seen the elf lose his patience and temper.

      “The dwarf. He came to us,” the goblin began. “We were only trying to organize a strike. He came to us from—”

      The sentence cut out as a dagger sank deep into the goblin’s skull. It was Vor’s, the same one he’d used against the redcap. A volley of ARC bolts into the goblin’s chest followed. One got dangerously close to Doughas’ face, and another brushed Vor’s shoulder.

      “No!” Vor screamed in frustration. He and Doughas turned to see the redcap and the Fellow leaning on each other. A gaping hole stretched from the redcap’s eye to his cheek. The Fellow clasped an ARC but didn’t have the strength to hold it up.

      “I got ‘em,” Doughas announced.

      The Fellow shook his head. “No. You don’t. You’ve got bigger problems to deal with.”

      Before Doughas could attack, the Fellow pulled a communications shard from his pocket. There was someone already on the other end. “Galvanize,” the dwarf commanded.

      Galvanize?

      There was a loud hiss and a few mechanical clicks. The lightning bomb lit up. Pressurized air began to pour from the release valves, and the locks on the connecting pipes started to open.

      “What?” Vor faltered. “I thought the bomb was just for show?”

      Doughas slammed a fist into the wall. “Even the goblins were played. Whoever hired them said it was all a sham to get the united government’s attention, but the folks in the shadows did assemble a working bomb. This is all a damn mess.”

      “Where’s the Fellow? Let’s make him explain.”

      The redcap and the dwarf were gone. There was a nearby tunnel exit, and they’d likely left through that route.

      “We’ve got no time to chase them, laddie,” Doughas insisted. “That bomb is going to blow any time now. We need to stop it before everybody freaking dies.”

      Vor nodded. “We blew most of the pathways up. Can you help me get there?”

      “If you don’t mind me boosting you up there, sure,” Doughas confirmed.

      “Let’s do it.”

      “That’s a good twenty-five to thirty feet,” Doughas noted. “If you fall, it’ll be a long way down.”

      Vor shrugged. “What’s a few broken bones? It’s not like the fall will kill me. The bomb definitely will, though.”

      “Fair point,” Doughas agreed. “I’m ready when you are.”

      The elf took a few steps back. He jogged in place and screamed out loud. It was a pure, guttural howl that sent shivers down Doughas’ spine. Vor slapped himself in the face a few times and took a deep breath.

      “Let’s go!” the elf snarled before he started running toward Doughas. The dwarf braced himself by planting both feet firmly on the floor, back straight and shoulders hunched. As Vor approached, Doughas clasped his hands together. The elf planted a foot on his laced hands, and Doughas summoned the last of his strength to launch Vor into the air.

      Get up there! Vor stretched his arms and reached for the ledge. What should’ve been a mere second felt like an eternity as he flew. At first glance, it didn’t seem like he would make it, but he grabbed the metal ledge at the last second. It took him another few to clamber his way up. At the top, he rolled onto his back and exhaled.

      “Okay, I’m up here,” Vor shouted to Doughas. He was amazed he’d managed the climb. Even for an elf with extra muscle strength, he didn’t honestly think he had it in him. “Give me a moment. Let me catch my breath.”

      “Great, sure, no problem,” Doughas called sarcastically. “Do you want a latte? How about some pasta? It’s not like we’re about to die from a lightning bomb blast, you know?”

      Vor laughed. “Hey, if anything goes wrong…I just want to say—”

      “Don’t even say it,” Doughas interrupted. “We’re going to get through this. You had extra training, remember? You told me as much.”

      “Oh, you remembered the anti-terrorist bit.” Vor found that oddly pleasing. “I didn’t think you cared.”

      “I care,” Doughas insisted. “It’s a good thing you’re the one up there. I’d probably be as useful as a rock.”

      Vor crawled to the control panel where the bomb was attached for a good look at it. “Okay, let’s see here…what do we have?”

      The hissing sound and the blinking lights on the device didn’t boost his confidence. It was like looking at a complicated recipe with nothing but a spoon in his hand. The elf shut his eyes and tried to recall his training from his time as a Justicar.

      “Are you praying?” Doughas demanded. “Please tell me you’re not praying.”

      Vor raised a finger to silence the dwarf and started mumbling to himself. “A lot of this is busywork. Not all of it matters. I need to focus on separating the catalyzing force from the reagent. That will halt the chemical reaction and stop the bomb from going off.”

      He stared at the device. “Which one here is the reagent, and which is the catalyzing force?” It’s not like terrorists would label these things, right?

      A loud hiss nearly made Vor jump in fright. On the right side of the bomb, he noticed a small panel with blinking blue lights. There was a small vial connected to a series of tubes beside it.

      “These look like the lines that will connect the two,” he whispered. “Maybe I can pull them out and stop the process.”

      Could it be that simple? Maybe. Who in their right mind would consider something so small to be so important? He lay on his side and inched closer for a better look. Upon further inspection, an array of magitech safety wires hooked to the primary hydrator fuel cells sealed one end of the connecting tubes in place.

      Vor released a breath and knocked his head on the metal walkway. “Of course. Of course they had to rig it like this. Nobody makes a bomb with an easy off-switch. They want it to explode, dummy.”

      “You saying something up there?” Doughas shouted from below.

      Vor looked at the rigging again. I can pull these tubes, and that might stop the bomb. Then again, the safety wiring and the connected fuel cells might react and trigger a snap-charge release. If I’m lucky, the small blast will knock me out. If I’m not, it might do more than zap my heart. Such a magical blast could scatter my specter. That means I’ll be dead both physically and spiritually. Ended, body and soul.

      “What?” Vor pretended not to have heard Doughas.

      “Did you find something?” the dwarf asked.

      Vor bit his lip. He took a moment to think about the past few days and the relationship he’d built with Doughas Ruiridh. At least no one can say I had a boring first week as an Inquisitor.

      “I have to try,” he whispered. “Millions could die. Doughas needs to go back to his family and his fortress.”

      He peered at the dwarf. “Hey, Doughas!”

      “Yeah?”

      “Are you a good catch?”

      Doughas looked back, confused. “What?”

      “I’d like an open-casket funeral,” Vor hollered.

      “What are you blabbering about, laddie?”

      “Make sure you catch me on my good side,” Vor elaborated. “Dead or alive, I better stay this damn pretty, you hear?”

      Doughas finally realized the elf was getting at. “Hey, what? Are you planning on—”

      Let’s do this. Before Doughas could finish his sentence, Vor grabbed the connecting tubes and yanked. There was a moment where he saw only a green flash of light, followed by a blinding white that consumed his vision, then nothing.

      He sensed his body falling and the searing pain of fire devouring his flesh. His mind blanked from the sheer shock. Before long, both his body and mind were in freefall.

      There was nothing.
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      Doughas

      “How much longer do we have to babysit this thing?” Doughas asked.

      “Fifteen minutes or so,” his companion responded.

      Doughas Ruiridh of Clan Banlaech, Holt Warden and First Blade of the Kaith nar Tirecuath East Wardens Division, agent of the Inquisitor’s Bureau, stared at his elven companion. Agent Esselliar VorKluvaith, rugged and muscular for an elf, stared right back at him. Though most of his bandages were under his Inquisitor’s uniform, the elf did have a ton showing on his left arm, shoulder, neck, and torso.

      They were back in the goblin quarter, a few blocks from the main street of the Southern Stair, to stand patrol for the Sons of Stone rally. At least three dozen other Inquisitors and tons of Keepers accompanied them. With so many involved, they’d placed eight or nine law enforcement personnel on each side of the street for every block. It amazed Doughas how well organized the Keepers and the Inquisitors got for this occasion.

      “You’ve got to be kidding me,” Doughas grumbled. “I don’t mind standing here, but I was hoping they’d give you a day off. You look horrible.”

      Vor shrugged and winced at the movement. “It’s not that bad. Besides, there are other Keepers and Inquisitors here. It’s like a nice parade day, except this isn’t a jolly parade, and I’m not sure any day in the undercity counts as nice.”

      “Is this the best these bigots can do?” Doughas frowned at the gaps in the ragged assembly. “The whole Sons of Stone rally is a joke.”

      “That’s how we get from morning to morning, right? When things turn sour, remember that it’s all a joke.” Vor tugged at his uniform collar. “I wish this itch was a joke. I swear to the ancestors, this is what’s going to kill me. I’ll end up digging my nails into my skin until there’s nothing but bone left.”

      Doughas laughed softly. “You know, you’re supposed to slap lightly where the burns itch. That helps deal with the pain without accidentally scratching off your skin.”

      “You’re joking,” Vor contended. He focused dead ahead on the dwarves marching and chanting down the streets.

      “Nope. I’m serious. Trust me on this.”

      “If I start bleeding or something, you’re going to change my bandages for a week,” Vor threatened.

      The dwarf didn’t even flinch. He raised a hand and gave Vor’s arm a light slap. It stung at first, but the itch faded along with the pain. In fact, when Vor repeated the process, the irritation nearly vanished.

      Vor regarded Doughas with surprise twisting his face. “How did you know that would work?”

      Doughas tugged his collar to reveal the scars he’d shown the elf before. “I told you I’ve had a few run-ins with lightning bombs.”

      “Oh, yeah. Look at that bad boy,” Vor exclaimed. “We’re practically twins now.”

      “Maybe, if you grew a beard,” Doughas grumbled. “Even then, you’d still be the ugly one.”

      Vor raised an eyebrow. “What was that?”

      “You heard me.”

      Vor tapped his head with a finger. “I would’ve heard you if a certain someone had caught me when I fell so I didn’t land on a hard cave floor. I’m still assessing the damage, you know. I think there’s a chip in one of my ears. It feels shorter and less pointy.”

      “Ungrateful and churlish! If it wasn't for me, you'd never—”

      Vor yawned. “Yeah, yeah, keep riding that trolley. You know we’ve been saving each other’s asses too many times in the past week. Your one heroic move barely scratches the surface.”

      “Still not letting you drive the Behemoth,” Doughas declared as he turned back toward the marchers.

      “Sure, sure. Until our next case rolls around, and we find ourselves in trouble again,” Vor blustered. “I’ll be driving while you scream bloody curses in the passenger seat, so you don’t pass out from the pain of an ARC bolt or something.”

      “Woe is me,” Doughas intoned.

      Vor chuckled. “I will admit, you showed that redcap who’s boss. He stood no chance against you.”

      “He cheated.”

      “Yeah. He cheated.” Vor gave that one to Doughas. “You would’ve won if he hadn’t started eating folks. I only intervened to even the odds a bit.”

      Doughas chortled. “Okay, you got me on that one. Thank you.”

      “Thank you, too,” Vor said as they resumed watching the rally pass by.

      The dwarf heaved a breath. It had been a slow day. The rally wasn’t as exciting as he’d hoped. No messy brawls, no shouting from the sidelines, and no sudden bursts of bystanders throwing things at the ralliers. It was only a march filled with racist dwarves yelling at the sky.

      At least until Doughas spotted the Hewer and the juniors who’d attacked him.

      “Look who showed up.” Doughas thrust his chin at the incoming dwarves.

      “Who are they?”

      “The sods who took a beating the other day,” Doughas told him. “They’re the ones who wrecked the Street Behemoth.”

      Vor scowled and made a show of licking his lips. “Ah…fresh meat.”

      Doughas wagged a finger. “No, no. I’ll behave this time. Just smile and wave, laddie.”

      “Oh, look at that. You grew a heart.”

      “Naw, I figured you’ve already seen one too many ugly faces up close this week,” Doughas shot back. “Trust me, it ain’t worth your time to give these jokers a second glance.”

      Vor nodded. “I can agree with that.”

      “Uh-oh,” Doughas groaned as his eyes narrowed. “I don’t think they share that sentiment.”

      “Hey,” one of the familiar Sons of Stone juniors yelled at Doughas. He pointed at Vor and some of the nearby Keepers. “You are a traitor to your own kind! You’re a shiny-loving, grub-sucking boot-gnome! You’re no dwarf, no matter what you tell yourself. Your clan may put up with you, and you live in the quarter, but everyone knows what you are. Scum!”

      The tirade ended when the dwarf spat on the ground. Fortunately, it didn’t hit either Doughas’ or Vor’s boots.

      The Hewer passed by. His cronies did too. They all started to shout obscenities at Doughas. One of them raised a fist, and many of the other Sons of Stone members followed suit. They’d all walked away to continue their rally when Vor took a step forward.

      “Let it go, laddie,” Doughas insisted.

      Vor shook his head and shouted at the dwarves. “Hey, turn around or face arrest.”

      The dwarf who’d spat on the ground obliged. He walked up to Vor and prodded the elf’s chest with a finger. “Arrest us? On what grounds, shiny?”

      Vor pointed down at the spittle an inch from his feet. “Littering.”

      Doughas sighed. It was too late to step back from this now. “Clean it up, or we’ll have to call you out on violation of your permit. Everyone will get arrested, and the rally will be over.”

      The line of marchers came to a halt as one. The dwarves closest to the Hewer and his juniors huddled around him. Bystanders along the city sidewalks murmured among themselves as the tense silence became too unnerving to endure. The Sons of Stone looked ready to pick a fight.

      Vor and Doughas stood their ground, their gazes set on the ralliers.

      “You’re not alone, VorKluvaith,” a voice whispered from behind.

      Doughas and Vor turned to see three Inquisitors backing them up. One was a dwarf, another a goblin, and the third an ogre towering over nine feet tall. A dozen or so Keepers accompanied them. Among them was the Keeper-Commandant, Theorin.

      “That’s awfully sweet of you all,” Vor muttered from the side of his mouth before facing the Sons of Stone again.

      Theorin shrugged. “You Inquisitors represent unified law. What do we stand for if we don’t stand with you?”

      The ogre Inquisitor, a fellow they’d met earlier referred to as Rumbler, growled at the Sons of Stone with a sound that must’ve been where he got his name. Everyone within ten paces felt the sound in their chests.

      “Hah!” the junior barked, his voice comically high after the growl. “This proves my point. See how they all come together against true dwarves without concern for a fair fight?”

      “Being outnumbered and outgunned doesn’t make you right or noble,” Doughas chuckled. “It only makes you stupid.”

      The Sons of Stone weren’t having it. One of the juniors was ready to jump in when the Hewer pushed him aside. To the surprise of all, the Hewer bent down in front of Vor and began wiping up the spittle.

      “Don’t give in to their agenda!” one of the juniors shouted.

      “Hewer, what are you doing?” another asked in anger.

      The older dwarf looked up at Vor and Doughas. A deep sorrow swam in his eyes. Doughas recalled that expression from the last time they encountered each other.

      This old dwarf understands the truth, but he’s trapped. His juniors are too radical even for him.

      “I’m not having this!” screamed a junior member. It was the dwarf Doughas had hit before, the one with a broken nose. He shoved the Hewer to the side and spat directly in Vor’s face. “To hell with you!”

      Vor removed a handkerchief from his coat pocket, calmly wiped off the spit, and buried his hands in his coat pockets. He didn’t look at the offender. Instead, he turned to Doughas and said, “Well, that wasn’t exactly how I thought I’d spend my day after nearly getting blown to bits.”

      “I don’t know,” Doughas hedged. “For the whole week we’ve been together, we’ve gotten into more brawls than one should in a lifetime.”

      “Fair point. What’s one more?”

      “What’s one more, indeed?”

      Doughas smiled. He stepped forward and punched the junior Sons of Stone in the face, sending the dwarf fetching against the Hewer.

      “Here we go,” Theorin said with a sigh.

      “Here we go,” Vor reiterated and rushed into the fray, the Inquisitors and Keepers following right behind him.
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        * * *

      

      “You had one job. One job, and you still kaked it up.”

      Doughas and Vor stared at the inquisitor-general with empty hands and confident grins on their faces. They both sported several bandages, exposed bruises, and split lips.

      “You also look like crap,” the general commented. He started going through a small stack of papers. “Let’s see here…you instigated a street brawl, broke two vehicles, somehow threw a brownie at someone’s face, and dumped a dwarf down a maintenance hole. Wait! Agent Ruiridh, how in the Quadras did you break someone’s arm with six different fractures?”

      “It involved a car hood and some heavy lifting, sir,” Doughas replied as he struggled against a laugh.

      Vor corrected his response. “Heavy lifting? I’d say it was heavy slamming.”

      “Sure, but you have to lift high enough before you slam,” Doughas explained.

      “Ah,” Vor conceded.

      The general smacked the papers on his desk. “Okay, ladies. Are y’all happy with yourselves? You caused one hell of a street riot, and now you look pretty as a picture. Over what?”

      “Someone spat on Vor.” Doughas tried to weasel his way out.

      The general shot a glare at the dwarf. “I’ll do more than spit on you both for giving me another stack of headaches to deal with. I’m going to a unified council meeting tomorrow over this, where I will be obliged to sit very still while I am pissed on from a very great height! I’m not saying it’s the first time, but I find the whole exercise tedious, and I never got used to the salty taste.”

      Doughas and Vor shared a look that suggested they were pretty sure their boss might be cracking a joke, but neither dared laugh. Their squirming silence appeared to make up the inquisitor-general’s mind for him.

      “You’re both suspended for a week. With pay, I suppose. Get the hell out of my office and spend some time contemplating… Well, given what you two get up to when you try thinking, how about this? Go home. Just go home, get some sleep, fill your bellies—and by the paragons, don’t get into another brawl while doing so. Whatever you do, I want seven days pretending you don’t exist so I can pass my physical.”

      “That means we can still use the Behemoth for a few street races, right?” Vor queried.

      “I don’t care, as long as you don’t crash into some old ogre lady,” the general snapped. “Honestly, I just want one week of peace and quiet. You two embody the opposite of that, so you’re both out of here for a week. I got Agent Thygos and the new kid to handle the case in the Valley.”

      “Is that the one involving missing citizens?” Vor asked. Recently, several individuals had gone missing on the outskirts of the Quadras, close to the endless wasteland of the outside world. A few Inquisitors had been betting on who’d get the case.

      The inquisitor-general nodded. “I don’t want you two anywhere near that. It smells like trouble.”

      “I thought we did a good job on the lightning bomb case,” Doughas told the general.

      “Same, same,” Vor added. “It was a close call, sure, but we did save the whole Quadras undercity from suffocating.”

      “Like real-ass heroes?” Doughas offered.

      “Real. Ass. Heroes,” Vor confirmed

      The General buried his face in his hands. “Out! Now!”

      “He likes us,” Vor announced as he climbed stiffly to his feet.

      “I agree.” Doughas heaved himself out of his chair. Together, they turned and headed for the door.

      “Why do I put up with this?” the general asked. Then he called, “Wait!”

      Vor and Doughas froze for a heartbeat before turning sheepishly.

      “Good work, boys,” the General said with a salute. “Could have gone otherwise, and I know that even if the rest of the city doesn’t.”

      Vor and Doughas immediately stood at attention and saluted back. The general lowered his hand, and they followed suit. The two nodded a farewell and walked out of the office without another word.

      “I guess I’ll see you in a week,” Vor surmised. “You heading out?”

      “Yeah, I finished our report and submitted it a few hours ago. You?”

      The elf shrugged. “I’m hungry. I skipped breakfast and lunch. I’ll be at the cafeteria for a bite.”

      Doughas watched as Vor started away. The dwarf paused, stuffed his hands into his pockets, then jogged to catch up with the elf.

      “Hey.” Doughas caught up and tugged on the elf’s sleeve.

      Vor turned. “Yeah? If it’s about the money, I promise I’ll cover whatever the Bureau didn’t reimburse you. Give me some time, I swear. I know I haven’t exactly been on the up and up with my finances and all, but I promise I’ll fix that and—”

      “No. It’s not that, laddie.”

      Doughas didn’t immediately continue. He bit his lip as his mind dove into deep thought. Then he nodded, more to himself than anyone.

      “I don’t want you going to the cafeteria,” he said with an apparent effort. “You…that is, you and I—”

      “Look, Doughas,” Vor began, his gaze dropping. “I’d love to have a victory dinner at the Korner or whatever, but I can’t afford—”

      “Would you shut up for five seconds?” the dwarf growled. “I’m trying to invite you over for dinner!”

      The look on Vor’s face was priceless. “Wait. Over for dinner, as in…as in, at your home?”

      “Aye.” Doughas chuckled, his head wagging as he spoke. “I can hardly believe it myself. Must’ve been hit harder than I thought.”

      “You want me to come to your home?” the elf pressed. “Me, an elf, in your dwarvish bastion of family values and domestic bliss?”

      Doughas nodded. There was a solemn look on his face. He’d have to explain this to the wife and kids. Vor wasn’t a fellow warden he’d worked beside for a century. Only some punk elf.

      Not only an elf. He saved my life. He trusts me. I trust him. He’s my partner.

      “All right.” Vor laughed and tried to pretend he was wiping dust from his eyes. “If you’re going to twist my arm.”

      Together they turned and headed for the Behemoth’s parking spot.

      “Wait,” Vor prompted as they walked. “Does this mean you’re, like, adopting me or something?”

      “Don’t push it, laddie,” Doughas growled, butting his shoulder into the elf’s side hard enough to stagger him. “Besides, no son of mine is walking around with a bald face, let me tell you.”
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      “Well, your little plan didn’t work.”

      The dwarf shuffled the shard between his shoulder and ear so he could lift the blind while still holding his guts in.

      The sound of a beat-up vehicle approaching his trailer fired off a dozen alarms in his head. When he peeked through the blinds, he saw a ragged pickup chugging its way down the dusty road. His eyes darted to the horizon as he ensured no one had followed the truck this way.

      The voice on the other end of the line buzzed in his ear.

      “Look, I’m telling you. Those two were one well-oiled machine,” he shot back. “So your ‘plant suspicion and let it grow’ gamble didn’t pay off, and I’m the one left holding the bill.”

      As if to remind him, there was a fresh stab of pain from his belly. He gritted his teeth and continued to listen to the other end of the line while watching the truck.

      Who am I kidding? Who would even bother to follow us out here?

      The truck door opened. Out of it shuffled a figure barely taller than a dwarf, clad in a dark coat and a hat. The figure clutched a single brown bag.

      “While you’re trying to figure this out, I’ll be here bleeding with a psychopath for a roommate.”

      The dwarf ended the call, let the blind drop, and sat back against the couch. He turned the viewer up to make it seem like he’d been watching the local news. He’d taped an ARC to the side, out of sight of anyone who stumbled through the door. His free hand brushed against the weapon while he pressed a handful of bloody gauze to the gaping wound in his side.

      Though they’d pulled out the ARC bolt, he could still feel a few metal shards inside his flesh. It complicated treatment, and the bleeding wouldn’t stop.

      It didn’t take long for the coated figure from the truck to unlock the door and stroll in. The dark silhouette paused in the door frame, sniffed, loosed a low growl, and kicked the door shut.

      “It smells like shit and blood in here, Auruhm,” the figure complained once they were inside. “When I first came in, I thought you’d died on me.”

      Thought or hoped?

      Auruhm stared from the couch. The redcap removed his hat and coat, revealing blood-soaked bandages over his eye. Maybe the redcap was smelling himself.

      “It’s your place, Scratch,” the Fellow shot back. “Doesn’t smell any different because I’m here.”

      Scratch grumbled and tore into the bag he carried. He pulled out a tin of processed meat, peeled it open with a claw, and frowned at the gelatinous lump inside.

      “Speaking of bad smells.” Auruhm gagged. “What is that stuff?”

      “Disappointing,” the redcap muttered, his mouth bowing into a frown.

      “Well, stuff it or pitch it,” the dwarf grumbled. “That stuff stinks nearly as bad as this trailer.”

      Scratch scowled as he approached, meat still in his hand, to stare at the viewer. There was a news flash about the Sons of Stone rally coming to an abrupt halt due to a “disturbance.” Scratch turned and tossed the remains of the paper bag at Auruhm.

      The dwarf looked inside. “Thanks for the drink, but where’s the heatstone?”

      Scratch wasn’t listening. He squinted at the viewer and acted like he’d seen something familiar.

      “Hey!” Auruhm snapped. “You had one job! You only had to buy me a heatstone. How hard is that to remember?”

      The redcap’s claws crumpled the tin and sent gobbets of processed meat to the floor before he threw it across the narrow trailer hallway.

      “They didn’t have one!” he screamed at Auruhm. “What do you want me to do?”

      “I want to stop bleeding out in this dump,” Auruhm spat. “Seriously, what kind of safe house is this?”

      Scratch kicked the battered chair opposite Auruhm. “I haven’t used this place in a long time. Why couldn’t you use your connection with the Fellows?”

      Auruhm scowled. “You know why. They don’t like that I worked with someone of another race, let alone a damn goblin. To be honest, this is all your freaking fault. Why’d you have to be some ugly, stinking redcap to begin with?”

      That was too much. Scratch slammed a foot into the viewer. The screen splintered upon impact before the rest came apart as it hit the wall.

      “Enough!” Auruhm screamed as he rose in anger. He immediately regretted the action. His wound opened enough to send a surge of nausea and pain through him, and he reeled back onto the couch. Blood started to ooze out of his wound yet again.

      Scratch paused. He sniffed the air and stared at Auruhm. “This…tinned meat…ain’t good enough.”

      “What?” Auruhm bumbled. He reached for the ARC.

      The redcap dropped all pretense and approached, his maw growing as he opened wide. With each step forward, Scratch licked his lips and growled in hunger and aggression.

      No. Not like this. Auruhm fumbled by the couch’s side. His fingers danced until he finally grasped something metal.

      By the time he reached it, Scratch was less than a foot away.

      “I’m starving,” Scratch told the Fellow.

      “I bet,” was all the dwarf replied before Scratch lunged.
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      Dear Reader,

      So, what did you think?

      I know this wasn’t a usual Aaron D. Schneider story, but maybe it scratches the right itch?

      For some time, I’ve wanted to branch out and experiment with different styles and types of stories to tell. The fantastic folks at LMBPN have been kind enough to give me a shot at something that, while it is a different branch, has its roots in the same fertile, fetid soil that passes for my mind.

      Now, don’t worry. I will not be leaving out the other lines that I’ve been working on or abandoning my brooding, gritty style in those series (and others to come), but there’s so much going on in this noggin that it's got to come out somehow. That is how we got the Incidental Inquisitor series. My hope is this will grow and build into a new and exciting universe that will allow us to explore not just the depths and heights of the Quadras but also the world beyond, from adventures in the Valley to the Wild Coasts and even to the devastated world of humanity.

      There’s so much I want to share with you, dear reader. So much we have yet to explore. Lord willing and the crick don’t rise, we’ll get to see it come to fruition together.

      Sincere regards,

      Aaron D. Schneider

      07/17/2022
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      Thank you for reading this book and these author notes as well!

      How do you build a story in Urban Fantasy with all the real-life drama?

      You stick a bunch of different people together and shake their lives up.

      When Aaron and I were working on the background of this series, we went down a path of figuring out how to make everything in the city a bit chaotic.

      Chaos is a fantastic spice for Urban Fantasy stories. At least, we think so, and I sincerely hope you are enjoying this series as we grab a little of this character, a bit of that race, and then add a lot of attitude to make a …UF goulash?

      A stew. Let’s just call it UF Stew.

      There is never a better time than now for readers…

      Why do I say that? Because the tools and technologies that have hampered stories coming from the minds of authors to the hands of readers are getting better every day. It wasn’t that many years ago that software such as Grammarly, ProWritingAid, or Hemingway was but a concept, and we had Word Spell Check as our first line of defense before hitting the dictionary.

      A problematic tool that died every time we lost the lights at night.

      Now, there are tools on the horizon that will allow creatives to create stories faster, and I suspect we will see an explosion of stories coming down at us in the next few years.

      If you enjoyed this story (and have the time), please put up a review and tell a friend about the series. We appreciate it!

      I hope this finds you healthy and happy.

      Talk to you in the next book!
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