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      Nights in the Valley were different from nights in the Quadras. On the outskirts of the endless dangerous wastelands, there was only the light of the stars and the deafening howl of the wind that carved through the dead river of stones. The Valley was close enough to the city that the wild monsters of the world didn’t stray too near, but one could never be sure. Even if one avoided the threat of beasts, there was always the threat of a ravenous assault from those who made this bloody borderland their home.

      In this Valley, a smattering of vehicles and mechanical beasts surrounded a beaten-down roadhouse nestled in a tight bend where the Valley cliffs and tall walls hid it from sight. The only light came from the stars and the bright moon that illuminated nearby pools of water and mud. It was like a ruined fort in a muddy moat surrounded by the cliffs and the desert of the Valley.

      The roadhouse had seen better days. The wattle and daub that held the wooden logs together had gone brittle with time and exposure to years of harsh sunlight, violent winds, and rain. Mud speckled the walls like liver spots on aging limbs. Stitched sacks and cloth mended the holes in the thatched roof.

      It was not a silent evening, however.

      The mechanical beasts were uneasy. They pounded and scratched the ground with anxiety and uncertainty. With each howl and cry echoing from within the roadhouse, the animated machines stomped with the need to leave. They had grown used to the deep bellows and shouts their masters often made in heated discussions or violent encounters, but these sounds were different. The symphony of dissonant cries was so wrought in pain and panic that even steel beasts swirled in uneasiness. The creatures revved their spectrol engines and snorted as they remained on edge.

      The uneasy cheers and chatter from those within the building didn’t help. A sudden cacophony of snarls and bestial grunts accompanied the noise.

      The animals jumped when the nearly broken-down door burst open and out stumbled an ogre as wide as he was tall. He stood a good eight feet with a barrel chest and a gut like a whale emerging from the waves of his torso. As he traversed the wooden porch, he placed a hand on the rails to keep from crashing down the few steps.

      He wasn’t alone, either.

      A wiry figure with pale white skin clung to the ogre with slender but muscular arms. Jet-black claws dug into the ogre’s neck and back. The sallow creature slammed his head into the ogre’s face, cracking the gigantic being’s nose, then dug his jagged black teeth into his opponent’s head above the eyes.

      A handful of elves, dwarves, ogres, and goblins rushed out of the roadhouse to watch the brawling duo. None approached, only watched with uneasy eagerness. Several cheered as the goblin ripped into the ogre’s forehead. Others hooted and yelled in support of the ogre. A few screamed for someone to intervene and stop the two before they killed each other.

      “Get off me!” the ogre cried as he tumbled down the stairs and into a puddle of mud and clay. He tried to pry the goblin off with both hands, but the enemy bit down and dug his claws in deeper.

      “Are you going to let him bite off a chunk of you, Jorf?” one of the dwarf bystanders called.

      “Chew his freaking brain out!” another shouted.

      The ogre Jorf couldn’t hear the tidal waves of shouts and screams. He focused on getting the smaller creature off him before the redcap goblin killed him in front of the cheering audience.

      Amid the chaos, a tall figure clad in an ivory coat and a wide-brimmed hat approached. No one in the crowd noticed the newcomer shifting in the shadows as they watched the battle ensue. Everyone was preoccupied with the encounter. The figure leaned against a wall and observed in silence, carefully remaining hidden.

      “I said, get off me!” Jorf growled. He reached for the goblin’s head and wormed his fingers into his opponent’s gaping maw, then repositioned his hands in a better grip.

      The creature responded by slathering the ogre’s face with his black and blue tongue. It writhed over Jorf’s mouth and eyes like a snake, covering him in acid-like drool that gave off a rotten stench.

      “Disgusting little wretch,” Jorf mumbled and clenched his hands tighter, digging his fingers deeper into the goblin’s mouth. He attempted to push the goblin’s mouth open.

      The wiry opponent took this opportunity for a quicker meal. As Jorf tried to pry his mouth open, the goblin released his grip on the ogre’s neck. He grabbed the hands that were prying his mouth open and bit the fingers.

      The redcap goblin’s jagged teeth sawed through flesh and bone, and the ogre howled in pain. Dark blood and drool squirted in all directions. The ogre stumbled as the pain weakened him. His knees buckled, and his eyes widened in rage and confusion.

      He tried to yank his hand out of the goblin’s mouth. The sudden jerk pulled the enemy off Jorf’s torso, and he shook his hand to fling the goblin off. In retaliation, the goblin bit down harder, which caused the ogre to thrash his arm more violently.

      Then there was a pop and the crunch of bones snapping and flesh tearing. Confused, the ogre stared at his right hand, which now had three missing fingers. Wooziness washed over Jorf after he realized what had happened, but his nausea shifted to rage when the goblin grinned at him.

      His fingers were still in the goblin’s mouth. His bloody grin stretched from ear to ear. The creature licked his lips and swallowed the fingers with an audible gulp.

      In the light of the full moon, the ogre noticed the goblin was missing an eye. It had an empty socket and a scar from a blade. The ogre couldn’t discern what type of knife had taken the redcap’s eye. If he had to guess, he’d say an elven blade. The cut was too clean for anything else.

      “Delicious.” The goblin stared at the ogre’s oversized gut hungrily. “I bet there’s more where those fat, juicy digits came from.”

      Jorf’s temper snapped. He grabbed the little goblin by the neck with his uninjured hand. The goblin kicked and clawed in a frenzy, but the ogre had the upper hand. He squeezed tighter, dangerously close to snapping the goblin’s neck while closing off the enemy’s airway.

      Desperate to break free, the redcap kicked Jorf’s face. A foot slammed into the ogre’s jaw, smashing it like a sledgehammer smashes a rock. Jorf twisted and tumbled, and his back hit the porch’s railing. The bystanders screamed, some in joy and others in shock or anger.

      “Die, freak!” Jorf screamed as he squeezed harder and slammed the goblin on the ground. A loud crack sounded as the goblin’s back crashed against a small boulder, and he slid off the stone into a shallow puddle. His empty socket filled with water.

      “Choke on those fingers, you little bugger,” Jorf taunted.

      The goblin weakly pushed himself off the ground and lifted his head. When he caught sight of Jorf, dread covered his features. Though he was bloody and his skin was covered with deep bite and claw marks, the ogre stood tall and raging.

      Jorf’s ears twitched as he registered the conflicting voices of the bystanders. He growled, frustrated that no one had the guts to intervene. Anyone could’ve helped him or, conversely, stabbed him in the back. None had taken the chance. They were all cowards and simpletons in his mind. They cheered for his death or stood by instead of fighting alongside him. He considered them all traitors.

      “Stop toying with him,” Jorf whispered to himself. He wouldn’t wait for the redcap to regain his strength. It was only a matter of time before the digested fingers gave the creature a boost that would let him retaliate and regain the upper hand.

      The ogre lunged forward with a snarl. The goblin bolted to his feet and tried to move out of the way but slipped in the mud. Jorf caught up quickly and punched the goblin in the back of the head. Before the redcap hit the ground again, the ogre’s fist shattered his ribs.

      The blow sent the goblin wheeling across the puddle. He tried to swipe at the ogre, but the giant pushed it down with a kick. The ogre’s heel rammed into the goblin’s chest, cracking the sternum, and the little creature flew into the puddle with a loud splash.

      Jorf didn’t relent. He dropped to a knee and slammed a fist into the goblin’s face, followed by another and another. The goblin’s skull cracked, and his jaw opened. Black teeth flew out as the ogre continued his assault. More blood darkened the puddle with each passing moment.

      The panicked goblin weaseled out of Jorf’s grasp. When the ogre attempted to punch again, the goblin kicked the fist away and floundered in the mud and water, trying to get away.

      “You’re going nowhere,” the ogre bellowed. He stood and slammed a foot on the goblin’s back. There was a crunch and a snap. The goblin howled in pain.

      Jorf shoved the creature farther into the mud. The goblin struggled to breathe, gargling and coughing as water filled his mouth. A moment later, the goblin could no longer kick or flail his arms. Another push from the ogre submerged the redcap’s head, and water flooded into his pale ears.

      “I think that’s enough,” the newcomer in the shadows interrupted in a low, silken voice that shattered the aggressive tension. All eyes darted to the tall figure. The chit-chat and howling died as everyone recognized the being in the long hat and ivory duster.

      Even with his face hidden, the newcomer commanded the crowd like a primordial beast among them. Out here in the desolate ruins of the Valley, nothing deserved to be as pristine or dignified as the newcomer’s attire and stature. He stood with a reverence that demanded attention and respect, which everyone in the roadhouse offered without complaint.

      The newcomer lifted his face enough to reveal the pale, sharp chin of an elf while keeping his eyes hidden. “Jorf, you need to listen to me now. He’s had enough.”

      The ogre didn’t heed the newcomer’s words. He continued to press down as if he couldn’t hear the elf. His rage and frustration had boiled beyond comprehension, and he’d drowned in this battle. The world outside his head no longer existed, nor did it matter. All that mattered was to destroy the creature under his boot who already had one foot in the grave.

      Several in the crowd attempted to grab Jorf’s attention. Some tried to reach out, yet no one dared shout or call his name. No one dared violate the space and attention that the elf had commandeered.

      “Hate to see it come to this.” The elf’s low tone hinted he didn’t care about the ogre’s fate. He raised a hand and pointed at Jorf. “Alas, I have no choice.”

      The crowd protested. Some found their courage and pleaded with the elf to reconsider. Others screamed for Jorf to run. The warnings dropped on deaf ears as the ogre drove the goblin into the ground.

      “Jorf, you have to look!” one of the goblin bystanders shrieked.

      It could’ve been the words or the voice. Perhaps it was a friend, an ally, or a complete stranger. For some reason, the ogre heard the cry and turned in time to see the elf snap his fingers.

      “Burn,” the elf whispered.

      Something pulsed deep within Jorf’s throat. He clasped his neck and fell to his knees as a burning pain shot through his body. Smoke as black as night curled from the ogre’s nostrils and open mouth. Jorf slammed a fist on the muddy ground as he struggled to breathe, then coughed and vomited blood all over his victim.

      The goblin gathered what little strength he had left and crawled out of the way. He flopped onto his side, still half in the puddle, and turned to watch Jorf’s fate play out. The goblin spat out a mouthful of blood, relieved to be out of the ogre’s reach and away from the relentless pounding.

      Jorf’s body twitched from the pain. He clawed at his neck, but it grew blacker with each passing second. His eyes popped one after another. Flames erupted from the ogre’s mouth. Before long, tongues of fire engulfed his head.

      The crowd didn’t linger to witness any more. They headed back inside the roadhouse and left Jorf to his fate. The murmurs of fear and dissent among them died down as they shuffled away. None summoned the strength to look at the goblin or the elven newcomer.

      With a snap of the elf’s fingers, Jorf’s head exploded. The body collapsed, and the stump of the neck sizzled and smoked in the muddy water. The rest of the corpse spasmed for what seemed like hours until the body stilled.

      Only when he was sure the ogre was dead did the goblin sit up and look at the elf.

      “Mr. Scratch, I presume,” the elf declared. It was a statement, not a question. The tone of the newcomer’s voice demanded the goblin’s full attention. “It seems I appeared just in time.”

      "You're with them, aren't you?" The unfamiliar twinge of fear raced up Scratch’s spine. "You've come for me."

      "Yes, and yes." The elf’s voice trailed off as if he were uninterested in continuing the conversation. "I'm also here for your compatriot if he happens to be about."

      The goblin’s remaining eye darted from left to right in a panic. “Auruhm? He…he's dead. He, uh, died of his wounds."

      The elf didn’t respond; he just stared at the goblin. The creature had clearly seen better days. Scars covered his face, neck, shoulders, and torso, but the newest wounds were the worst. The broken ribs and the bruises on his neck from Jorf’s squeezing had taken a toll on the goblin, not to mention the protruding bone.

      It was a wonder that Scratch could still stand, let alone fight. Alas, the elf knew this was the only way to achieve his goals. He smirked but lowered his head to keep his face hidden under the brim of his hat. With a light tone of reluctance, he told the goblin, "Pity, but I suppose you'll have to do."

      "Do? Do for what?"

      "There are some questions that need answering,” the elf replied and beckoned for the goblin to approach. “If you’re a good boy, you'll have a job to do."

      "Is this how I earn my way back in? How do I get to come back to Quadras?"

      "One step at a time, little one. First things first. You tell me straight what happened to Auruhm. No lies, now. Like you, I've got a nose for the truth."

      Auruhm, the blasted dwarf. A fool. Everything bad that Scratch had experienced could be traced back to that blasted idiot who’d failed at his own plan. Auruhm had conjured their scheme and failed to follow through or devise a backup plan. Auruhm was to blame…

      The elf lifted one long, pale finger and tapped the nose beneath his gleaming eyes. A nose for the truth. He raised his hat an inch higher so the goblin could see the coldly shimmering gaze upon him.

      Scratch rarely felt genuine fear, even when in extreme pain and under the threat of death as he had been moments ago in the ogre’s grasp. He felt it now. Nothing could have prepared him for the wrath of this being.

      Scratch didn’t reply. Any insult or witty response halted abruptly as he choked on his fear. For the first time in his life, he was relieved to be on the ground. The muddy water may have been filthy, but it concealed the piss that ran down his legs.

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            CHAPTER ONE

          

        

      

    

    
      Esselliar

      “Drive faster! No, wait! Not that fast!”

      Doughas Ruiridh of Clan Banlaech, Holt Warden and First Blade of the Kaith nar Tirecuath East Wardens Division and agent of the Inquisitors’ Bureau, couldn’t get a break. He stepped on the pedal, and the engine revved louder. The Street Behemoth raced down the highway. It took every ounce of the dwarf’s focus to keep his eyes on the road.

      That would’ve been a lot easier if there hadn’t been a tall, muscular elf standing on the hood of his car.

      Esselliar VorKluvaith, Doughas’ partner, held his left hand out. As they wove through traffic, the elf’s eyes darted to maintain focus on the pixie flying just out of his reach. The wee being was barely half a foot tall, with light blue skin and a double set of translucent wings that shimmered an array of colors in the sunlight. The pixie was faster than any car in the Quadras, but the object in his hands weighed him down.

      I don’t give a rat’s ass about you, Jinryht. Just hand me the rune pebble! Vor shifted forward. Each shuffle was a gambit. The slightest miscalculation could send him flying off the car and slamming into oncoming traffic. No amount of medical treatment could help him at that point. He’d undergone a mountain of procedures over the past year since becoming an Inquisitor.

      Doughas rolled down his window. “Grab that rune pebble! Strangle the pixie if you have to!”

      “Don’t talk to me. Keep your eyes on the road!” Vor shouted without looking at his partner. “I’m trying, but the bugger is too fast!”

      “I’m going as fast as I can!”

      Vor screamed, “I thought this was the fastest car in history. Step on it, man!”

      “How about you try to drive fast with a gajillion other vehicles in the way? Do you want us to hit a truck or a wall? You’ll smash into something at a hundred twenty miles per hour! Duck!”

      Vor dipped down as they passed under a series of low-hanging store signs, then straightened and looked ahead. The pixie zipped through the main roads of the elven quarters, where speeding traffic clogged the streets. It was a calculated plan. He had to force the wee creature to turn off so Doughas could drive faster without concern for civilians or property.

      I got you now. Vor grinned when he remembered which tool he needed to redirect the pixie. He dug into his coat and fumbled around. For a moment, he had to squat and hold the car's hood to stay balanced.

      “What are you digging for?” Doughas hollered. The dwarf bobbed and weaved his head, attempting to see the road, but Vor blocked most of the view. “How do you fit everything in those pockets, anyway?”

      Vor shot Doughas a smirk. “That’s a trade secret.”

      “We’re in the elven quarters. This is as good a place as any for you to spill those secrets before we crash and spill your guts all over these pretty roads,” Doughas yelled.

      Vor didn’t catch most of that. He had to deal with not only the roar of the car but also the intense garble of sounds from passing vehicles and the wind blowing in his ears.

      All that mattered was he’d found the pouch of dust he was looking for.

      Of course, nothing could be that easy. As soon as he felt the reassurance of his plan coming to fruition, the sound of an elven Justicar patrol car went off. Three more followed quickly. Fate deemed it the right time to mock him, and a fifth car joined the racket.

      Law enforcement was chasing them.

      Vor couldn’t help but laugh at the insanity. I am the law, you idiots. Ugh, they probably think Doughas is a drunk driver speeding like a lunatic. We really need to get a bubble light on the Street Behemoth. I wonder if they’ve noticed the ugly little pixie trying to escape us? Do they see my uniform? I’m an Inquisitor, folks! Can’t you realize that, or is it too much to ask?

      With one hand, Vor carefully untied the pouch and dug in with two fingers to grab a tiny pinch of the contents. The dust felt like sand, smoother and a little ticklish to the touch but also intensely hot. The elf turned one last time to warn Doughas with a wink and —

      “Oh, hey!” Doughas shouted in the split second afforded to him. He jerked the wheel, pulling the Street Behemoth into the left lane and barely avoiding a collision with a slow-moving transport truck filled with livestock animals.

      The sudden swerve knocked Vor off-balance. As the car jerked across the road, Vor slammed onto the hood and rolled to the side. The pouch of dust flew from his hand.

      Time seemed to slow as the tiny grains wafted into the air. While rolling off the hood toward the road, Vor caught sight of chaos unfolding. He opened his mouth with an urgent need to scream as he wondered how things had gotten this bad.

      One speck of dust shot forward at nearly the speed of light. It traveled a good thirty feet ahead of the pixie before it exploded into a beautiful array of sparkling red light. Another speck did the same, this time bursting into blue lights. The whole handful of dust specks followed, generating a chaotic visual orchestra of bursting color in the middle of the highway.

      Vor kicked off the car’s hood before he hit the pavement. This put him close to a nearby van. The elf pirouetted in midair, slammed both feet on the van’s side, and propelled himself into the bed of a passing pickup truck. As the fireworks continued to explode, he raced to the truck's roof and leapt forward. He barely caught the back of the Street Behemoth and crawled across the vehicle toward the front.

      As Vor struggled, Doughas focused on avoiding cars and the blinding tidal wave of fireworks. When the elf got close, he heard a stream of curses and questions from Doughas. He ignored the dwarf’s rambling and looked ahead. Despite the disastrous miscalculations, the fireworks had led to the desired result.

      The pixie was slowing down and making his way to the right side of the highway.

      “One…more…trick,” Vor whispered. He reached for his holster and grabbed his ARC, which was an automatic hand crossbow. With one hand on the hood, he raised the weapon and aimed. He had second thoughts about the others on the highway, so he holstered the ARC and searched his pockets for anything small he could throw. He settled for a piece of paper, the bill from the last donut shop he and Doughas had eaten at, and rolled it into a ball.

      “Don’t kill the bugger! He might smack into a car, and we’ll lose him!” Doughas warned at the top of his lungs.

      “I won’t!” Vor yelled and threw the paper ball. It whizzed forward but missed the pixie by an inch. It was, however, enough to force the pixie into a right turn down a less-busy road.

      “Turn!” Vor screamed.

      “I’m on it!” Doughas pulled the handbrake, shifted gears, and jerked the wheel to the right. The Street Behemoth swerved as the weight shifted, and the vehicle started to drift. Vor grabbed the hood with both hands to keep from flying off again. As soon as the car aligned with the road, Doughas released the handbrake, shifted gears again, and stepped on the spectrol pedal to accelerate.

      This time, Doughas went at full speed. It took less than a minute to catch up with the speeding pixie. Vor swiped a hand and grabbed the wee thing tightly. The pixie shouted nonsense and tried to wiggle out of his grasp.

      “What was that? You can’t breathe?” Vor mocked the tiny creature. “Well, you wouldn’t be in this situation if you’d let go. Wait, is that glue on your hands? No, that’s jelly from a donut.”

      The pixie glared at Vor and squirmed harder.

      “Slow down,” Vor screamed, then heard the Justicar vehicles catching up from behind. “No, speed up!”

      Doughas followed suit with the second request. Whether he heard Vor’s first suggestion wasn’t the primary concern.

      Vor slid across the top of the car and pivoted through an open back window. As soon as he got in, he shouted, “Close the windows!”

      “I hear you, I hear you!” Doughas pressed a switch that raised all four of them. “We got company, by the way!”

      Vor glanced out the back window and saw the Justicars hot on their trail. “Let’s worry about them later. We’ve got this bugger to deal with first.”

      He squashed the pixie until the wee being squealed. “Give me the freaking thing.”

      The pixie growled as viciously as a tiny creature could. When Vor burst out laughing, the pixie clamped his teeth on his hand.

      “Ow!” Vor cried in pain and shock and let go. The pixie started buzzing around in circles. “Ah, screw it! Keep the windows shut. I’ll get him!”

      Doughas stared into the rearview mirror. “Did you seriously let him go again? We wouldn’t be in this mess if you had a better grip on him the first time!”

      “Hey, there was a lot going on back in that alley, okay?” Vor tried to reason as he flailed wildly to catch the pixie.

      The dwarf laughed. “Are you going to let that bare-cheeked, pickle-skinned bugger do that to you? How many times have you been bitten now? It’s got to be a…hey!” Doughas yelled in frustration as the pixie jumped onto the steering wheel. Vor climbed into the front passenger seat and continued the chase, but the pixie flew and jumped out of his way, then landed on Doughas’ shoulder.

      “Don’t do it!” Doughas screamed, but it was too late. Vor reached out. When the pixie leapt away, Vor slapped Doughas in the face. Doughas swerved and had to fight the elf’s weight to steer the car away from a building and back onto the road.

      “Careful!” Doughas insisted.

      The elf shifted back into the front seat and glanced at the streets outside. “Hey, we can’t go this way!”

      The dwarf’s face twisted in confusion. “What? Why not? It’s a peaceful road. If you’re worried about the Justicars, we’ll have to explain later and—”

      “Come here, ugly!” Vor bellowed as he reached back and tried to catch the pixie again. In his scramble to reach into the back, one of his feet caught Doughas’ ear and forced the dwarf to let go of the wheel. The car swerved and jerked on the road.

      Great, now the Justicars will think we’re screwing around. Vor shuffled around and plopped back into the front seat. He gritted his teeth, pulled out his ARC, and aimed for the pixie, who sat near the back of the car with an insulting grin.

      “Don’t shoot! We still owe for repairs on this thing!” Doughas reminded his partner. “What did you mean we can’t go this way?”

      Vor didn’t bother answering. Instead of firing, he threw the ARC at the pixie. The wee creature dodged in the nick of time, then buzzed toward Vor. He raised his tiny arms and prepared to strike the elf’s head with the rune pebble. Vor watched in horror and realized he didn’t have time to stop the pixie.

      “No! You’ll break it!” he shouted.

      “Gotcha,” Doughas said nonchalantly as he grabbed the pebble with two fingers. When the pixie tried to smash it on Vor, the gelatin glue snapped, and the pebble came free. The forward momentum sent the pixie flying, and he smashed into Vor’s face. The elf slapped the pixie away. He struck a window before collapsing unconscious in Doughas’ lap.

      “Nice catch,” Vor remarked. “Good thing you had your eyes on him.”

      “Yeah. Now I only need to find a place to park so we can explain this chaos to the Justicars—”

      “Look out!” Vor interrupted. There was no time, though. He grabbed the steering wheel and jerked it to the right.

      Ahead of them was a large park with miles of grass and tall trees. Beautiful topiary sculptures depicted animals, wild monsters, and legendary elven figures. In the middle of the eco-park, beside a popular hedge maze that tourists from other quarters frequented, was a large congregation of elves in the middle of a political rally.

      “Pull the handbrakes! Step on the brakes! Hit something!” Vor shouted.

      Doughas tugged on the steering wheel while stepping on the brakes. Elves ahead of them dashed out of the way, and the crowd broke up as those directly in the vehicle’s path ran.

      Oh, crap. Vor shut his eyes. He couldn’t bear the guilt of hitting someone. This would be a bloody massacre, and for what? A rune pebble they needed for an investigation? Letting it go would’ve been better than hitting a bunch of innocent bystanders with their expensive, rented muscle car.

      The car slowed down and turned to the side. There was a bump and a loud crash as they slammed into something…or someone. After several further crashes, the car came to a smoking stop.

      Vor reached up and felt his face. I’m still alive. I think I’m alive. I’m alive, right? The elf opened his eyes and discovered he was beside an uninjured Doughas with the unconscious pixie in his lap. He looked out the window.

      By all miracles in the Quadras, they hadn’t hit anyone. They’d smashed into a fancy topiary depicting a mastodon, ruining it. The car was also severely damaged, with tons of twigs jutting out of the hood and ancestors knew where else. Vor wondered how dented the vehicle was.

      He prodded the pixie. “Hey, you alive?”

      The pixie was breathing. Vor would’ve sighed in relief, but his comfort and confidence faded when he heard sirens. He glanced at the rearview mirror and saw half a dozen Justicar vehicles parked twenty feet behind them.

      Vor and Doughas burst into laughter. They took a moment to marvel at the number of Justicars present.

      “Great,” Doughas drawled with a tired sigh. “The Inquisitor-General is going to chew us out in more ways than one for this.”

      “You think they’ll be gentle this time? We’re at least wearing our Inquisitor uniforms.”

      Doughas chuckled. “Remember when we flashed our badges, and they still hit us with a baton and threw us in jail for half a day? Yeah, we’re screwed.”

      Vor took the rune pebble from Doughas and opened a small hidden compartment in the dashboard under the glovebox. It was tiny enough to escape notice but large enough to store the pebble. He placed it in the compartment and shut it.

      “There. At least no one will take it this time,” Vor announced.

      The dwarf nodded. “Unless they impound the car and junk it.”

      “Step out of the car with your hands above your heads!” one of the Justicars commanded.

      Vor looked at Doughas. “Well, here we go.”

      Doughas rolled his eyes. “Here we go, indeed. I wonder if they’ll toss us in that nice cell block again.”

      “The one that had a vending machine with chocolate bars and instant coffee?”

      “Yeah! That was worth the stay. Remember the looks on the agents’ faces when they came to get us, and we were sitting there eating candy?” Doughas laughed and shook his head in disbelief. “Ah, elven jails are such a pleasure. You guys should call them hotels.”

      Vor stuck his tongue out in disgust. “We’re just lucky. We’ve got other places for the real murder hobos.”

      The pixie fluttered his wings and opened his eyes. He was still woozy and weak from the chase. Vor glared fiercely at him, and the pixie cowered behind Doughas’ arm.

      “Step out of the car now!” the Justicar outside repeated.

      Doughas opened his door and stepped out, keeping his hands behind his head. The elves formed a circle around them. Some looked scared, others angry. Regardless of how they felt, they blocked the way forward. Behind him was the line of Justicars. There was no way out. He knelt and waited for the Justicars to arrest him. Doing so gave the pixie enough time to stretch, move about, and test his wings.

      Vor got out of the car and dropped down on his knees. As the pixie flew away, Vor screamed, “We’ve got a record on you now! Don’t go smirking around like a know-it-all! I know where to find you, you ugly good-for-nothing bugger!”

      The pixie turned mid-flight, stuck his tongue out, and flew off.

      “By the ancestors, you’re embarrassing me,” Doughas cursed.

      The elf shrugged. “What? I was telling the truth.”

      “I apologize, Officers,” Doughas told the Justicars as they approached to talk to the duo. “My friend here was dropped as a baby.”

      Vor looked from the Justicars to Doughas with a sour expression. “Oh, you think this is embarrassing? It’s about to get a lot worse, buddy.”

      “What do you mean?” Doughas exclaimed. “It can’t get worse. Seriously, what?”

      Before Vor could answer, one of the uniformed elves grabbed his chin and lifted his face. He recognized the officer. Unfortunately, the officer recognized Vor too.

      “Hey, look!” he shouted to the other Justicars. “It’s VorKluvaith!”

      One of the others replied, “Are you kidding? Oh man, this has to be a joke. This is too much.”

      The others joined in. It didn’t take long for the whole congregation to start making fun of Vor and his dwarven companion.

      “What in the world is—” Doughas started, but Vor cut him off with a sad look.

      “Too bad you two resisted arrest. You’re in for a lot of trouble, VorKluvaith,” the Justicar told them.

      Doughas shouted back, “What? We didn’t resist. You told us to come out of the car, and we did! Are you insane? You know we’re Inquisitors, right? We work for the unified government in the Bureau!”

      “Doughas, let them,” Vor uttered with melancholy defeat in his voice.

      The dwarf was about to shout again, but Vor’s expression made him keep his mouth shut as the Justicars started cuffing them. He closed his eyes and wondered how bad it had gotten for Vor with his former coworkers in the Justicar Department.
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      Doughas

      “You did what?” the Inquisitor-General snapped. Though they were in a cold holding cell around a corner and down a hall, Doughas and Vor heard their boss’s iconic voice as he continued to berate the Justicars.

      Doughas nudged Vor with his elbow. “I’m telling you, the boss likes us.”

      “I don’t know, man. He really chewed us out for that whole pizza debacle,” Vor reminded the dwarf.

      They were seated across from each other on metal slab beds chained to opposite walls. A sink and a toilet bowl squatted between them. The only other object in their cell was a box filled with hygiene accessories and a lone blanket.

      “I didn’t ask for a paper to sign, you incompetent pencil-pusher! Are you some kind of rookie? Oh no, wait, you’ve got the bars on your sleeve and a cute little chevron, so you must be of some respectable rank. That means you’re either stupid with two Os, or you’re trying to screw with me. Do you even know who I am? No, you’re an idiot by all measurements, and I’m sure your ancestors weep over the very fact you exist in this world. Get my Inquisitors!”

      There was a moment of silence then a loud rumbling as multiple Justicars started shuffling around.

      “Wow, I wonder how many words he can spit out in a minute?” Doughas pondered.

      Vor tapped his chin. “Is there a word for that kind of talent? I mean, there has to be one, right? Not everyone can scream that many insults in sixty seconds.”

      “He does it with such style, too,” Doughas pointed out. “Like, he’s not mumbling or anything. His brain generates a million insults and cuss words long before he shouts them at someone.”

      Their boss’ voice reached them again. “This is what you call an efficient detention system? What about lawyers? Do you even provide food and water to those you detain? Look at this office layout, too. If someone got out of those cells and had an ARC or a long heater—which my men possess, mind you—you’d be trapped here while they have a clear path to the exit. Move this table over there, and this whole section needs to be redone.”

      Vor looked at Doughas, and they burst out laughing.

      “You know they say he used to be a Justicar?” Doughas asked.

      Vor nodded. “Yeah, but not any old Justicar. He led the guys who took out the Gray Fade.”

      “The syndicate that tried to sneak human slaves into the Quadras? Wow, that’s news to me.”

      “Well, it was way before your time,” Vor clarified. Though Doughas was middle-aged for a dwarf, he was still young compared to most elite elves, the Inquisitor-General included. Vor was only eighty-nine, a pup in their society.

      Doughas raised a finger in protest. “I have heard of it, though. They say that incident ended in a bloody street shootout.”

      “It was bloody for them but not for the general and his elite soldiers. That’s how good he was,” Vor clarified.

      “Well, that explains a lot.”

      “Explains what?”

      Vor and Doughas stood at attention as soon as they heard the Inquisitor-General’s voice. After moving only their eyes and not their heads, they found the Inquisitor standing by their cell, accompanied by two Justicars. All were elves of relatively the same height, but the Inquisitor-General looked bigger somehow.

      He’s an intimidating force that no one should dream of reckoning with. Doughas had met individuals of such power before. There were a few in the Warden’s Department and the various syndicate mobs. Throm, the ogre who owned Kroth’s Korner, was a similarly imposing figure.

      However, the Inquisitor-General was different. He wasn’t merely scary and high-ranking. He was a beast built on centuries of experience and actual battles. He was intimidating because he’d survived the worst life could throw and came out on top as if life’s struggles were walks in the park. Doughas had nothing but respect for him.

      “It took a while to get you two buffoons cleared,” the Inquisitor-General explained while the Justicars unlocked the cells. “These fools tried their utter best to work as slowly as possible. I’m not sure if they were trying to seem unintimidated or if they’re as stupid as I presume they are. I’ll go with the latter. Okay, you two, pack up. We’ve got to sign some documents to grab your stuff and get out of here. You’re coming with me—I’ve got a vehicle outside. We’ll brief the rest on the way. What are you waiting for? Did I not say a whole string of commands?”

      Vor and Doughas saluted and jumped into action. They followed the group down the hall and into the precinct’s processing office. As the Inquisitor-General presumed, the elves in the main office area processed their papers as slowly as possible, maintaining a nonchalant mood as they moved from one task to the other. It took every ounce of Doughas’ strength not to cause a ruckus.

      The Inquisitor-General himself kept his hands in his pockets. Doughas surmised that he was hiding his fists. When Doughas looked at the boss, he noticed his arms were slightly trembling.

      Hurry up, Justicars. You guys do not want to deal with the boss when he’s mad.

      Doughas grabbed a quill and signed the last few documents. Vor was already done and getting his photos snapped at a viewer stand. Doughas wondered what the photos were for since the Justicar Department already had their records. This wasn’t their first rodeo with the elves in the past year.

      I wonder if it has anything to do with those elves who were mocking Vor. Who were those smart-ass pointies? Doughas looked around to see if any Justicars in the immediate room were making fun of Vor. To his shock, nearly everyone had their eyes on his partner. Many mumbled among themselves. It got to the point that Doughas felt uncomfortable standing in their presence.

      I guess it’s a good thing Vor’s with us now. Poor laddie is an outcast even among his own race. It made Doughas angry.

      He signed the last paper and shoved it forward. Without meeting the Justicars’ eyes, he proceeded to the viewer stand, allowed them to take a photo, then stormed out of the building.

      Outside, Vor and the Inquisitor-General already stood by the curb. A large, black Heavy Pavement Prowler rolled toward them, and Doughas squinted at the female dwarf behind the wheel.

      Agent Coral fil Jaergorl of Clan Hubrin. What happened to Borr? Doughas wondered. Agent Coral had likely screwed something up. Borr was her partner, after all. The ogre had been the boss’ driver for some weeks. The boss never kept the same driver, though. He often cycled through agents who’d botched a case. It made Doughas wonder what Coral and Borr were tackling and how badly they’d handled it to get driver duty.

      “Hop in,” the Inquisitor-General told them as soon as the big vehicle came to a halt. He opened a door and took a seat right behind the driver. Like Throm’s limousine, the seats allowed passengers to face each other. The Inquisitor had positioned them so Vor and Doughas would sit facing him for a proper conversation.

      As soon as they were in, the Inquisitor-General gave them a sour look. He glanced at Agent Coral and said, “To the Bureau. Take it slow. I want a bit of time to torture these two brainless snails.”

      He looked at Doughas. The dwarf opened his mouth, but Vor nudged him to keep it shut.

      “You’ve got two minutes to tell me why I found two of my agents in the Justicar cells after causing havoc on the central highway.” The Inquisitor-General was mad.

      Doughas looked at Vor. “You got this?”

      “I got this,” Vor answered with a confident smirk. The elf started to explain. “Okay, sir, remember that case we had no choice but to leave hanging? The one that hinted there was a syndicate robbing thousands of citizens of money?”

      The Inquisitor nodded. “You helped a goblin regain his cash, but we lost the perp along the way.”

      “Yeah, see, we managed to find one of the mob’s call centers. Trust us, it’s not—”

      “—as ridiculous as it sounds, and it’s a fully-funded operation,” Doughas finished and nudged Vor. “Tell him about the undercover stuff.”

      Vor nodded. “So, I took a few weeks to go undercover and get hired as a ‘customer agent’ in their main building. I had access to hundreds of documents, photos, call records, and even chat history that proved these guys were defrauding folks. I called Doughas—”

      “—he called me,” Doughas cut in.

      “And gave him the lowdown on how their operation worked,” Vor continued.

      “Then there’s the rune pebble,” Doughas interjected.

      Vor wagged a finger. “I copied all the data I gathered on it. We stashed it in the Street Behemoth, by the way. It’s in a small compartment no one will find. The goal was to use the information to get all the defrauded parties to press charges against the mob. This means we can have the Sentinels, Justicars, and Wardens all involved. It’ll be the Quadras’ first—”

      “—tri-racial case,” Doughas finished. “Nobody’s done this before. If we get this to push through, we’ll beat Muskin and Hal’u’fiath to it. They’re great Inquisitors, but we can get there first.”

      The Inquisitor-General heaved a breath. “I never approved of such competition, you know. This whole business of solving a tri-racial case first? That’s on you agents.”

      Vor laughed. “You never forbade it, though. You have to admit that it’s pretty cool.”

      The Inquisitor frowned and turned to the driver. “Take a left. We’re going to the Justicar impound lot.”

      He addressed the partners again. “That’s still not an explanation for why I saw recordings of you two leading a crazy highway chase. There were fireworks and vehicles that almost crashed. You nearly rammed into a bunch of elven bystanders. You also destroyed one of my favorite topiaries.”

      Vor slumped in his seat and shot Doughas a sheepish look. “You know what? You got this one, buddy.”

      “You’re an idiot,” Doughas replied in a light-hearted tone. He laughed, looked back at the Inquisitor, and explained, “You can blame Vor for that.”

      “I can blame myself for that,” Vor echoed. “Getting out of the call center building was easy. Nobody ever figured out that I was there undercover. The problems started as soon as I stepped outside. There was a whole bunch of—”

      “—pixies loitering in the alley,” Doughas finished. “Those greedy buggers always go for shiny things. I have no idea why. They’re smarter than one would assume, to a degree?”

      “To a degree,” Vor concurred.

      The Inquisitor sighed.

      “They swarmed around Vor. They found the pebble pretty, so he kept it in his pocket. He managed to whack a few of them away, but they continued to pester him. He ran toward where I was parked, and the pixies followed.” Doughas kept things simple. The Inquisitor-General already looked pissed and out of patience.

      Vor pointed at Doughas. “He threw a box of donuts.”

      “I threw a box of donuts,” Doughas confirmed.

      “It was a good throw, by the way. He hit most of the pixies,” Vor commented. “Kind of sad, though. I was looking forward to that raspberry-filled one.”

      Doughas closed his eyes in pure satisfaction. “Thank you. I have to say it was a good throw.”

      “The pixies either got hit or swarmed around the food.” Vor continued as he shifted in his seat. “One of them, however, managed to—”

      “—vault through the donut, getting its hands covered in jelly,” Doughas finished. He had a sorrowful look on his face. He’d wanted that donut. “The darn pixie hid inside the coat pocket where Vor put the pebble.”

      “So, when I tried to hand the rune pebble to Doughas, I was shocked to find the pixie in there,” Vor told the Inquisitor-General. “It was scary. I saw a Shard Snatch reel of a pixie flying up an ogre’s ass because it panicked. Poor ogre.”

      “Poor pixie,” Doughas mumbled but corrected himself. “No, wait, yeah. Poor ogre. Screw those pixies.”

      Vor trudged on. “I panicked. Of course I did. But, yeah, the pixie was there. It grabbed the pebble like a greedy little snot-nosed pickle and flew off. That’s when we chased it. We didn’t know pixies could fly that fast, so we hopped into the Street Behemoth and followed. The pixie did its best to lose us, but we did everything in our power to catch it.”

      “You caught it, but at what cost?” The Inquisitor-General wore an incredulous expression.

      “Well, you see, we were worried it would fly into a vehicle—” Doughas tried to explain.

      Vor cut in. “—so I hopped out and tried to grab it, but—”

      “—it was getting dangerous because of the other cars on the highway,” Doughas finished. “I couldn’t drive as fast as I needed to, and there was the threat of Vor falling off the car.”

      “Which I did, regardless,” Vor noted.

      “That was my fault. I apologize,” Doughas told his partner.

      “It’s part of the job. It’s fine, partner. I didn’t actually hit the road, thanks to my cat-like reflexes. I pushed off onto a pickup truck. It was really cool…” Vor’s voice trailed off, and he cleared his throat at their boss’ thunderous look. “Anyway, I tried to force the pixie to switch to a less-busy road. I had a pouch of fairy fireworks in my pocket. We got it from—”

      “—that case involving those ogre marauders who tried to flood the dwarven market by collapsing the south dam,” Doughas finished.

      The Inquisitor-General raised both hands to cut them off. “Okay, stop. I get it. Feed into my curiosity, you two. What’s the prize for this ‘unofficial’ business of solving a tri-racial case?”

      Vor didn’t hesitate to answer. “Everybody else’s automotive stipends for the month. I mean, it’s a good amount of cash.”

      “What do you need that money for?”

      Doughas sighed. “The Street Behemoth. It’s still got the damages and the battered door from our first case together, and we owe the dealership for it. We plan on using the prize to pay for a full body detailing and door replacement.”

      “Here’s the deal, then.” The Inquisitor-General looked at them. “You will use that money to repair the Street Behemoth…which, I must remind you, is even more damaged than before, thanks to your highway hijinks. I’m not giving you guys any more allowances for transportation, so from now on, you’ll either have to use pocket change for public transport or get the Behemoth fixed.”

      Doughas’ heart sank. Crap. Even with the prize money, we might not be able to cover the repair costs. I was hoping we’d be rid of this debt by now.

      The elf wore the same melancholy expression. They had worked hard to get this far. It wasn’t only the money within their grasp but the monumental achievement of solving a type of case that no one had before. However, that work might not be enough now that they’d damaged the Street Behemoth even further.

      The car finally slowed down. They were pulling into the impound lot. The Inquisitor-General opened the door and gestured for them to step out. The duo obliged and stood outside the vehicle, waiting for further orders.

      “Get the rune pebble and head back to HQ,” the Inquisitor instructed. “Once you’re at the office, staple your butts to your chairs. I want you to fill out every form and submit a full report before the end of the day. It’s still noon. You’ve got time.”

      Doughas hung his head. Vor tried to smile, but the elf’s usual optimism was gone. They both saluted their boss.

      The Inquisitor-General shut the door, and the car drove off. However, it came to a halt, and the Inquisitor rolled down his window. “Good job with this syndicate business.”

      With that, he departed.

      Doughas elbowed Vor. “I got to say, that put some life back into my day.”

      “I think he’s starting to like us,” Vor pointed out.

      “He definitely likes us,” Doughas agreed. “We solved most of the big cases.”

      Vor nodded at his partner as they headed for the small cabin in the lot, which they assumed was the office. “I mean, we did solve that case with the lightning bomb last year. We also solved the case with the arms dealers, and yeah, that market flooding incident.”

      “Don’t forget about the hospital poisoning,” Doughas reminded his partner. “Though, to be fair, we wouldn’t have stumbled on it if you didn’t have the crazy idea of trying hospital food instead of our usual dining spots.”

      “One gets sick of the same meals after a while,” Vor insisted. “If it weren’t for the poison, you have to admit, the food was good.”

      Doughas sighed. “Of course, doctors get the best meals in the Quadras. We should go back. They had a salted fish dish.”

      “You’re disgusting,” Vor joked. They reached the cabin, and the elf knocked. No one answered, so they opened the door and walked in.

      A lone ogre with bright orange, slicked-back hair sat behind a desk. The ogre didn’t even notice them. He was busy solving a crossword puzzle. A single jug of drinking water alongside a few disposable cups rested to the side.

      “Uh, excuse us.” Doughas knocked on the ogre’s desk as he looked around the office in disgust. This place hadn’t been cleaned for quite some time. Doughas questioned whether it had been wise to knock on the desk. Who knew what kind of dirt had been there?

      The ogre didn’t even bother looking up. “Yes?”

      Doughas rolled his eyes. “Oh, I’m sorry for disturbing you during your very important task. We’re here for a car brought in by the Justicars. It’s a 3307 Street Behemoth Mark II, Clan Orsich era.”

      The ogre yawned and scribbled on his puzzle. “There’s already someone out there claiming it.”

      Doughas and Vor exchanged confused looks. The dwarf didn’t speak with the ogre further and instead walked out of the cabin. Vor followed, and they ran through the impound lot, checking all the vehicles parked there.

      After an eternity of searching, they found the Street Behemoth close to the back exit. Fortunately, it was still in operational condition. At least they wouldn’t have to resort to public transportation yet.

      Standing beside it and studying the car was Mr. Asthryx’gyurein, the goblin proprietor of the automotive shop Doughas and Vor got the Behemoth from.

      “Ah, Agent Ruiridh and Agent VorKluvaith,” the goblin greeted as they approached. “I was wondering when you’d get here. They notified me, given that I do still own the car. It’s my name on the papers.”

      “Figured that much,” Vor replied. “Oh, it’s good to see you too. We’re sorry if the car looks even more beaten up than before. I promise we’re working on a way to get it fixed.”

      Doughas nodded. “We guarantee it.”

      “That’s good to hear,” Mr. Asthryx’gyurein told them. He pointed at the smashed windows and the damage to the hood. “There are boot scuffs, by the way. This will need some extensive buffing. You’ll need to hammer some areas, too. That back bumper needs replacing.”

      Numbers rolled through Doughas’ head. The cost of all these repairs was going to make him faint. Even with the prize money, there might not be enough to fix the car. The last thing he wanted was to drive a beat-up car that a random Keeper or Warden might call out. He already had financial issues dealing with the car’s repairs. He didn’t want a ticket to pay, too.

      “We’ll see to it,” Doughas told the goblin. “I mean, at least, we’ll get it fixed enough that we can take it back on the road.”

      “We still can’t afford another car at the moment,” Vor clarified. He had no qualms about being honest regarding their current situation. He used to, but that had faded, given how often they got in trouble while handling their cases.

      Vor jumped when his shard started vibrating. He extracted it from his coat pocket. It was glowing orange and red, colors reserved only for emergency calls. The elf flashed Doughas a worried look.

      “It’s Throm,” Vor said and tapped the crystal. “Hello? This is Agent Esselliar VorKluvaith.”

      “Throm here,” the ogre on the other end responded. Even on a call, Throm maintained an intimidating presence. His tone was flat, cold, and threatening. Doughas and Vor could never guess how the ogre felt simply through his tone and word choices.

      Doughas bit his lip. This sounds like trouble. It’s probably trouble. We’re not going to the HQ, are we?

      “I need you here,” Throm insisted.

      Vor looked from Doughas to Mr. Asthryx’gyurein. “Uh, we have an issue. Our recent case kind of put us into a transportation fix. We can take public transport but don’t expect us to get there fast.”

      The long pause from Throm was worrying.

      Mr. Asthryx’gyurein leaned toward the shard. “Mr. Throm, this is Asthryx’gyurein. I’m at the Justicar impound lot, sector four. I’m here with the Inquisitors. It was an odd coincidence.”

      “Ah. I’ll send Wugsorn, then. Thank you,” Throm concluded. “Goodbye.”

      “Erm, goodbye.” Vor shoved his shard into his pocket, sighed, and looked at Doughas. “Well, I guess we can throw our evening plans out the window.”

      Doughas nodded. “Yep. Yep, indeed.”
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      Esselliar

      As Vor entered Kroth’s Korner, a mug flew over his head. This was followed by shouts and complaints about late orders, wrong drinks, or poorly cooked food. The smell inside the establishment wasn’t the same, either. Gone was the thick scent of oak and cinnamon mingled with good food. Gone were the faint hints of a well-lit hearth and a mix of spices gathered from across the Quadras and even from human settlements.

      From the moment he and Doughas stepped inside, chaos ruled.

      Vor leaned close to his partner. “We are in the right place, right?”

      The dwarf took a quick look around. “I don’t know, laddie. It looks like the Korner, but it doesn’t feel like it. I’ve never seen so many customers unhappy like this.”

      The duo stood by the entrance and marveled at the chaos that continued to unravel before them. Customers were harassing the barmaids and waiters. Several servers offered free food as compensation for late or wrong orders, but other patrons were abusing this policy. Vor heard tables that had already received their orders demanding free stuff.

      Disgusting. How in the Quadras did Throm let Kroth’s Korner fall this far? What the heck is happening here? Someone pushed Vor from behind, and he stepped aside in time to let a waitress pass. The elfess carried a platter full of drinks that she hurriedly served to a nearby table of goblins and dwarves.

      Vor grinned. Those patrons looked like they worked for the undercity DAMS department, folks he and Doughas had worked with during their first case together.

      The joy on his face fluttered away when a bottle shattered, and folks started screaming at a couple of the servers. Poor staff. They’re doing their best here.

      “Come on, laddie. Let’s look for Throm,” Doughas encouraged. “The longer we stand here, the more we become a liability for the staff. Let’s stop wasting space and time so they can focus on work.”

      Vor nodded and started toward the central bar with Doughas trailing him. He already knew who to look for. He kept his eyes peeled for a beautiful elfess with tattoos that moved across her body. Nobody knew what kind of enchantment she used or if the tattoos had any defensive or offensive purpose, and no one dared to find out. Quixiolian was a legend in the Quadras. The only person she’d bow down to was Throm, a legend in his own right.

      Unfortunately, Vor’s anticipation dissolved when he reached the central bar. He found Quixiolian in the middle of a heated argument with a tall, muscular ogre clad in spiky, black leather clothing.

      “Excuse me, sir, but you need to stop screaming at our barmaids.” Quixiolian’s tone was calm, low, and firm. She could command a whole room of brutes without raising her voice. However, the ogre seemed too drunk to take orders from anyone.

      “I. Don’t. Care,” the ogre slurred. It was a wonder he could still talk. “I saw free food. I want free food.”

      The elfess raised an eyebrow and gave the ogre such a pissed-off look that both Doughas and Vor took a step back.

      “Did you order anything?” she asked the ogre.

      “I. Want. Free. Food.”

      Quixiolian leaned closer. Before the ogre could retaliate, she grabbed him by the neck and dragged his face to the countertop. Vor didn’t know how such a slim, lithe elf could yank an ogre like that, but he wouldn’t question her abilities. She was dangerous, smart, and beautiful, which was likely why Throm had hired her.

      She whispered something into the ogre’s ear. Vor’s ears twitched as he attempted to listen in, but the turmoil around him made it too difficult to catch anything sensible.

      To his and Doughas’ shock, the ogre started twitching. A sickening howl of fear and panic disgorged from his mouth as he pissed his leather pants until a puddle formed beneath him.

      Quixiolian released the ogre. “Go.”

      That one word was enough for the ogre to turn and scramble for the exit. He shoved patrons and staff aside as he struggled to shift through the busy crowd.

      “That was…interesting,” Doughas whispered.

      Vor nodded slowly. “Remind me never to ask her out. She’s hot, but I don’t think I’d like waking up on the wrong side of the bed with her.”

      Doughas wagged a finger. “Never say never. You’ll jinx yourself like that.”

      “Well, too late to think it through now. She’s looking our way.” Vor approached the elfess. “What’s going on here? It’s like the world ended, and you guys are the last rest stop in existence.”

      She didn’t answer. Instead, she reached below the bar, grabbed a stack of accounting papers, and carried them over to a desk tucked away from the bar. She called a goblin and a dwarfess to take her spot attending to customers before she sat down and started working through rows of data. After she settled in, she lifted a hand and pointed at the kitchen.

      “Bring something to shield yourself,” she warned them.

      Vor and Doughas shared a confused glance. Doughas grabbed a stool, and Vor took one of the empty steel platters. After giving Quixiolian a farewell nod, Vor led the way to the back.

      As he approached, Vor swallowed hard. The swinging double doors to the kitchen had become much more intimidating. Every time we go through these doors to talk to Throm, I end up fearing for my life. One of these days, I’m going to have a nightmare that’s just me walking through these doors on an endless loop.

      “Hold on, laddie.” Doughas grabbed Vor and stopped him. “Something’s not right.”

      “I know. Everyone seems to be on edge.”

      The dwarf shook his head and pointed at the exit, the windows, and the hallway leading to the second-floor VIP lounge. “Look, everything’s out of place. Some of the windows are bolted shut. The emergency exit is closed, and the light is off. The VIP lounge is closed off, too. If something goes wrong here, we’ll have a hard time getting out. It’s a long way from the kitchen to the exit. Also, if you haven’t noticed, there are a lot more Valley marauders than usual.”

      “People from all walks of life can come here,” Vor reminded him. “Criminal, politician, beggar, rich elite, or law enforcement…that’s the policy of Kroth’s Korner, remember? It’s neutral grounds.”

      Doughas pointed at four tables occupied by folks in similar black leather outfits. “There are too many marauders. When did you ever see so many Valley riders in one place?”

      The dwarf was right. It was uncommon, even in a place like the Korner. Vor felt relieved to have Doughas around. The dwarf had a strong tactical mind and was always wary of his surroundings, a trait Vor struggled to develop.

      The elf unlocked the safety on his ARC. “I’m ready for a fight.”

      Doughas nodded. “Hopefully, it won’t come to that. Come on, let’s talk to Throm.”

      “Let’s,” Vor agreed, and they walked into the kitchen.

      Inside, the most horrific avalanche of chaos they had ever witnessed greeted them. The chef, a short elf with a penchant for colorful aprons, ran around checking each dish before it was served. Throm’s nephew Morg was nowhere in sight. A female goblin with long violet hair had replaced him as sous chef. She was all over the place, unorganized and confused by all the screaming and pushing. A goblin line cook attempted to get a handle on the situation, but each time he moved from one dish to another, one of the assistant cooks got in his way.

      In the center of it all was Throm.

      Though blind, Throm could detect even the slightest smells and sounds. He had mastered his other senses so thoroughly that he moved and acted as if he’d never lost his sight. He was also massive, even for an ogre. Many attributed this to his days as a vicious thug.

      In the kitchen, however, Throm was as chaotic as the rest of them. He sniffed, yelled at the cooks, and criticized staff members for not watching over a dish or for adding the wrong ingredients.

      “That’s about to burn!” the ogre screamed at the line cook, then berated an assistant managing three large pots. “Someone churn that cream before it curds, and we have to start the whole batch over again! Oh, for the love of…wait, no. That’s milled speckleroot, not hand-ground. Honestly, if you can’t tell the difference, get out of the way!”

      Vor wondered if it was safer to back out and try again later. Yet he was careless enough to attempt an interruption. “Hello, uh…Throm? It’s Agents VorKluvaith and—”

      “I know you’re here. Get out of the way and let me work!” the ogre cut in with a deep bellow that made everyone jump. “Give me one minute to work out this mess. Then we can talk about—”

      Throm was interrupted when an assistant slipped on the floor and knocked a pan off the stove. Fried squid launched into the air, and the line cook’s coat caught fire. The staff halted everything and tried to extinguish the flames.

      Doughas grabbed a barrel of lemon juice mixed with grapes and other fruits and poured it over the cook.

      Throm faced the dwarf. Though there was nothing but empty whiteness in the ogre’s eyes, Doughas and Vor felt the burning anger in his stare.

      “Did you just waste a barrel of our most expensive drink?” Throm growled.

      Doughas pointed at Vor. “It was him.”

      Vor gave his partner’s head a light slap. “He knows it was you.”

      Throm buried his face in his hands and let out a tired roar, then raised his hands. “Okay. That’s it. Everyone stop.”

      The kitchen staff dropped what they were doing.

      Throm took a deep breath, walked past Vor and Doughas, and bellowed to the customers in the dining area.

      “Ladies and gentlekin, I regret to inform you that due to staffing issues, we will be closing for the night,” he announced. The information was met with murmurs and grumbles from the patrons, but Throm cleared his throat with a hint of a growl, and everyone went quiet. “Please close out your tabs and leave when you are able. I apologize for this inconvenience, but the situation will hopefully be resolved soon.”

      He didn’t need to repeat his instructions. Folks chugged their drinks, called for their bills, and left.

      Vor let out a sigh of relief. That sense of relaxation died when he noticed a drunken elf stumbling toward Throm.

      “Here comes trouble,” Doughas pointed out.

      “Trouble for him,” Vor corrected. “Stay ready. Things like this can get ugly.”

      Doughas gaped at him. “Are you suggesting we make an arrest…in Kroth’s Korner?”

      That was ludicrous. Unfathomable. If an arrest occurred here, Throm would likely have them killed before the day was done. At least someone would, if not Throm. The world came with unwritten rules, and conducting any sort of law enforcement activity in the Korner was one of them.

      “I’m not that dumb,” Vor replied. “Still, if this idiot tries to cause trouble, I think it’d be the responsible thing to at least take him outside.”

      “Lest someone gets killed.” Doughas cringed at the thought. The duo had already gone through more than enough trouble for the day.

      The elf finally reached Throm, who didn’t budge despite having heard the approach long before the elf got to him. The inebriated patron prodded the ogre with a finger. “You dare tell me to bugger off like I’m an auroch?”

      Throm leaned closer and gave the elf a dead-eyed stare, then snarled to display rows of sharp, jagged teeth. “I’d hate to remove anyone by force. Especially someone with such brittle bones.”

      The elf’s eyes widened in disgust. Before Vor and Doughas could intervene, the drunken patron raised an arm and took a slow, wide swing. There was a noticeable amount of force despite the heavy stupor. The fist slammed into Throm’s face with a crack.

      The elf stumbled back and stared at his hand, now hanging limply from his wrist, and howled in pain. Throm didn’t even flinch. The punch must’ve felt like a fly landing on the ogre’s skin.

      “Do we step in?” Vor questioned.

      Doughas shook his head and gestured at a table of elves rising from their seats. “His friends are on the way. They’ve got this.”

      He was right. The elves grabbed the drunken fool and pulled him away from Throm’s presence. They stopped to settle their bill with Quixiolian and left as quickly as they could.

      Throm stood in the middle of the establishment, growling in ‘patient’ encouragement for everyone to finish up and vacate the premises. It took a few minutes, but Kroth’s Korner soon emptied, and the doors were locked. The staff remained until Throm dismissed them, too, telling them to come in early the next day and pick up where they left off. Only Quixiolian stayed behind.

      When they were alone, Throm brought Vor and Doughas to a corner table in the VIP lounge. Quixiolian remained nearby, working on a mound of paperwork. Vor marveled at her loyalty to the ogre proprietor. He’d never seen someone stick with their boss like this.

      “When you called, it sounded critical,” Doughas began without preamble. “I hope your problem isn’t about the poor circumstances surrounding this establishment.”

      Wow, he’s not mincing his words. Vor was taken aback. It was a bold move, slamming that in Throm’s face.

      However, the ogre didn’t seem offended. “This isn’t about the Korner, at least not directly. It’s about my nephew, Morg.”

      Vor wanted to face-plant on the table. The last time they worked with Morg, he’d helped them with an undercover inquiry by dressing up and pretending to be a marauder. The younger ogre had hammed it up and almost blown the operation. However, Morg had other skills to make up for his bad acting. He was the best sous chef in the Quadras and could one day become a talented chef if he worked to perfect his craft.

      “Eh? I didn’t see him here today,” Doughas mentioned.

      The ogre sighed. “There is a human saying that you become what you pretend to be. Morg pretended to be a thug only once, which was enough to propel him down a stupid but no less dangerous path.”

      “Oh, by the ancestors,” Vor groaned. “This is our fault, isn’t it?”

      Throm shrugged. “I cannot place the blame on you. You needed aid, and I did as well. At the time, Morg was our only option. I’d have to blame myself equally if I pointed fingers at you. No, this has been boiling under the surface ever since he was young. Playing a thug that one time was merely the tipping point, as one would say.”

      Vor cocked his head. “What do you mean?”

      Throm raised an eyebrow. “I presume you already know my history. I was a thug before I started this business. I wasn’t the only one in our family who stepped into a life of crime. Morg’s father did as well. However, his father abandoned him at an early age and was killed before he and Morg could reunite and mend their relationship. This seeded a unique fascination for the life of an outlaw. Morg always showed interest in the Quadras mobs, the Valley marauders, and the criminal elite.”

      “Every child bears some love for their father, no matter how far they’ve grown apart,” Doughas noted. “I guess you could say it was bound to happen.”

      “Perhaps,” Throm relented. “However, I didn’t expect it to happen this way. At first, he only watched movies and listened to music that glorified the lifestyle. I figured it was normal. All young folks go through a rebellious phase. Yet his fascination seeped into his language and fashion sense. He started using slang that could get him in trouble. I tolerated it. I stood by and watched it corrupt him.”

      Doughas poured a cup of water from a nearby pitcher, drank some, and asked, “Has Morg caused any trouble?”

      “All of the chaos here started because of his new lifestyle,” Throm explained. “He started avoiding work. Whenever he did come in, he was rude to the staff and would sometimes harm them physically. It got to a point where most of my staff quit. I’d had enough. I told him as much. In retaliation, he left and didn’t come back for days. He finally returned with a few of his marauder friends. Ah, wait, no. They weren’t marauders. Only kids like him pretending to be tough.”

      “I sense things got out of hand?” Vor asked.

      Throm nodded. “He and his companions barged in and started causing trouble. They demanded food and drinks. They harassed the staff. They were rude to the other customers. I had to step in. We exchanged blows.”

      Now that was a shock. Vor and Doughas traded looks that marveled at how Morg had the guts even to try fighting his uncle.

      “That couldn’t have ended well,” Doughas uttered. “All due respect, Throm, but you are you. Everyone knows how dangerous you are, even without your sight.”

      Throm knew it. “Of course, but my nephew was blinded by his ambition. His friends were also egging him on. I showed no mercy. I thrashed him—all of them, actually. It was the first time in a long time I’d gone that far physically. I regret hurting them and chasing them away.”

      Quixiolian looked up from her papers. “You had no other choice, sir. His friends were interfering. Without your intervention, a staff member or customer could’ve been hurt or killed.”

      Vor squinted at Throm. He had a feeling about where this conversation was headed. “Sir, if you want us to follow Morg and bring him in, we’ll respectfully have to decline. We can’t arrest him for ogre-on-ogre violence. You’d have to bring that to the Sentinels. It’s out of our jurisdiction. Even if we could take the case, we couldn’t arrest him. There’s no precedent in his actions to press charges. You already took care of the incident regarding his public disturbance, after all.”

      Throm shook his head, produced a folded sheet of paper from his pockets, and handed it to the partners. When Vor unfolded the sheet, they found a poster for an upcoming concert. The band name, Harridan, sprawled across the bottom in a font that resembled dark red blood. In the center was a gorgeous female elf. She wore all-black leather dashed with blood-red stripes, littered with spiky studs and golden skulls. A tricorn hat tipped up to reveal her face, and her arms were crossed with an ARC in each hand.

      Right behind her stood two ogres dressed like Valley barbarians. They were sparsely clothed in ripped leather with the same spikes-and-skulls motif as the elfess. One ogre carried a guitar decked from tip to base with razor-sharp blades.

      The other, holding up a pair of bones in place of drumsticks, was Morg.

      “What in the Quadras am I looking at?” Doughas spluttered.

      “It’s a concert poster,” Throm retorted. “Quixiolian spotted it and brought it to my attention.”

      Vor peered at the elfess. “Wait, is that who I think it is? That’s Feladrien ElanHudraith, right?”

      Quixiolian chimed in. “Yep. After months of staying away from the public spotlight, here she is with her new act, Harridan. It’s an outlaw rock group.”

      “Are you familiar with the genre?” Throm asked the duo.

      Doughas frowned. “What the heck is ‘outlaw rock,’ and why is Morg a part of this now?”

      “Outlaw rock is exactly what it sounds like,” Vor articulated. “It’s a form of heavy metal or thrash rock with a strong focus on rebellious imagery. It’s more about the outlaw lifestyle than the actual music. Fans could care less about the quality of the songs as long as the performers snub law enforcement and promote chaos.”

      Doughas hung his head. “I’ve lost all faith. We’re doomed. Call the humans. Let the apocalypse swallow us whole.” The dwarf pointed at the elfess in the center. “Who’s she?”

      Throm sighed. Vor and Quixiolian fixed Doughas with looks of astonishment and disappointment.

      “What? I like a different kind of music, okay?” Doughas tried to defend his ignorance.

      Quixiolian took over to explain. “She was a popular pop star. She was so famous that her records sold even outside the Quadras in some of the few surviving human settlements beyond the Valley. However, her fame went to her head. She and her recording label had a falling out. She started missing live gigs and was always drunk or high on stage. She kept pushing what she could legally do in a public event. Then she disappeared.”

      “Now she’s here, ditching her pop star look for something more…rebellious,” Doughas concluded when he got the picture.

      “How can we help with this?” Vor asked. “I see Morg, but what’s that got to do with us?”

      Throm got to his point. “Morg might not have done anything really against the law, but perhaps you can find some dirt on Feladrien and her bandmates. If there are enough charges to file against her, it could scare Morg and help set him straight. Plus, you’ll have another interracial case to solve.”

      “I see your point,” Vor noted. “I also see a million ways this could go south. Morg is young. As an elf, I’m still in the same stage of life. I know what he’s going through. That feeling like no one in the world is listening? I feel it too. This whole plan could explode in our faces.”

      Doughas raised an eyebrow as he faced Vor. He didn’t utter a word.

      Throm leaned closer. “It’s my fault. I accept that. I sheltered the boy too much, and I should’ve been tougher on him. But I’ll be damned if I watch Morg or his young friends die a bloody, ugly death over a handful of coins and senseless ideals they don’t fully understand. You have to help me with this.”

      Doughas sighed. Vor nudged him, and the two shared a look that said it all.

      There was no way they could refuse Throm on this.
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      Doughas

      Doughas pointed at a coffee shop as they drove past another block in the ogre quarter. “How about that one?”

      “Are you kidding me?” Vor looked disappointed. “Did you see the guy serving in there? He looked more like an auroch wrangler than a barista.”

      “Hey, Throm and Morg cook quite well, and they’re big for ogres,” Doughas pointed out.

      Vor shook his head. “I was talking about the elf.”

      Doughas swallowed. Hard. “That was an elf? Here I thought you were big.”

      Vor pumped his arms and showed off his biceps. “Yeah, you’d think that, wouldn’t you? I am pretty built for an elf. I’ll give you that. Oh, speaking of Throm and Morg—”

      Doughas raised a hand to cut him off. “I don’t know how in the Quadras we’re going to justify looking into that case. I mean, sure, there’s a way it could become a serious interracial concern, but it’s a weak link. At least right now. No matter how I spin the tale in my head, there’s no version that doesn’t get us kicked out of the Inquisitor-General’s office.”

      Vor’s head hung in defeat. “Yeah, but it’s Throm. We already gave him our word.”

      “You’re the one who’s going to tell the Inquisitor, not me,” Doughas insisted. “You’re the people person.”

      “People person?”

      Doughas made circles with his hand as he tried to explain. “It’s a human expression. I mean, you know, you’re better with folks. You’re the talkative one. You can come up with a way to convince the Inquisitor-General that Throm’s request is legitimate Inquisitor business.”

      Vor opened his mouth to protest, but another coffee shop grabbed his attention as they drove by it. “Oh, wait, that one! I bet Huala will love their coffee. They make a good blueberry cheesecake, too, by the way.”

      “Huala’s making dinner, so be on your best behavior,” Doughas reminded the elf as he started looking for a point to make a U-turn. He spotted one a half-mile ahead.

      “I’m always on my best behavior when dining with you guys,” Vor replied in glee. “Oh, do you mind if we grab a few sugar packets from the snack bar in the office?”

      Doughas gave Vor a blank look. “What?”

      Vor smacked a hand to his forehead. “Remember? I told you we need to grab some sugar packets on the way out of evidence.”

      “Evidence?” Doughas repeated dumbly.

      Vor blinked twice. “Oh, by the ancestors. You totally forgot we still have to drop by Evidence, didn’t you?”

      “I…uh…what?” Doughas fumbled.

      Vor reached into the secret compartment, extracted the pebble, and waved it in Doughas’ face. “We need to swing by the Bureau to hand this over, remember? So they can start processing the information.”

      Doughas slowed and parked at the curb in front of a small bank that was already closed for the day. “Oh, come on! The Bureau is all the way on the other side of the Quadras from here!”

      “It’s still on our agenda for the day. Work’s work.”

      Doughas planted his face in his hands and sighed. “Fine. All right, let’s go. I’m blaming you, though. You’ve got me so worked up on this thing with Morg.”

      Vor laughed. “Oh, and to shift things a little…I want to say thank you.”

      Doughas restarted the car and pulled onto the road. He took the U-turn he’d already identified and headed toward the Inquisitor’s Bureau at the Quadras center. “Huh? For what?”

      “For welcoming me into your home and your family.” Vor didn’t look Doughas in the eye. Instead, he stared blankly out the window at the passing buildings, pedestrians, and street lamps. “I know it’s not normal for dwarves to do that. You said so yourself.”

      “Well, you’re my partner,” Doughas offered. “We’ve been through a lot together. Besides, the kids like you. Huala likes you.”

      Vor raised a finger when Doughas mentioned his wife. “I need to thank her personally. If it wasn’t for her, I’d still be sleeping on your couch.” Huala had been a massive help to Vor as he worked out his financial problems.

      “Good thing you managed to clear your debts,” Doughas remarked. “Not that it bothered me. It wasn’t about having you around. We like you in our home. It’s just that I knew you still had some pride. You’re young, and you didn’t want to feel like dead weight.”

      Vor smiled. “I would say that’s presumptuous of you, except you’re right. I might be young for an elf, but that doesn’t mean I want to throw my honor and dignity out the window.”

      After scratching his chin in deep thought, Doughas tapped Vor’s shoulder. “Hey, that reminds me. You mentioned something back there with Throm about knowing what Morg’s going through. Sorry if I seem forthright, but what was that about?”

      Vor didn’t answer right away. He studied the dwarf’s expression, searching for a solid read of his thoughts. When he couldn’t get one, he sighed and relented. “Elves live long lives.”

      “Yeah, and the sky’s blue,” Doughas cracked.

      “Elves live long lives,” Vor repeated, unfazed by Doughas’ sarcasm. “I’m not even a century old. In their eyes, I’m just a pup. Even you call me a kid.”

      Doughas nodded in acknowledgment. “Sure, laddie, but only because you are younger than me. It’s not supposed to be discriminating or anything.”

      “I know, I know,” Vor grumbled. “To my race, though, I’m worse than a young elf. I’m everything they don’t believe in. Elves believe in wisdom and power through experience gained through centuries of waging secret wars within our dynasties. It gets worse for my family because I don’t live up to the pillars set by my father and his ancestors.”

      Doughas’ eyebrow went up. “What do you mean?”

      “My father’s a magistrate—a kind of judge,” Vor explained. “His father was a magistrate, and so were his brothers. Two of my cousins are magistrates. Those who aren’t judges serve in the elven senate. Guess who’s the only member of the VorKluvaith family to become a Justicar?”

      Doughas didn’t have to think about that or even answer it. Still, he pointed.

      “Yep,” Vor confirmed. “It’s not like I wanted to rebel or anything. I’m not that big of an idiot. It wasn’t for personal glory or to defy my father’s wishes, either. The thing is, my father later became a councilor, and he played fast and loose with the rules. Maybe I got my hot streak from him, you know? Not a lot of folks admired my father’s ways. They were unconventional, even though they got the job done.”

      “Well, I see you’re living up to his legacy in at least one way,” Doughas commented. “So why divert and become a Justicar? It led you down the path to Inquisitor.”

      Vor chuckled and nodded. “We already had a lot of relatives in politics. Like my family, I wanted to dip my hands in serving the public, albeit in a different way. I wanted a career where I could help the innocent, not judge the guilty.”

      “What went wrong?”

      “Let’s just say doing the right thing doesn’t always lead to good results,” Vor admitted. “I…I had a really messed-up case where I had to take down one of my cousins. It got even dirtier when the case led into a whole conspiracy unmasking the deep-seated corruption of power in elven politics and the legacy of elven dynasties.

      “I know I did the right thing. It was my job. But in the end, the whole elven community looked at me as if I’d betrayed the world. It was like I’d betrayed them for showing how ugly and dirty they’d become through millennia of complacency and corruption. I couldn’t stay in our family home anymore. It didn’t feel right. I had to leave, start fresh, and still try to make a difference. Continue helping folks.”

      Doughas didn’t utter a word after his partner finished. He drove in silence as he absorbed everything. Now it all made sense why Vor never asked for financial help from his family, despite being knee-deep in debt.

      I should’ve let him stay in our home a little longer, Doughas thought. The poor kid was spending all his money treating my kids, paying for some of our donuts while out in the field, and helping me with whatever I needed. He should’ve been spending it on his rent, food, and personal wants.

      Of course, Doughas was grateful for all that had occurred in the past year. Vor was family, as far as he was concerned.

      If only he knew how similar our life trajectories have been. Doughas wondered if there was any useful advice he could give the young elf. To his dismay, he couldn’t think of anything worth saying. If he were honest, he was in a similar boat with the same motions and thoughts every day. I need advice too.

      The duo remained silent for the rest of the drive. Doughas didn’t even have to ask Vor what he wanted when they stopped at a coffee shop drive-thru. The elf always asked for a double-shot cappuccino with an extra sugar packet. This time Doughas ordered the same, simply to try it and to contemplate in peace. To his surprise, the drink was stronger than he’d anticipated. He liked strong coffee.

      I might have to add this to my list of usuals. Doughas hid a grin as he realized how deeply Vor’s antics had become an integral part of his life.

      Before long, they reached the Bureau. Doughas maneuvered the car into the basement parking lot. Due to their rising popularity in the office, they’d been granted VIP parking spaces close to the entrance. The only downside was having to park right in front of the Inquisitor-General’s spot.

      There was no hiding from the boss.

      Doughas turned off the car, pocketed the key, and shifted to exit the Street Behemoth when Vor tugged his sleeve.

      “Eh?” Doughas mumbled in question.

      “I’ve been thinking it over on the way here,” Vor started. He finished his drink, maybe for confidence, and placed it in the passenger side door cup holder. “Are you…mad or something? I don’t know. It’s like you don’t approve of how I handled things.”

      Doughas’ heart sank in his chest. His knees weakened, and for a moment, he fought the urge to give his partner a tight hug. Instead, he replied, “I…no, it’s not like that. Not at all. I was only a little shocked.”

      “Shocked?”

      “At how similar our lives are,” Doughas elaborated. “There are differences, of course. I am older than you, but our tales aren’t so far off from each other.”

      Vor offered a confused expression.

      Doughas didn’t bother to continue. He grabbed the pebble from Vor and opened his door, so he could step out. “Come on. We need to submit this to Evidence, grab the forms to write the full report, and drive home because Huala’s waiting.”

      Vor clambered out, shut his door, and waited for Doughas to lock the car. After a beat, he rushed in front of the dwarf and stopped him from going inside. “Whoa, hold up a minute. You can’t start a story and leave me hanging. What do you mean, we have similar lives?”

      “What? Shove off. We have work to do,” Doughas tried to wave Vor away and take a step forward, but Vor slammed a foot down.

      “Oh, no. We’re not doing that again,” Vor insisted. “I remember how things went the last time. Come on, lay it on me.”

      Doughas smirked.

      “See? I know that expression,” Vor proclaimed.

      The dwarf didn’t budge, smile, or roll his eyes in frustration. He simply cocked his head and asked, “What expression?”

      Vor sighed. “I see you, seeing me see you.”

      “I have no idea what you’re saying,” Doughas intoned.

      “Don’t play dumb.” Vor dropped to a knee and tugged on the dwarf’s coat. “You’re going to kill me with the suspense. Think about it. I’ll be spending my nights alone back in my apartment—thank you for sorting that out, by the way—all alone on my bed, wracked with thoughts of this mystery. I’ll have nightmares. Nightmares, I tell you, until I know what you mean.”

      Doughas lightly pounded a fist to his forehead. It was fun for a minute. Now he’s being annoying. No, wait, that’s only Vor being Vor. He sighed and relented. “Let’s deal with this thing first. Come on. We need to get this down to Evidence.”

      “Okay, fine, whatever.” Vor let the dwarf pass.

      Doughas led the way into the building, past the processing department, and up a floor into Evidence. Unlike the evidence rooms for Justicars or other law enforcement groups, the Inquisitors had a whole floor dedicated to this one purpose.

      Doughas approached a lanky male goblin sporting an orange high-and-tight haircut. “Hey, Foghlan, ‘sup?”

      The goblin looked up from his desk and smiled from ear to ear. “Oh, hey! I was waiting for you guys. I got a call from Jagai. They said you guys got something to file. Oh, and did you hear about the pot?”

      Doughas handed Foghlan the rune pebble. “Oh, yeah, here. This is for Case A-3051-13b. Before you store it, can you run the contents and send me a copy of those files?”

      “Sure, no problem,” Foghlan replied.

      “What’s the pot up to now?” Doughas asked. Vor waved to signify that he wanted to know, too.

      The goblin laughed and wagged a finger. “It’s at sixteen hundred.”

      “That’s a lot of money. How many are in on this wager?” Vor asked.

      Foghlan squinted as he started counting in his head. “Uh, about thirty. I’m not sure if Krish is in too. I know Biggie joined. He put down fifty yesterday.”

      “Wait, does anyone even know how we’ll find out the answer? That’s a lot of folks betting, but how in the Quadras are we supposed to know who wins?” Vor realized the improbability of the Inquisitors’ wager. He also wondered if it was the right choice to join and gamble actual money.

      Maybe what the boss didn’t know wouldn’t hurt him. This pot was separate from the one for solving a tri-racial case. Given the nature of the bet, they hadn’t been at liberty to tell the Inquisitor-General about this little wager.

      Foghlan shot back an evil grin. “Everyone in the Bureau has to undergo a background check, and when I say everyone, I do mean everyone.”

      “Ah, so you figure somewhere in this building is a piece of paper that tells us about the Inquisitor-General’s hobbies,” Vor puzzled out loud. “I’m still betting he has none outside the Bureau. I’ll be taking the win on this gamble.”

      Doughas shrugged. “I figure he’s into boats.”

      “Boats?” Vor echoed. “There are no boats in the Quadras. I mean, other than for the lake in the elven quarter and the river that divides the sections. The ocean is an eternity and a day away. You’d have to cross human settlements to get there. Why do you think the Inquisitor would be into boats?”

      Doughas gave Vor a stern look. “You explained my reasoning. Most folks are amazed by things they can’t have. I think the boss spends time on miniatures or shows about sailing.”

      Foghlan stuck his tongue out. “I’m with the others betting that the boss is busy cooking on the side. He looks like the type to be as strict in the kitchen as he is at work.”

      “Well, that one makes sense,” Vor admitted. “I wouldn’t mind losing the bet to that.”

      “Oh, Doughas, do I send the files to your personal shardmail or your work one?” the goblin asked.

      Doughas responded without pause. “To my work shardmail. I want a copy for fidelity’s sake. Thanks, Foghlan. See you whenever.”

      “Bye, guys.” The goblin waved and got back to work as Doughas and Vor left the evidence department.

      They were headed down the stairwell when a small creature buzzed right past them. It was about half a foot tall with a wiry build and leathery skin. It leapt past Vor and nearly crashed into Doughas’ beard, then scaled up the wall and clung to the concrete with its claws. The creature paused and stared down at them.

      “A brownie,” Vor exclaimed in anger and disgust. “I thought we had decent pest control in here. Let’s get rid of it.”

      Doughas shivered as he watched the brownie continue to climb the stairwell wall. “Wait, what?”

      The brownie reared its head and hissed.

      Vor slapped a palm to his face. “I hate those things.”

      “It’s a pest with an ugly face. Who cares?” Doughas argued.

      Vor didn’t wait or offer any better reason. He pulled on Doughas’ collar and forced the dwarf to follow him up the stairs. Vor ran ahead, taking two steps at a time, but the wee folk was way too fast to catch on foot.

      Frustrated, Vor kicked the wall as hard as he could. The elf succumbed to instant regret with a howl of pain. Doughas had to cover his mouth to keep from laughing out loud.

      “Aren’t there supposed to be wet-nets or wee-spouts in this place?” Vor grumbled as he looked into the corners. There were a few surveillance shards but no anti-wee-folk measures. “Where does the budget for the Bureau go?”

      That was too much. Doughas clung to the railing and laughed.

      “What’s so funny?”

      Doughas sputtered and pointed. “What budget are you talking about? They spend all their money fixing the stuff we break when we’re out in the field. Someone’s got to cover the collateral damage.”

      “Hey, I don’t cause much chaos,” Vor retorted, then paused and thought about it. He raised a finger in self-defense, or maybe denial. “No, I’ll take the fall for the fireworks this time, but that only happened because I couldn’t grip the car, and the dust flew out of my hand.”

      Vor glanced up toward the brownie one last time. It was long gone. He sighed and patted Doughas’ shoulder. “Let’s get out of here.”

      Doughas waved off his lingering concern. “Don’t worry about the little bugger. It was probably some angry wee folk stalking for food.”

      “Sure,” Vor agreed. He only wanted to get out of the Bureau as quickly as possible. He’d started to feel sick thinking of all the work ahead of them. The only things on his mind were Huala’s cooking and a warm, comfortable night in a familiar bed.

      The duo descended the stairs and moved through the central processing department. Vor intentionally sped up, and Doughas followed suit. They were almost to the basement stairs when a female agent hollered for them.

      “Agent Ruiridh and Agent VorKluvaith!”

      “Five more seconds!” Vor cursed quietly. “Almost home free…almost.”

      Doughas glanced at him. “You win some, you lose some,” he said, turning to face the dwarfess. It was Agent Rhaena Uthuron. She and her partner, a goblin named Yui, had been on a hot streak for a couple of weeks, handling cases like unstoppable professionals. That ended when she slipped and accidentally spilled coffee on the Inquisitor-General’s uniform. Now she and her partner were on desk duty.

      “What’s up?” Doughas asked reluctantly.

      She handed him a folder with a file inside. “You guys caught one heck of a hot one.”

      “New case?” Vor peeked over Doughas to get a better look. “What is it?”

      “Dead goblin and two dead elves over at the Burb-burg,” Rhaena explained. “Bad timing, too. The bodies were found right where some rock band held a concert. Anyhoo, good luck, guys. You updated on the jackpot?”

      “It’s up to sixteen hundred,” Doughas said nonchalantly as he walked away. Vor jogged to catch up, and the two regarded each other with dread.

      “Are you thinking what I’m thinking?” Vor asked.

      Doughas nodded. “What are the odds that this has nothing to do with our wayward ogre?”

      Vor scratched his head. “Knowing our luck? I’d say slim to none, my dear dwarf.”

      Doughas slammed the folder shut and handed it to Vor. “Come on. I’ll have to call Huala and tell her we’ll be home late. She’ll understand.”

      “Darn it,” Vor whined as he followed Doughas down to the parking lot. “I was looking forward to a hot meal and a nice warm bed.”
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      Esselliar

      Vor sipped through his straw. The strawberry milkshake crawled up, and the elf stared impatiently at the concoction. When it finally reached the top, he slumped into his seat with a satisfied moan. “That hit the spot.”

      “You had one extra bit of cash, and you spent it on an expensive-as-hell milkshake?” Doughas shook his head in disbelief. He tromped down on the pedal, and the Behemoth picked up speed down the road.

      Vor pointed out the window. “Well, yeah. I need a touch of happiness, you know? Look at this dump. It’s so depressing here, I bet you even thunderstorms feel gloomy when they pass over. I don’t think this place has seen a rainbow since a minute past forever ago.”

      Doughas observed the neighborhood. The Burb-burg, as many referred to it, was a neighborhood caught between an urban downtown sector and the rural boondocks. It wasn’t empty and dead like the Valley, but it was as close as one could get without leaving the Quadras’ perimeters. Several trailer parks squatted here, littered with trash and overgrown weeds. Houses along the residential blocks seemed mostly abandoned or broken into. The few businesses here either limped along on their last legs or had already been shut down.

      Even the stench of the neighborhood was disturbing. After Doughas told a detailed story about a fight with a rogue Warden in a public restroom, Vor nearly puked and had to roll his window down. Now the Burb-burg’s iconic smell of trash and debris clogged his senses. There was a certain edge to it, like burned rubber or old spectrol left to dry in the sun.

      “Why can’t we ever catch cases in the nicer parts of town?” Doughas complained. “We always get the ones in the dirtiest, messiest places.”

      Vor shrugged. He wasn’t impressed by the pretty glamor in the better parts of the Quadras. “Let me tell you, it's no less dirty and complicated in other sectors. Just because the buildings look cleaner or the folks dress nicer doesn’t mean they aren’t as filthy.”

      “I think we’re close. Can you check that address again?” Doughas took a hand off the wheel and tapped the files that Vor held to his chest.

      Vor sipped his milkshake again and rested the drink in a cup holder. He flipped through the case files and ran a finger down a page. “Yeah, we should be close. We just passed Third and Hollens. It says the incident is on a lot by the corner of Seventh North.”

      “I have no idea where that is.” Doughas raised his hands in confusion, then gripped the wheel tightly and slowed the car down. He scanned the street signs—those still standing and legible.

      Vor shook his head in dismay. “Really? I’ve never been here either, but come on. If we’ve passed Third, we should keep driving down. I’m sure the road names follow some kind of logical flow. A few more blocks, and we’ll see it.”

      “Wow, thanks for the help,” Doughas replied with a heavy bit of sarcasm.

      “You’re welcome, darling.” Vor winked and stared out the window as they continued through the neighborhood. “Even if I lost my job as an Inquisitor and got buried under another mountain of debts, I don’t think I’d allow myself to live somewhere like this.”

      Doughas arched an eyebrow. “That so? Where would you go?”

      Vor shrugged. “I don’t know. Maybe I’d go to the Valley and work as a bounty hunter or a mercenary. I could get into that.”

      “You’re a good shot. I’ll give you that,” Doughas proclaimed. “However, you’re too…‘cheerful’ for that line of work.”

      “What do you mean?”

      Doughas grinned. “Catching perps is one thing. Killing bounties is another. You’re soft-hearted. Not built for that kind of thing.”

      “I seem to recall taking down a few goblins and an angry ogre with nothing but a gleamed dagger and my ARC,” Vor remarked.

      That stumped Doughas. Vor was right. Whenever they got entangled in a dangerous case, Doughas was one of the first to draw his weapon. Yet there was no denying that Vor charged into danger just as fast. The elf never pulled his punches, and he had some vicious kills under his belt.

      “You know what? You’re right. I apologize.”

      Vor closed his eyes and nodded in acknowledgment. “Apology accepted.”

      “Thanks. By the way, you might want to pull yourself together. I think we’re here,” Doughas announced.

      The elf sat up straight. They were pulling up to a large, abandoned lot strewn with scrap metal and rusted vehicles. A few piles of rotten trash and a couple of broken-down trailers enhanced the scene. There was a makeshift stage, but the lights were shattered, and several cables had been cut.

      “Whoever paid for that audio system must have one heck of a headache,” Vor theorized as they parked. “Somebody trashed this place.”

      Doughas pointed at a muddy area close to the stage where an elfess and a dwarfess stood looking down on a trio of corpses.

      “Huh. That’s a corpus collector,” Vor exclaimed when he spotted the elfess’ gold and black uniform. “At least we know our two dead elves aren’t rich or from an elite family.”

      “How so?” Doughas challenged.

      Vor pointed at the elfess. “If these were rich folks, we’d see a Gatekeeper. They’re hired by elites whenever an elf dies. Gatekeepers are the best when it comes to collecting the wandering specters of the dead. They do everything in their power to make sure the dead can transition to the afterlife, yadda-yadda and all that, without issue.”

      “And a corpus collector?” Doughas continued to interrogate.

      “They’re public servants,” Vor revealed. “They work with what they’ve got, and they’ve got very little. At most, they can collect an elf’s echo, which is more like the spiritual residue of their soul and not their actual spirit. Then they have to do a lot of paperwork to bring that echo to a necropolis. Gatekeepers go the extra mile to make sure the specter can shift seamlessly to their new phase of existence. Corpus collectors don’t have the tools for that.”

      Doughas made a moue of disgust. “Even when you guys are dead, there’s a noticeable divide between the rich and poor.”

      “The same goes for any race,” Vor pointed out. “The only difference is our dead can still complain.”

      Doughas turned off the car. Before he climbed out, he asked, “Wait, how come we’ve never asked a corpus collector or someone like that to interrogate the dead? Wouldn’t it be easier to solve cases if we could ask the victim who killed them?”

      “It doesn’t work that way,” Vor replied. “Most specters lose their memories, especially those pertaining to their last moments alive. Some can’t remember whole centuries. Those who do recall everything experience afterlife trauma and go crazy, even as specters. There’s never been a case solved by interrogating the dead. We’d become the laughingstock of the Quadras if we tried.”

      “Life’s never easy,” Doughas concluded as he stepped out of the Behemoth. Vor followed suit, and they waved at the two studying the crime scene.

      Doughas approached and flashed his Inquisitor’s badge. He felt silly doing that, knowing they could already be identified by their uniforms. These two were likely contracted by the Bureau, anyway. “Hello. 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.”

      “Hi there,” Vor greeted them with a wave and a smile.

      “You guys got something for us?” Doughas asked as he stepped closer to the corpus collector. “Dead elves?”

      “And a goblin,” the dwarfess clarified. “I’m an Inquisitorial medical examiner. Agent Khae. This is our contracted corpus collector, LiorQuin. It’s good you guys are here. Please tell her that we need to get moving.”

      Khae’s tone was condescending. Vor and Doughas shared a glance.

      LiorQuin threw her hands up in frustration. “Stop harassing me! It takes time to set this stuff up, and even when I finish, I still need to work it out so I can properly coalesce their spiritual residue. If we move the bodies now, I might not be able to finish the job. We’ll lose their specters forever.”

      “Well, we can’t stay here forever,” Agent Khae argued. She pointed at the corpses and the ground around them. There were footprints all over the place, some made by bare feet, along with hints that the bodies had been trampled on. “Look at this place. It’s highly compromised, and we’re in one heck of a dangerous neighborhood. I don’t want to stand here any longer than I have to. We’re moving them.”

      Vor raised a hand. “Hey, you don’t need to argue. My partner and I are here. Trust me; no one will barge in and cause trouble. We are armed.”

      “How much time do you need?” Doughas asked the elfess.

      LiorQuin opened a large leather bag and pulled out what appeared to be a radar on stilts. “This is a phantometer. I need to set it up to help me detect spectral coalescing.” She whipped out a candle. “This is a mortis candle. It’ll attract any wayward spirits back here. There’s a lot to work on, so give me as much time as you can.”

      Vor turned to Khae. “How about we let her finish up, and you can fill us in on what’s going on here?”

      “That’s reasonable,” Khae agreed.

      LiorQuin produced a pair of earphones from a pocket. She plugged one end into her shard and shoved the earpieces in place. After flipping through her shard programs, she picked a song and got to work.

      Once the corpus collector was deep into her task, Khae pointed at the bodies. “I can’t be a hundred percent sure until we do an autopsy at the Bureau or a nearby morgue, but it does appear that all three were beaten to death. As far as I can tell, the injuries come from a few heavy blows.”

      “That’s discounting all the jostling and extra trampling?” Doughas inquired. “I mean, it looks like somebody threw these guys around for fun.”

      Khae nodded. “There are a lot of post-mortem injuries, but the killing blows were concise, heavy strikes to the head.” She squatted beside the dead goblin. “Look here. This is a young male. He suffered multiple blows to the face, chest, and back. However, this blow killed him.” She pointed at an indent behind the goblin’s ear.

      “Someone hit him in the right spot to smash his skull,” the dwarfess elaborated. “The poor guy likely died from a brain hemorrhage and didn’t even notice. Now, look at this elf here. He died from a sudden blow to the head that not only crushed his skull but also snapped his neck. You can tell from the deep indents here on the parietal bone.”

      “Is that why his eyes popped out?” Vor questioned.

      Khae shrugged. “Most likely. The size of the injury doesn’t suggest blunt trauma from a weapon or a fist. It’s more like he was moving, maybe crawling or being pushed around, when he was—”

      “—head-stomped by a big, heavy boot,” Doughas finished. “Killed by an ogre?”

      Vor paused. Does Doughas think Morg or his bandmate was behind this?

      The medical examiner considered this and shook her head. “It’s logical to assume an ogre was behind this, but don’t discount the possibility of a trolled-out goblin or a really, really big dwarf.”

      “A dwarf with a size 14 foot?” Vor blinked. He was guessing on the foot size, but it never hurt to put a visual on an idea.

      “I’ve seen stranger things,” Khae contended. “The second elf was killed by a series of blows to the frontal bone. His forehead caved in.”

      Vor took one look and felt his milkshake coming back up. He bit his tongue to stop himself from puking. I’ve seen a lot of dead bodies in my life, but this is beyond gruesome.

      “Interesting,” Doughas noted as he knelt to study the corpse. He held the elf’s face and shifted the head so he could look at the other cheek and the back of the skull. “These guys were beaten pretty horribly.”

      The corpus collector cleared her throat loudly, and Doughas put the head down fast.

      “Quickly, too,” Khae elaborated again. “I can’t tell you for sure yet, but judging from the amount of post-mortem jostling and the freshness of the footprints, the perps acted fast and left in a hurry. If you look around, you’ll notice a bunch of other footprints too. People bailed out of here in a rush. The bodies would’ve gone unnoticed until they rotted and the smell disturbed the rest of the neighborhood. We happened to receive an anonymous tip, which is the only reason we got here in time.”

      Vor raised an eyebrow. Anonymous tip? Huh. The caller could’ve been someone attending the concert. Wait, no, there I go again, making conclusions too early.

      “Do we have some sort of ID?” Doughas inquired.

      The dwarfess nodded. “Yeah, we found cards on their bodies. We’re still running them through the system. You should get the information back from the Bureau. I can tell you the obvious, though. They were here for the concert. Look at their attire.”

      Vor cocked his head as he took another look. All three wore ripped clothing and black leather covered in spikes and metal studs. He touched one of the spikes and was shocked to discover it wasn’t real. The accessories were plastic and foam.

      “Fake marauder gear,” Khae confirmed.

      “So they were into the music but not so much the lifestyle,” Vor surmised. “Probably here trying to have fun and party. That isn’t why folks get into outlaw rock, though. You can’t only dress the part. The rebel lifestyle is a huge component of it.”

      Doughas glanced at LiorQuin. “Hey, how much longer do you need?”

      The elf popped one of her earphones off and replied, “It’ll take about an hour before I can stabilize the etheric presence in the area.”

      Vor grumbled a bit. “I don’t want to stick around that long. I’m tired.”

      “I hear you,” Doughas answered, though he was already walking around and inspecting the footprints. “Since we’re here anyway, we might as well look around. There could be further clues that paint a full narrative of what happened.”

      “You could ask the Vale Rangers,” Khae suggested. “We got two of ‘em. They responded late, of course, but you’ll find them behind the stage. They were supposed to supervise us here, but you know how they get.”

      Haven’t even talked to them, and I already don’t like them.

      Vor and Doughas gave Khae and LiorQuin space to finish their work. They walked around the back of the ruined stage, where they found a junk pile of destroyed audio equipment, broken lights, steel bars, and scrap metal. Two goblins with Vale Rangers badges sat on a pile of old tires.

      “Hi there,” Doughas greeted them. “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.”

      “Hey.” Vor waved.

      The goblins looked up and nodded. One of them smoked a cigar as thick as Throm’s finger that made the other’s cigarette look tiny in comparison. Each had holstered ARCs and rows of throwing daggers strapped to their chests.

      “I’m Deithlon. This is Skaeryon,” the one with the cigar revealed. “How can we help you, Inquisitors?”

      At least they have some sense of courtesy. Vor gestured at the crime scene. “What can you guys tell us about all that over there?”

      “Citizens got wild. Citizens got killed,” Skaeryon answered with a nonchalant shrug. He played with the cigarette in his mouth and tried to generate a thick cloud of gray smoke. It wasn’t amusing, and the Ranger ended up coughing.

      “How did this happen without an immediate response?” Vor had to ask, though he suspected he knew the answer. “Weren’t any of you guys patrolling or doing regular field checks?”

      Both goblins burst out laughing. Deithlon wagged a finger at Vor, took a puff out of his cigar, and blew the smoke directly at the Inquisitors. “We ain’t paid for that kind of work, elf. We’re Vale Rangers, not some fancy Warden or Justicar. We don’t do patrols. We hunt. We go where the money’s at, not toward nuisance prey that wastes our time and effort. This ain’t one of your cushy Quadras jobs.”

      “Cushy?” Doughas repeated with a raised eyebrow and a gaping mouth.

      “You think we’d come here for no good reason?” Deithlon spoke with slow sarcasm, toning it down as if the Inquisitors were children. “We work for bounties, not for a regular monthly salary like you folks. There’s no bounty here. Only dead folks who shouldn’t have been in an event like this in the first place.”

      Skaeryon nodded and added, “If it was up to me, I would’ve ditched this place hours ago. We only came here because our boss, Ranger JunRazelien, told us to check it out and assist. Now that you guys are here, I figure it’s time my partner and I fly out.”

      “Are you kidding me?” Tension rose in Vor’s chest, and the heat built up to his neck. “If at least one of you had been here doing a better job protecting the area, these kids might still be alive.”

      “That ain’t our concern, elf,” Deithlon retorted. He stood, stepped up to Vor, and prodded the elf’s chest with a finger. “If I don’t see a pot of gold at the end of this rainbow, my partner and I are going back to the barracks so I can catch up on my favorite show and get some shut-eye. I don’t want to be bothered again unless it’s for a whole freaking stack of cash.”

      Vor rubbed his thumbs against the tips of his fingers. I should gleam my dagger and smack him with the pommel. That’ll teach him some manners.

      The thought alone was enough to shock Vor. He’d never considered harming another individual, even criminals, except when his life or the lives of others were on the line. All this stupid mercenary talk was getting to him. Not because these Rangers were playing tough, but because of the pride they took in being hard-headed buffoons.

      “Hey, laddie, let’s leave ‘em be, eh?” Doughas interrupted. He squeezed his hand between Vor and the Ranger, urging the elf to take a step back. “We’ll go around the area and see what else we can find. There’s bound to be something these guys and the medical team missed.”

      Vor gritted his teeth and stared down at the Vale Rangers. He wanted nothing more at that moment than to hit them with a good, solid punch. Doughas was right, though. The elf spat on the ground and stepped away.

      “Where do we look?” he asked Doughas.

      The dwarf pointed at the lot and to the trailers around them. “The neighbors are starting to poke around and gossip. I say we take one quick look and be done with it. I don’t know. Maybe it’s only a case of fans getting too wild at a concert. It could be nothing.”

      “Or it could be tied to that rock star and to Morg,” Vor added. “Which means there could be more to this story than the evidence so far provides.”

      That was the horrible truth he wanted so desperately to avoid.

      Doughas checked the area around the stage. As he did, Vor headed to where the crowd had been. He studied the mud and the footprints one more time. It was all a mess. Nothing made sense. He realized that this whole section was a mosh pit before the fight broke out. People at the concert would’ve been bumping into each other, screaming, waving their arms to the music, and body-slamming into each other. It was a rock concert, and outlaw rock at that.

      Not everyone who attended this concert arrived on foot, right? Vor walked to the edge of the crowd area and looked for vehicle tracks. There were a few here and there, but nothing seemed to stand out. Most of the attendees seemed to have arrived in small vehicles. Prints on the ground led out of the lot, indicating that some had walked to get there. Unfortunately, the grass in the other section was trampled down. They must’ve run in a hurry once the violence erupted, but there was no way to confirm that hypothesis.

      Wait a minute. Vor glanced down from the stage at approximately a forty-five-degree angle. The ground around him was muddy, but there weren’t many footprints. Curious, he headed to the opposite side of the stage and found a similar pattern.

      “Hey!” he called to Doughas.

      The dwarf came running. “Sorry. Nothing but junk on my end. You got something?”

      “Sort of.” Vor pointed at the ground. “Look, there aren’t a lot of prints here. That’s kind of weird since this is an excellent audience spot. It’s got a great view of the stage.”

      Doughas looked from the ground to the stage, to the corpses. They were about fifteen feet away and directly in front of the stage, clear as day from where he and Vor stood.

      “You’re right,” the dwarf commented. “Why would there be fewer attendees here? I get that some would want to crowd the stage and rock out with the band, but otherwise, this is the spot to be.”

      Vor nodded. “It’s a little suspicious. That’s what I thought too until I realized what else might be standing here.”

      Doughas got the point. Vor could’ve sworn he saw a light bulb flash in the dwarf’s head.

      “A capture-corder!” Doughas exclaimed. “There was a corder here and a film crew to run it.”

      “That’s why there are so few prints,” Vor confirmed. “Someone recorded all of this. Nobody wanted to stand here because the equipment was in the way.”

      “Wait. If there was a cording crew, there must be a corder here somewhere,” Doughas stated.

      Vor scrunched his nose. “Yeah, unless the crew packed up and ran off as soon as the trouble began.”

      “Well, we can’t know for sure until we look around,” Doughas said with a shrug. “Between all the tall grasses and muddy holes in this place, we’re bound to find something.”

      There was nothing else to do, so Vor figured it wouldn’t hurt to look around. To his surprise, it didn’t take long to spot something. He’d found what he was hoping to. When did that ever happen? He never got this lucky.

      “Found a mini capture-corder,” Vor shouted as he squatted next to the device buried in mud. He took a pair of gloves out of his pocket, donned them, and pulled.

      Doughas hopped over to help. It took a bit of digging since the corder was deep in the ground. Even before they had it in their hands, it was apparent the device had been trampled on. When they finally got it free, it wouldn’t turn on. The viewing lens had been smashed, and many of the buttons were cracked.

      “Well, that’s a dump,” Doughas muttered.

      Vor shook his head. “I bet someone in the Bureau can get this working. If they can’t, maybe they can pull the crystal keeper out and transfer the video onto a larger viewer. I don’t think this kind of corder uses rune pebbles for video storage. It’s an older model.”

      “They all look the same to me,” Doughas maintained. “You’re right, though. We might as well bag it and see what the boys can do. Here.”

      Doughas produced an evidence bag, and they sealed the small capture-corder in it. Doughas concealed the bag in one of the many large pockets in his trench coat. “Is there anything else? I think the corpus collector is almost done with her work. Agent Khae already called an ambulance to take the bodies to the morgue.”

      “I think that’s it, then,” Vor pronounced. “We won’t know what else we can do until Evidence goes over this. Do you think Huala still wants me over for dinner? I’m dying for hot stew.”

      Doughas chuckled. It was a rare moment, but he found Vor’s levity and sense of humor oddly appealing. “I think so. Come on, let’s wrap things up here so we can book it and—”

      “Over here!” a shrill voice screamed.

      Doughas and Vor shared a glance before looking to the other end of the lot. A big and tall female dwarf stood there, hollering and waving them over.

      “What in the Quadras?” Vor ground out.
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      Doughas

      A large crowd of residents had gathered around the dwarfess. She was unusually tall for a dwarf and built like a boulder with legs. Doughas had seen a lot of tough female dwarves in his life, but this particular one made him feel tiny. He wasn’t used to this feeling and didn’t want to get any more acquainted with it.

      “Come over here. I know all about the murdering of those poor bastards,” the dwarfess shouted at the Inquisitors. Her statement sent murmurs rippling through the crowd.

      “I think you ought to talk to her,” Vor whispered.

      “What? Why me?” Doughas asked defensively.

      “She’s a dwarf. You’re a dwarf. The sky is blue. One plus one is two,” Vor explained.

      “Stop making it about race,” Doughas quipped as they started over. “You’re the one with the good looks and charming attitude. Remember how this goes? I do battle tactics, and you do talky-talky.”

      Vor hung his head in defeat. Doughas was right. That had always been their dynamic. To be fair, in the year they’d been together, that dynamic worked.

      “Okay, fine. I’ll do the talking,” Vor told Doughas. “But if fists start flying, you better have some kind of plan. The last thing I want is to die in some awful trailer park lot.”

      Doughas gave him a thumbs-up, and they strolled up to the dwarfess.

      “I’m Agent Vor,” Vor greeted. “This is my partner Grumpy. You were saying something about those folks who died over there?”

      Doughas shot Vor an exhausted look. Vor smiled.

      The dwarfess nodded and opened her mouth to speak. Even from a few feet away, Doughas made out the rotten teeth. It wasn't easy to stand still.

      “That ol’ hag’s got nuthin’ worth spillin’,” another person interrupted. Their voice was shrill, like an untuned violin. Doughas fought the urge to cover his ears.

      “Erm, who said that?” Vor asked as he surveyed the crowd.

      There was a brief commotion, and someone in the back started shoving folks out of the way. Eventually, a tall, lanky female goblin stepped out. She was as filthy as a mud puddle, with bits of food trapped in her long hair and dirt on her skin, indicating that she hadn’t bathed in a while. Doughas couldn’t decide which one between her and the dwarfess had a worse sense of hygiene. However, he concluded they were both smelly and visually distracting.

      “This ol’ scruff is a liar,” the goblin grunted. “Ah, and I means it too. She’s a four-time cheating hag who can’t keep her legs closed for one darn second. I bet you she’s here talking nonsense to you good folks while she’s got somebody’s husband tied to her bed this very freakin’ second. I means it, and I means it good. I ain’t no good-for-nuthin’ liar.”

      The dwarfess spat on the ground and raised a fist against the goblin. “Hey, this ain’t no business of Frorn, so move your ugly, flat butt out of here. Git!”

      The crowd went wild. Some suggested that the two exchange blows. Others mumbled, “Here we go again” and “What’s it about this time” as the combatants inched closer to each other.

      “What in the Quadras?” Doughas whispered, and Vor replied with a confused shrug.

      “Is she at it again?”

      Doughas looked toward the voice behind him. The two goblin Rangers were approaching.

      “Ah, deputies,” Vor declared with noticeable grit. “You guys arrived just in time. Do you mind helping us break this up before it gets ugly?”

      “Are you nuts?” Deithlon laughed and lightly punched his partner. “Look at these two morons, thinking we’d willingly stop our evening entertainment. You Inquisitors. You have no idea how fun it is to see these two go at it. It’s a regular show ’round these parts. Of course, you’d never know, seeing as you never go out this far where the real danger’s at. You deal with the cushy princess jobs back in the city.”

      This time Doughas stepped forward, his hands balled into fists. Vor intercepted and halted his companion before fists could fly.

      At least he was able to stop Doughas. The dwarfess had enough of the female goblin’s interference and slammed her forehead into her opponent’s face. There was a loud crack, and before anyone knew what was happening, the ladies were on the ground exchanging blows.

      Most of the neighbors cheered them on instead of trying to break up the fight. Others walked away. No one interfered, let alone the two deputies. Instead, the Rangers were making bets on who would win the fight. Doughas was disgusted and on the verge of pulling out his ARC to end the chaos.

      “Oh, come on, folks,” Vor exclaimed as he raised his hands. “No one? Really? Somebody help us stop this.”

      Some of the folks looked at Vor, then at Doughas, then at the two fighting women. No one stepped in, however.

      “All right, that’s enough. Both of you, get up!” Doughas stepped toward the fight. However, he barely got a foot closer when the ladies rolled and nearly slammed into him. He hopped back to avoid a collision. Once he was clear, he fiddled with his uniform, trying to straighten it. That was when the gobliness punched the dwarfess in the face and sent her sprawling into Doughas. Both dwarves tripped and fell face-first into a puddle of sticky mud.

      Vor tiptoed closer. He raised an eyebrow and peeked over the heads of those standing in his way. He burst out laughing at the sight of Doughas on the ground, covered in mud. “I thought we were stopping them, not joining in.”

      Doughas spat out a mouthful of dirt. “You’re getting some of this, too. Help me handcuff them.”

      “Look, now they want to arrest us,” the dwarfess shouted at her goblin foe. She stood and pointed at Vor. “You thinks they’re gonna feed us nice warm food in the precinct? I don’t like jail food. I blame youse for this and that!”

      “Oh, really? Don’t blame me when you’re the one who tripped all over the handsome dwarf officer!” the goblin responded before she charged and slammed her whole body into the dwarfess. Both tumbled to the ground and once again began exchanging blows.

      Vor assisted Doughas to his feet. “Well, that’s one way to get your hands dirty on a case,” he commented.

      Deithlon laughed and patted Doughas’ shoulder. “Here I thought my partner was the biggest moron this side of the Quadras. Thank you for the entertainment, Inquisitors.”

      “Did you miss your ABCs show or something?” Doughas retorted as he collected his bearings.

      Deithlon glared. “You say something smart, Inquisitor?”

      “I would, but I fear it’ll fly right over your head,” Doughas quipped.

      Vor smacked his own forehead. “Great, now we’re fighting too. Anyone else want to join in? There’s a bunch of scrap metal. Let’s all start whacking each other.”

      “Don’t play dumb, elf,” Skaeryon insisted in a semi-serious tone.

      “At least you’ve got the wits to know when I’m being sarcastic,” Vor shot back. “Maybe we can insult each other to death and call it a night.”

      There was another loud crunch. The two ladies were still smacking each other senselessly. Simply watching it was exhausting. He wasn’t sure if they were fighting or simply yelling and soft-slapping each other at this point. All the mud and public attention seemed to have weakened the intensity of their blows.

      “That’s enough!” a loud, sharp voice cut through the air. The crowd dispersed, folks running to their trailer homes. As the area cleared, a well-dressed elf approached the sordid scene.

      “Whoa,” Vor remarked.

      The elf was male and clearly older than Vor, with a clean high-and-tight hairstyle. The only lengthy portion of his hair was a tally braid running from the back of his head over his shoulder, a clear indicator of a successful warrior and hunter. The elf wore a military uniform similar to the Vale Rangers but well-kept and ironed. Tactical magitech armor covered the uniform, and he carried a long, high-capacity ARC rifle at his side. Even the way he walked exuded elegance and power.

      “Don’t introduce him to the Inquisitor-General. They’ll fall in love,” Doughas whispered as he straightened and made a pointless attempt to tidy himself.

      “I said, that’s enough.” The elf stepped between the brawling ladies and broke them apart with a single push. They both channeled the intention to lunge one more time but stepped back as soon as they recognized who’d intervened.

      “Everyone else, go home,” the elf commanded.

      The few remaining bystanders had some collective guts. Some complained while others shouted light insults. This was their territory, they said. They could do what they please, they said. The newcomer didn’t care. He simply glared until they got the idea. Soon enough, the bystanders did as they were told.

      This guy’s got some clout here. They clearly know who he is. Doughas wiped his hand and reached out to greet the newcomer. “Hi, there. Thank you for intervening. 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.”

      “Nice to meet you.” Vor waved.

      “I’m JunRazelien of the Vale Rangers,” the elf replied curtly. He cast a glower at his subordinates, Deithlon and Skaeryon. “You two. You let this get out of hand.”

      Deithlon pointed at Doughas and Vor. “Why blame us, sir? The Inquisitors were here too.”

      “They’re not here to watch over the neighborhood,” Ranger JunRazelien fired back in a low, angry tone. “That’s your job. This happened on your watch. Take these two ladies and bring them to the Ranger station for questioning or a transfer to the Inquisitor’s Bureau. Git.”

      “Aye, aye, sir!” the goblin deputies answered in unison, both with a salute, and they got to work. The Rangers handcuffed the pair and brought them to a nearby vehicle for transport. Half a dozen other Rangers, some of them ogres, stood ready for JunRazelien’s command. They were all armed to the teeth.

      JunRazelien addressed the Inquisitors. “If I were you, I wouldn’t waste time trying to charge those two with anything, despite the disturbance and their interference with a crime scene.”

      Vor raised a hand in rebuttal. “I’m sorry, but we kind of need to. We’re bringing them in for questioning, particularly the dwarfess. I’m not exactly sure we need the goblin. She jumped in and caused the whole fistfight.”

      JunRazelien sighed. “I don’t think you get it, Inquisitor. Those two are the most unreliable narrators you’ll find ‘round these parts. You can always depend on my deputies to be morons who’ll say anything for their own benefit, but those ladies are far worse. They might tell you the truth one day and then lie to your face the next.”

      Doughas wasn’t so sure. “The dwarfess said she knew something about the murders. We need to get that on record and file whatever she says.”

      “It’s a waste of time,” JunRazelien told them. “She’s a clanless dwarf named Tuwa Jakkid. Gets into a lot of fights. I can tell you right now she only said what she did to cash in on any kind of reward.”

      “Reward?” Vor echoed.

      The Ranger nodded. He pointed at the vehicle already on its way out of the neighborhood. “She’ll commit any crime, say any lie, and jump into any kind of heat for her ogre lover, Frorn. The sad thing is he only comes around whenever he needs something, and she’s always willing to give whatever she’s got. You can take her in for questioning, sure, but half of what she says is pure fabrication, rumors, or too vague to be useful.”

      Doughas was ready to give up. Vor wasn’t. The elf noted, “If half of what she says is a lie, that means the other half is somewhat truthful, right?”

      Doughas thought about his partner’s statement. Well, that does make sense. I guess we’re in for swimming through an ocean of crap to find a nugget of truth.

      “Ah, you know what? Go ahead and take her later,” JunRazelien offered. “She’ll be your problem, not mine.”

      “That sounds reasonable,” Vor replied.

      “Did you guys find anything else? I doubt my deputies searched the area or interrogated any of the neighbors.”

      Doughas’ mind went to the capture-corder. There was no telling what kind of footage was still on it, provided anything was left after the trampling it received. The Bureau’s magitech department would have a field day trying to retrieve footage from it. Given the uncertainty of his evidence, he didn’t want to tell the Ranger about it yet.

      Vor was about to answer when Doughas stepped on his toe to silence him. The elf’s words distorted into a yelp of pain.

      “Oh, we found nothing,” Doughas answered before Vor could get another word in. He pressed a finger against Vor’s lips and confidently stepped closer to JunRazelien. “But if you guys discover anything later or if another witness turns up, don’t hesitate to let us know.”

      JunRazelien squinted at Doughas and sniffed. The Ranger flinched, almost as if in pain, and his look expressed concern and distrust.

      Ah, crap. I forgot that Rangers can smell when someone is lying. It was too late to take his words back, however. Doughas held his ground.

      Fortunately, the Ranger didn’t press further.

      “I’m already wasting my time here,” JunRazelien announced. “You’re free to stick around with the corpus collector and your medical examiner, but I want this area cleared out sooner rather than later. We’ll keep the, uh, witnesses at the station for two days. We can’t hold them longer than that. They’re not charged with anything, after all.”

      The Ranger saluted and started to walk away. “My men and I have somewhere else to be. The Valley needs us.”

      Unsatisfied, Vor called him out. “What? That’s it? You’re going to ride off into the night and play bounty hunter?”

      Oh, crap. Why? Doughas wanted to smack Vor in the back of his head.

      The Ranger turned, his eyes cold and exhausted. He glared and pointed at Vor. “You’re a child pretending to be a warrior. I’ve got no time for your petulant jeers.”

      Now that’s an insult too far. Doughas stepped forward and opened his mouth. However, Vor pushed him back and shook his head.

      “What?” Doughas whispered to his partner.

      “Let him go,” Vor rasped, all the luster and fire gone from his voice.

      Doughas figured it was best to stop fighting and go home.

      JunRazelien nodded and headed back to his team of deputies. Doughas and Vor watched as they huddled for one more briefing. About fifteen minutes later, they drove away.

      Throughout that period, Vor kept silent. He stood a few feet away from the corpus collector and watched as she worked. Doughas gave Vor the space he needed and monitored the medical examiner. With nothing else to do but watch, Doughas grabbed his shard and typed the day’s report. It took another hour, but he was able to send it to the Bureau.

      By then, Khae and LiorQuin had wrapped up their work and prepared to leave. Khae asked for assistance getting the bodies in a transport vehicle, which Vor and Doughas obliged without complaint.

      The first few rays of the morning sun broke through the clouds by the time they returned to their car. As soon as they sat down, Vor yawned and regarded Doughas with deep-seated sorrow.

      “Did you see the tally braid on that Ranger?” Vor asked. He stared blankly out his window, his attention on the clouds above.

      Doughas shrugged. “What about it?”

      “It’s a sign he’s had several successful hunts,” Vor explained. “Only the best earn the right to such a braid. I’ve never achieved that kind of honor.”

      “You’re an Inquisitor, not a Vale Ranger,” Doughas pointed out. “And excuse me, but you do deserve that kind of honor. The only difference is that the Inquisitor-General gives us a scolding instead of a fancy braid. Our most fanciful ritual is getting kicked out of his office with little to no paperwork to do.”

      Vor smirked. Doughas was right.

      “Oh, and you don’t need to say it,” Doughas told the elf. “I’m tired too.”

      Vor nodded. “I’ll, uh… You know what? Drop me at the station. I’ll take the train to my apartment.”

      Doughas stared at his partner, then glanced at his shard to check the time. He patted Vor’s shoulder. “Hey, why not come over anyway? You can have breakfast with the family and crash in our spare room upstairs.”

      Vor’s face transformed. His eyes lit up, and a broad smile burst out. “Wait, are you serious? I mean, isn’t that room reserved for extended family?”

      Oh, shut it. Don’t make me blush here, Vor. Doughas turned away, hoping to hide his grin. “You left some laundry at the house anyway. Plus, it’s cheaper to bring you over. You know how much spectrol it costs to drive you all the way to the elven quarter and circle back to the Quadras center so I can get home?”

      “You love me,” Vor chided. “Admit it, you ugly oaf. You love me too much to leave me.”

      Doughas yawned and pointed at the glove box. “Whatever, you lanky piece of walking wood. Hide the capture-corder down there, will you? Let’s get out of here.”

      “Let’s,” Vor affirmed and leaned back in his seat as Doughas drove off.
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      “Settled in?” Huala asked.

      Vor smiled at the dwarfess. “Yeah, Doughas brought my coat and stuff upstairs. I hope it’s okay with you that I stay over for a bit. Doughas insisted I use the family guest room, which he hasn’t shown me yet. I guess he’ll get to it.”

      Huala, who had jet-black hair with blonde streaks, sat opposite him at the dining room table. Her deep red lips curved in a warm smile that reflected in her emerald eyes. It was heart-melting, and the elf realized how comfortable he felt in this dwarven home.

      “Again, thank you,” Vor told her as Huala began fixing up her coat. “Are you going somewhere, by the way?”

      She hummed her affirmation, accompanied by a nod. “I need to take the children out for their clan classes. There’s some paperwork for Sierla, too.”

      “Clan classes?” Vor repeated. “I thought dwarves home-schooled their kids. Isn’t it like a tradition because of how tightly knit you guys consider family and all?”

      Huala reached for a mug and started making coffee. “Yep! That’s how it is. However, we are part of a large clan, and there are traditions to learn and maintain. Clan classes teach the younglings about our clan’s traditions, rules, and more. It’s only once a week, and it’s a good way for the children to interact with their clanmates. They even have competitive sports.”

      Interesting. They’re a closed race that does things away from the public eye, but they still value some social aspects. Vor grinned. When he noticed Huala was confused, he explained, “Oh, I was only thinking how elves could pick up a thing or two from you guys.”

      “Elves run things differently?”

      “Very much, or at least I think so,” Vor answered. Huala handed him a mug of coffee, and he eagerly took a sip. “This is good. But yeah, we have all sorts of academies and divisions and hierarchies. It’s a nuisance, to be honest. I think we need to trim it down. Maybe we shouldn’t take it as far as you dwarves do, but some cleanup would help our society function. As it is, there’s nothing but backstabbing and deception.”

      Huala paused and gave him a longing look as if she was staring deep into his soul. Despite that, it didn’t feel intrusive or odd. It felt warm and comforting.

      “Give it time,” she asserted. “I know time is a commodity elves have in abundance, but there’s spending time and making good use of it. Perhaps one day, you folks will take a turn for the latter.”

      “One century at a time,” Vor professed with a hopeful salute of his mug. He took another few sips and looked around. “Where’s Doughas?”

      “Doughas is right here,” his partner replied as he entered the dining room. He wasn’t alone, either. Now dressed in a comfortable, sleeveless shirt that showed off his tattoos and scars, Doughas was accompanied by two of his children. One was a girl roughly in her tweens with Doughas’ dark auburn hair and her mother’s green eyes. This was Sierla, the eldest of the children. The other was Neasha, Doughas’ third child, who sported bright red hair and a smile that stretched across her face.

      “Oh, thank you for helping the girls get ready,” Huala told Doughas. She started handing out wrapped food to the girls, which they grabbed and placed inside their sling bags. Huala turned to her husband. “Where are the others?”

      “Tuierrhas is ready. He’s just holding Brid,” Doughas answered. Brid was their youngest daughter, still a toddler. Tuierrhas, their eldest boy, was only a year younger than Sierla. “Oisin and Odrin are… Actually, I don’t know. Sierla, can you go check on your brothers?”

      Sierla wiped her forehead, feigning exhaustion. “Sure thing. I bet they’re wrestling again.”

      “If they are, I’m betting on Odrin,” Vor proclaimed as the girl headed down a long hall toward the bedrooms.

      Doughas let out a deep, hearty laugh. “Really? I’m waging my coin on Oisin. The lad’s got huge muscles.”

      “Both of them do,” Vor contended. “They’re like you, only a few centuries younger. Tuierrhas is a good boy, too, though he’s way too tall. I mean, seriously, how tall can a dwarf get?”

      Doughas scratched his chin in thought. “He’s taller than I am. There are some pretty tall dwarves, though. Remember the one we encountered at the trailer lot? She was almost as tall as a human.”

      Huala prodded Doughas. “You guys met a tall dwarfess?”

      “She was a disaster on two legs,” Vor assured. “I know we’re not allowed to talk shop here, especially with the kids. Let’s just say one of our witnesses is a walking, talking barrel.”

      Huala and Doughas both laughed. Vor wondered how much trouble Tuwa Jakkid and the gobliness were currently causing the Vale Rangers. The mere thought was a touch of vengeance for the awkward conversation he’d had with JunRazelien.

      “He’s not wrong,” Doughas remarked. He helped his wife fix her hair as Sierla returned with Tuierrhas and the other two boys, Oisin and Odrin. Tuierrhas held Brid in his arms in a baby carrier that Huala had woven herself.

      “Father,” Tuierrhas called. “Oisin and Odrin have been at it again. They crashed into Brid’s other crib.”

      “It broke,” Sierla added.

      “It did not,” Oisin defended and punched Odrin’s shoulder. “Come on, tell them we didn’t break it.”

      “We didn’t break it,” Odrin asserted, then slammed a fist into his brother. “That hurt, by the way. Stop it.”

      “You stop it,” Oisin shot back as he wrapped an arm around his brother’s neck.

      Vor looked at Doughas with helpless glee. “They’re your kids.”

      Doughas shared a glance with Huala. “True.”

      “Oh, by the way, I need you to stay here for the day,” Huala informed Doughas. “I’m picking up some forms we both need to sign. They’re for Sierla’s internship, the one at the clan records office. If you’re around and we both sign them, I can submit them today when I pick up the kids from their clan classes.”

      Doughas saluted with two fingers. “Yes, ma’am. I’m definitely staying in today. Vor and I have work to do, but we’re going to catch up on some much-needed sleep.”

      “Eat first, Dad,” Sierla told her father.

      “I will,” Doughas said and kissed each of his kids on the forehead. The boys weren’t as fond of the gesture, but he retaliated with a light fist bump. “You knuckleheads. Go, and don’t give your mom a lot of trouble.”

      The children made their farewells and exited the house. Doughas pulled Huala back and gave her a long, deep kiss on the lips. She responded by squeezing his butt cheek enough to make him jump. She gave it a slap, winked, and left.

      After Doughas shut the door and the partners were alone, Vor shot him a look of confusion and amazement.

      “What?” Doughas demanded.

      “N-nothing,” Vor stuttered and went back to drinking his coffee. “Huala said there’s food, but I didn’t want to eat without you.”

      Doughas opened the fridge. He pulled out a chilled bowl of stew, transferred it to a pot, and heated it over the stove. As he waited for the food to heat, he set the table. By then, the stew was ready, and he served them a hefty amount for breakfast.

      “Thanks,” Vor expressed. “Not only for breakfast but for letting me crash here. It’s always good to see the kids and Huala.”

      Doughas sniffed at his food and dug in. He ate for a good minute or two before he paused to reply. “It was economical. Plus, I get to talk shop in the house for once. That does bring me to one important topic. What do you think about the capture-corder?”

      “I gave it a quick look,” Vor answered between mouthfuls. “It took a beating, but there’s a small, enclosed slot for a pebble. That surprised me since I thought it was an older model. The device itself is in ruins, but maybe we can extract something from the pebble. I don’t want to touch it, though. I’ll let the guys in Evidence take the fall in case it’s damaged and the Inquisitor-General loses his patience.”

      “Fair enough,” Doughas rejoined. “Do you think we’ll find anything useful?”

      Vor nodded. “If there’s anything left on the pebble? We’ll find out who killed those three.”

      “No, not that.” Doughas waved a hand as he clarified. “I mean about Morg.”

      Vor’s face scrunched as he thought about it, then shrugged. “We’re not sure who played the concert. None of the neighbors were into that sort of thing. We can’t tell if it was only Feladrien ElanHudraith or if it involved other musical groups. We also don’t know if Morg plays drums for any other outlaw rock bands. There are too many variables to make a solid hypothesis yet. We’ll have to wait until Evidence goes over the rune pebble.”

      Doughas’ jaw dropped open. He pushed his bowl aside and looked at Vor in shock.

      “What is it?”

      “You, of all elves, decided not to jump to conclusions.” Doughas shook his head. “Where’s Vor? What have you done to my partner?”

      Vor laughed and pointed at Doughas. “You were the one who told me to be more careful. I tend to jump through hoops, as you say. This time I wanted to avoid that problem.”

      “Progress,” Doughas noted, then smiled and finished his meal. After his drink was gone, he leaned back in his seat. “You are right, though. We won’t know about Morg’s involvement until we see what that capture-corder’s got. What do you have to say about the perps?”

      Vor had more to say. “There are a lot more pieces we can fit together in that regard. For one thing, we know the perps are likely hardcore outlaw rock fanatics. All the victims wore faux leather and lacked the more vicious gear you’d associate with this type of event. That indicates they were likely singled out and bullied by real fanatics. Also, the location of the murders hints at something.”

      “It does?” Doughas asked.

      “Yeah, think about it. They occurred right in front of the stage. Not at the back, off to the sides, or out of sight. These murders took place in the crowd, a few feet away from the band.”

      Doughas got the point. “Ah, so you think these murders were more than a rumble. They were a public execution.”

      “Yeah,” Vor confirmed. “Though there’s no proof yet, I bet you the band encouraged the perps to harm and execute the victims.”

      A bulb flashed in Doughas’ head. “Wait, if that’s the case and Morg was part of the band…”

      “We can charge them with inciting violence and negligibility during a crime,” Vor finished. “That might be enough to get their attention, anyway. I don’t know about locking anyone up. This is a sensitive case, and I’m no attorney. However, it might be the scare we need to push Morg out of the outfit and back into Throm’s kitchen.”

      “Great,” Doughas exclaimed. “Of course, that’s all down the drain if the footage shows a different story.”

      “Or if the pebble’s broken,” Vor rejoined. “Then we’ll be back at square one. Or maybe we’ll discover a new clue and go down an entirely different path. Let’s not overthink and just put our minds to rest, huh? I’m beat.”

      Doughas nodded. “Yeah, I want to bury my face in a pillow and call it a night—er, morning. Day. Whatever. You know what I mean.”

      “Okay. Oh, you can leave the dishes in the sink. I’ll wash ‘em when I wake up,” Vor volunteered as he got up and finished a glass of water.

      “Come on, let me show you to the guest room,” Doughas offered. “Want a change of clothes? I don’t have anything in your size, but Huala already washed the clothes you left the last time you were here.”

      Vor beamed with glee. “Thanks. I can’t sleep in my uniform. That’s unacceptable.”

      Doughas walked out of the dining room, and Vor followed past the living room and up a flight of stairs. On the next floor, Doughas led Vor down a hallway to a room opposite the family’s study. The thick door was a common practice in dwarven homes. The dwarf twisted the latch, opened the door, and turned on the light inside.

      The room was a lot bigger than Vor imagined. There was a queen-size bed with a large bedside table and lamp on each side, a desk with another lamp and a bunch of available pens, and a hamper beside it. It also contained a trash bin at the far end, a large closet, and another door that led to a private bathroom. The room was carpeted, and the walls were layered with wooden panels that gave the space a warm and comfortable vibe.

      “Wow,” Vor exclaimed. “I get to stay here?”

      Doughas chuckled. “For today. Go on. I’ll be sleeping downstairs. Call if you need me. Huala should be back later, so I can sign those documents.”

      “Doughas, thank you. I truly appreciate it,” Vor told his partner.

      Doughas smiled and gave him a thumbs-up. The dwarf patted Vor’s back and headed downstairs.

      Once Doughas was gone, Vor stepped inside, shut the door, and opened the closet. His clothes were already there, pressed and folded neatly. Vor changed out of his uniform, tossed his dirty clothes into the hamper, and dressed in the comfortable pair of shorts and the sleeveless top that Huala had prepared before hopping onto the bed.

      Wow, this is so comfortable. So comfortable.

      Vor recalled his childhood. It had been a long time since he’d slept on a bed like this. Even then, he’d never had one this fluffy or well-kept. Though his father was a renowned magistrate, it was their family custom to live below the standards of the rich and famous. His father never allowed his children to get accustomed to the finer luxuries of life.

      Well, I finally get to experience a nice bed. Maybe I should try a staycation one of these days. Book a fancy hotel room for a weekend, file for leave at the Bureau, and pamper myself there. The thought of a comfortable hotel bed, room service, and fine dining stayed on his mind as he finally drifted to sleep. Work, the murders, and Morg were distant memories.

      Unfortunately for Vor, that deep sleep halted when he heard a crash downstairs. His ears twitched as his eyes shot open. Someone was mumbling. He wasn’t sure who was speaking, but the voices were hushed and secretive.

      There was a thump, then more mumbling.

      An intruder? Vor slipped out of bed, tiptoed to the closet, and reached for his coat. He grabbed his ARC and one of his daggers. After sliding his ARC into his shorts, he walked to the bedroom door.

      He grabbed the latch and felt a rush of panic. It was locked.

      Who would lock my door? Is someone trying to ambush Doughas? He flipped his dagger and worked his magic to gleam the blade. The dagger glowed a light white-blue, and the elf got to work on the lock. He knelt and pressed the tip of the blade into the door latch. Unfortunately, the knife was thicker than the keyhole, and he had no choice but to break the latch.

      He did so, pushed the door open about three inches, and peeked into the hallway. The lights were off, save for a dim lamp close to the stairwell. From here, he heard a loud thumping and a muffled, gruff dwarven voice. He couldn’t make out any words. The voice seemed strained and struggling.

      Oh, crap. Doughas has already engaged. I need to get down there!

      “I’m coming, partner!” he screamed at the top of his lungs as he leapt down the stairs…

      Only to bump into Doughas, who stood a foot away from the open door to the master bedroom. The dwarf held a short-barreled heater in one hand while he struggled to keep his robes shut with the other. The two tumbled to the carpeted floor. Vor slammed his head against a nearby wooden drawer as Doughas crashed into a standing lamp.

      “Ow, what the heck was that? I thought there was—” Vor stopped midsentence when he focused on Doughas.

      The dwarf’s robes had fallen to the floor, leaving him naked.

      “What in the Quadras are you doing?” Doughas demanded through gritted teeth. He rushed to pick up his robes and weapon, dressed without ceremony, and stepped closer. “VorKluvaith!”

      Vor blinked. Dumbfounded, he sat up and pointed at Doughas. “I t-thought you were under attack and, y-yeah, my room was locked, so I-I figured there was something wrong, or some kind of ambush or…”

      He was cut off by laughter.

      “I told you it was a bad idea to lock his door.” That was Huala. “Now, hurry back in here and shut the door. I’m not done dressing.”

      Vor slapped a hand to his face. Huala got home after taking the kids to class. She and Doughas were doing the deed, and they locked my door, so I wouldn’t accidentally interrupt. Well, that didn’t go as planned.

      Doughas closed the bedroom door and glared at Vor. “I’m clearly in the middle of something.”

      “Uh, I can see that,” the elf replied. “But come on, you locked my door. Why would you do that? I had to break it to get down here!”

      Vor wasn’t angry, and he didn’t raise his voice when he asked. He lifted his arms in surrender and gave Doughas the biggest pair of puppy-dog eyes he could muster.

      Doughas saw right through his performance. “It’s my house. She’s my wife. Where else do you want me to do what a husband does with his partner? I was hoping we could finish before you woke up, so I could unlock the door, and you’d never know what happened.”

      “I figured.” Vor rolled his eyes. “That went down the drain, didn’t it?”

      Doughas gaped at him and pointed back upstairs.
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      Doughas

      As Vor struggled up from the floor, Doughas exclaimed, “Wait, you broke the door? Oh, darn it. Let’s go. I need to assess the damage. The next time you find a locked door, how about you try something called knocking?”

      Vor prodded Doughas’ chest. “You knock when you want to come in. Who in their right mind knocks when they’re locked in and trying to get out?”

      That stumped Doughas. He paused and considered asking Huala for aid but shrugged and gave up. “Whatever. Let’s check the latch. Maybe I can replace it now and still have time to relax and watch that thriller movie Huala keeps bugging me to check out.”

      Vor nodded, and the duo headed upstairs. Fortunately, the damage wasn’t too severe. He’d still have to buy a replacement lock, but at least he didn’t need a new door.

      “I… I apologize. I’m really sorry,” Vor stuttered as he gestured in circles.

      Doughas sighed, hit Vor with a light punch, and nodded. “Don’t worry about it. I can see how you’d get confused, given the circumstances.”

      “Darling!” Huala called from below. “I’m heading out to pick up the kids. Will you be around?”

      Doughas turned to shout down the stairs. “We’ll be heading out, love. There’s no guarantee, but I’ll try to get home for dinner tonight. Don’t count on it, though.”

      “All right!” There was a bit of shuffling downstairs, and a few doors opened and shut.

      Vor cocked his head. “You’re ready to get back to work, then?”

      The dwarf nodded. “We should head to the Vale Rangers station and see what details we can squeeze out of those ladies.”

      Vor’s eyes narrowed as he considered the task. “I guess we should. Don’t expect to get much, though. There’s something off with all this. Let’s just say I have a bad feeling.”

      “Bad feeling?”

      “Yeah, the kind of feeling that makes me think we’re on the precipice of something wild and crazy,” Vor explained.

      Doughas sighed and started to walk away. “It’s us. When do we not get into trouble?”

      “Well, at least get dressed before we roll into another avalanche of chaos,” Vor called. “I’ve already seen enough of you to last a lifetime. I didn’t know you had a scar on your—”

      “I can’t hear you!” Doughas joked as he walked downstairs with his fingers in his ears. “You get dressed, too.”

      “On it!”

      Well, that wasn’t how I imagined my free time going. Doughas grumbled to himself as he descended the stairs and entered their bedroom. Though Huala was gone, he could still smell her perfume and the lotion she used. The room was neatly organized, and the bed was made. If he didn’t live here, he could mistake this as a high-end hotel room rather than a typical dwarven living space.

      Ah, my love, you continue to amaze me. The thought of Huala put a smile on his face. Well, goodbye for now. It’s time to get back to work.

      Doughas entered their bathroom and took a quick shower. He dressed, checked his ARC and his long heater, and hid a small dagger in his left boot. Vor was ready when Doughas exited the room, and the two grabbed one last mug of coffee before they headed out.

      They hopped back into the Street Behemoth and started back to the Burbs. It was a quiet drive for the most part. They only stopped for a half-dozen donuts and Doughas’ extra cup of coffee. Vor already had enough caffeine for the day. He was still sleepy, but with the early afternoon sun shining above, he figured he had enough time to wake his mind up.

      “Well, it looks like a normal, boring day,” Doughas noted as they drove through the Burbs. The route took them closer to the Valley, the outermost outskirts of the Quadras. Beyond that was the Barren Sea, then the endless wastelands—the dead world where the humans resided.

      “That’s what scares me,” Vor commented. “The craziest stuff always happens on a boring day. It’s like watching a bottle of throibar. It looks normal and fine until you pop the cork and the drink explodes. Everything gets wet and sticky.”

      Doughas looked at Vor. “That’s a little too sexual for my taste. We’re still talking about gut feelings, right?”

      “Mark my words, partner.” Vor wagged a finger. “This is the calm before the storm. Also, keep your eyes on the road.”

      “My eyes are always on the road,” Doughas insisted. “Even when I got my eyes on you.”

      “That literally makes no sense.”

      Doughas nodded with a smug smile. “I still mean it.”

      They took a left and exited the main highway. From here on, it was nothing but desert rocks and dry hills. A few shrubs clung here and there, but the bountiful life provided by the Quadras and its river were sparse this far out. Doughas rolled his window down and inhaled deeply.

      “I hate the smell here,” he mentioned. “It reeks of death…and vultures and hyenas, which are pretty much beasts of death.”

      “See what I mean?”

      Doughas had to accept that Vor was right. “Yeah, it’s already been a long day, and we’ve barely gotten started. Oh, there’s the Ranger Station. It looks like they’re heading out.”

      “We made it just in time, then,” Vor proclaimed. “Park by the door. There’s no parking lot out here anyway. Don’t scare the revbots.”

      A few mechanical beasts lounged by the station, yawning. The bio-machines resembled large canines. They behaved like rideable dogs, but Doughas had seen enough of them to know they were dangerous inventions often used by marauders. He avoided the revbots not for their own safety but for the safety of the Street Behemoth. He already imagined the beasts digging their fangs into the car’s components. He and Vor would be stuck here if those animals tore the tires.

      Several of the deputies watched as the Inquisitors parked. Some were on vit-bikes while others had mounted revbots. It looked like they were preparing to go on a hunt.

      Vor exited the car, and Doughas followed.

      Doughas turned to one of the deputies, a dwarf with a red Mohawk clad in heavy leather armor with a helmet strapped to his revbot. He carried a double-barrel shorthand long heater at his side and an ARC holstered to his back. A few visible throwing knives were strapped to his boots.

      These guys are armed to the teeth. I’ve never seen a Warden or an Inquisitor carry that much heat. Doughas greeted the deputy with a quick flash of his badge. “I’m Doughas Ruiridh of Clan Banlaech, Holt Warden and First Blade of the Kaith nar Tirecuath East Wardens Division, and agent of the Inquisitor’s Bureau. This is my partner, Agent Vor.”

      “Name’s Vurghan,” the deputy replied. “Are you the guys who gave Deithlon and Skaeryon a hard time?”

      Vor shrugged. “Ranger JunRazelien gave them a hard time because they were slacking. We were there doing our job.”

      One of the others, an ogre with an eyepatch and a butcher knife half the size of a sword, stepped closer. “I wouldn’t expect much out of Deithlon. He’s a scumbag, even for our kind.”

      “Oh, hello,” Vor said and took a step back. The newcomer was big for an ogre, though not as big as Throm. Despite that, the elf felt threatened. A certain air of danger kept him at bay.

      “Ah, Uglok,” Vurghan called as he stepped beside the ogre. “Have you seen JunRazelien? He should be the one addressing the Inquisitors. Him or one of the snot-nosed deputies. This ain’t our job.”

      The ogre didn’t blink or look at any of them when he answered. “He’s inside.”

      “May we?” Doughas gestured at the door with an open hand. “We only want to talk to the two women he apprehended last night.”

      Vurghan nodded, snorted, and spat on the ground. “Help yerself.”

      “Thanks,” Doughas acknowledged and led Vor to the front door. It was a flimsy screen contraption that opened with a loud creak. When he peered inside, Doughas drew back and marveled at the horrible state of the place.

      Only one desk greeted them. JunRazelien sat right on it instead of in a chair. He was stamping documents but still looked ready to go. Doughas figured he would lead the deputy party gathered outside. To the side were two empty prison cells. Most of the Rangers’ quarries probably didn’t live long enough to stay in jail.

      The only other contents of the station were a pair of long couches, a tiny cooler for food storage, and a viewer with crooked antennae. A wired shard for calls looked like it had seen better days. Finally, a narrow hallway led to a set of smaller holding cells, a cramped back office, and a staircase to a basement.

      “Wow, what a dump,” Vor whispered as he entered. “I am never going to complain about the Bureau from now on. Our place is a mess, but at least it ain’t like this.”

      Doughas hushed Vor with a finger to his lips, then approached JunRazelien. “Hey, sorry to interrupt. We’re here to talk to the witnesses from last night.”

      JunRazelien stared at the Inquisitors in disbelief. “Wow, you guys actually came back. Tuwa Jakkid and Meia Hufel are all yours, then. We’re heading out after a new bounty, so I won’t be able to assist you. I called another Ranger, ArnUthfiel, to take over. He’ll be here soon to sign some documents.”

      “Thanks,” Doughas offered. “We might not need the witnesses after this.”

      “That’s fine. We can keep ‘em until they’re cleared,” JunRazelien professed. “That means ArnUthfiel will have to take them to his station a little further out into the Valley. It won’t be a walk in the park talking to those ladies again.”

      Doughas and Vor exchanged glances, shrugged, and gave JunRazelien a thumbs-up.

      The Ranger’s brow lifted. “I’m warning you, ArnUthfiel isn’t as welcoming as I am.”

      Vor squeezed his lips with his thumb and index finger. He squinted in thought and bent to whisper in Doughas’ ear. “JunRazelien already has a stick up his ass. I can’t imagine someone worse.”

      “Would you like to try the ogre we met outside?” Doughas hooked a thumb back at the door.

      Vor shook his head violently.

      “They’re in the small holding cells down the hall,” JunRazelien informed them. “You’re free to talk to them in the interrogation room.”

      “There’s an interrogation room?” Vor asked. “Where?”

      JunRazelien gestured. “See the staircase going down? There’s another door next to it. It’s easy to miss since there’s always a mop or something in the way. The key’s here.”

      The Ranger opened a drawer and held out an iron key to Vor.

      Once the elf took the key, JunRazelien stepped past them and outside. He summoned his deputies, and the group huddled for a few minutes. Doughas and Vor waited anxiously on one of the couches for them to leave.

      After a few minutes, they heard the revbots howl. A sudden roar announced the vit-bikes revving their engines, and the deputies were off.

      Doughas and Vor headed down the hall. There were two small cells, one for each witness. Vor approached the gobliness first.

      “Ms. Hufel, we’d like to ask you a few questions,” Doughas announced as Vor opened her cell. “Would you please follow us?”

      The gobliness jumped up and headed for the cell door. She was all smiles, complete with rotten teeth and poor posture. “Well, that ain’t no problem, sirs. I’s got all the information you want. There ain’t a need to talk to that lying bedrock over there.”

      Tuwa Jakkid howled in anger. “Oh, you gonna get it. Youse gonna get it bad, you freaking hogwash!”

      Doughas held a hand up. “Ms. Jakkid, please keep it down. Don’t worry. You’ll get your time to shine.”

      “This way, Ms. Hufel.” Vor led the gobliness out to the hall and located the door to the interrogation room. A narrow, broken bookshelf containing only empty beer bottles obstructed the entrance.

      They moved the shelf aside and unlocked the door. Inside was a long desk and four wooden chairs. They settled Meia on one side and sat opposite her. They hadn’t removed her cuffs. Doughas wouldn’t risk her trolling out in such a small, confined space.

      “For the record,” Vor began as he pulled up his shard and opened the audio recorder system. “Please state your name, age, and address.”

      “Name’s Meia Hufel. I’m thirty-two years old, and I’m from Seventh North in the Burbs,” the gobliness stated.

      Doughas followed suit for the recording. “This is Agent Doughas Ruiridh alongside Agent Esselliar VorKluvaith. Ms. Hufel, where were you on the evening of the concert, and do you understand why you are being held here?”

      The goblin bit her lip and regarded the Inquisitors with a dumbfounded look. “Wait, seriously? I need to say that? You guys were right there, wasn’t youse?”

      “Yes, but we need it on record,” Vor pointed out.

      She didn’t seem to get the importance, but Meia nodded and answered diligently. “I was at a concert. I didn’t know there was gonna be one, but I heard the banging and clanging, so I wents outside and shapakayow, there was a band playing! So I’s stayed there and danced.”

      “Did you know which band was playing?” Doughas asked.

      She shook her head.

      “Did you see what happened to the victims found at the crime scene?”

      “I didn’t see much,” she revealed. “Only folk shoving and bumping into each other. I thought they were a-dancin’ and all like they do at these things, but then I saw the blood. There was panic and chaos, and I left.”

      Vor buried his face in his hands.

      “Well, I did see something, if that matters,” Meia tried to keep going. “When the fighting started, I didn’t gets a good view ‘n all, but I seen some pretty elf. I think she was the singer. She ’us arguin’ with two ogres once all the fightin’ started. I thinks they were her bandmates. I can’t be sure. Then one of them big boys picked her up and carried her over ‘is shoulder, and they booked it. There was another elf, some business type, talking on a shard as he followed them out o’ the lot.”

      “Do you know what he was talking about?”

      The gobliness shrugged. “There was so much noise and all. I only heard they had a business issue to fix and whatever.”

      Doughas sighed and asked another question. “Did you see Ms. Jakkid at the concert?”

      The gobliness nodded. “I saws her, I did, yeah. ‘Course I did. She was there yappin’ and makin’ nonsense stories so she could borrow money for Frorn.”

      Not this again. Doughas pointed at the door. “Vor, take her back. Let’s talk to Tuwa.”

      “Hello, Inquisitors,” an unknown voice greeted from behind.

      Doughas and Vor spun to find a newcomer standing at the door. It was a tall elf in an ivory coat and a wide-brimmed hat that covered his face. Chills ran down the Inquisitors’ spines.

      “Ranger ArnUthfiel, I presume?” Vor broke the silence. His voice quivered, and Doughas detected a hint of nervousness.

      “May I have a word with you two before you continue?” There was a coldness in the Ranger’s voice. It sounded flat and yet powerful. He didn’t wait for their response, either. He walked out of the interrogation area and headed to the station’s back office.

      Doughas glanced at Vor. “ArnUthfiel?”

      “I guess,” Vor muttered. “I don’t think there’s anyone else here.”

      Vor turned to Meia. “Thank you. We’ll end it here. Please follow me back to the cell.”

      “Will I stay here any longer?”

      Doughas shrugged. “We don’t know. That depends on the Rangers. It’s under their jurisdiction. We’ll try to put in a good word, though. It’s not like you guys harmed anyone except for each other.”

      The gobliness responded with a wide smile, showing off rows of crooked yellow teeth.

      The duo brought Meia back to her cell and proceeded to the back office. It was lousier than the front, with a single desk, a pair of beat-down wooden chairs for guests, and half a dozen old metal file cabinets. Seated by the desk was the incredibly tall elf who’d interrupted the interrogation.

      “Greetings, Inquisitors,” ArnUthfiel didn’t bother looking at them. He simply stared at the work on the desk. “You’ve come for the goblin and dwarf, yes?”

      Vor nodded but stopped when he realized the Ranger wouldn’t see the gesture. “Uh, yeah. I’m Agent Vor. This is my partner, Agent Doughas Many-Titles-and-Clan-Stuff.”

      Doughas pouted, though at this point, he’d grown accustomed to Vor using shortcuts to introduce him.

      “We need to go back and finish the interrogations,” Vor told ArnUthfiel.

      The Ranger tipped his hat. “Don’t mind me. Just keep out of the basement. I don’t think JunRazelien gave you clearance for that. It’s all a bunch of records, anyway. Nothing for your eyes.”

      Doughas gave an absentminded nod as he stared at the Ranger.

      “Right, we’ll be back in a moment,” Vor promised. “Thanks.”

      The Inquisitors left ArnUthfiel as fast as they could and brought Tuwa into the interrogation room. They placed her in the same spot Meia had occupied. As soon as she sat down, Tuwa’s leg started bobbing up and down. She was clearly nervous.

      “You okay?” Vor inquired.

      Tuwa nodded, and her eyes darted left and right. “I’m just sleepy, is all.”

      The dwarf’s eyes were sunken, her face sallow, and she was as sweaty as she was fidgety. She’s experiencing some kind of withdrawal. Drugs? Alcohol? Maybe she’s not used to being away from home. Some folks get like that. It’s none of our concern, though.

      “This is Agent VorKluvaith, along with me is Agent Ruiridh. Now, miss, please state your name, age, and address,” Vor instructed after he started recording again.

      “Uh, I’m Tuwa, Tuwa Jakkid. I’m two hundred fifteen years old, and, uh, what was the other part?”

      Doughas twirled a finger in the air. “Your address.”

      “Oh, yeah. I’s from Eighth North, across the lot.”

      “Now, Ms. Jakkid, where were you on the night of the concert, and do you know why we’re holding you here?” Doughas asked.

      Unlike Meia, Tuwa didn’t find the question odd. She rambled into an explanation. “Wells, I was home first, waitin’ for Frorn—he’s my man—but I heard some shouting from the lot, so’s I go outside and I hear them making the loud noises and music. I figure I should go to the concert, rights? Maybe I can hook up with someone and earn some dough, somethin’ quick.”

      “So you can confirm you were at the concert?” Vor attempted to clarify.

      Tuwa nodded. “That’s what I was sayin’.”

      “Great,” Doughas followed up. “Now, do you know who was holding the concert?”

      “Yeah, that fancy elf who sang that catchy jingle from before. Y’know, the one for that burger joint down in the city center?” Tuwa’s gaze danced around the room as she spoke.

      Vor flipped through a few photos on his shard and flashed an image of Feladrien ElanHudraith. “You mean her? Was this the woman at the concert?”

      Tuwa nodded. “Yeah! Knocked me shocked. I didn’t know she was into that hardcore stuff now.”

      “Tell us everything you know,” Vor plied. “Did you see who killed the folks at the concert?”

      “Well…” Tuwa’s voice trailed off.

      Doughas stood and pointed a finger in her face. “You told us you knew. Were you lying, Ms. Jakkid? We can keep you here for much longer, you know.”

      She started sweating profusely. Beads of it dripped from her forehead. “I did catch a glimpse of some ogres carrying the pop star off the stage. Some guy on a call was following, too.”

      That’s good. It confirms what Meia told us. Doughas glanced at Vor, and the elf’s expression said they were on the same page.

      “Okay, Ms. Jakkid, that’s all,” Vor assured the dwarfess. “I’ll have to bring you back to your cell, but we’ll try to convince the Rangers to let you guys go home. Only, stop fighting.”

      The dwarf nodded solemnly. Doughas watched as Vor led her back to her cell and noticed that, clearly, she didn’t want to spend another moment here. She’s probably worried about Frorn. Unfortunately, he sounds more like her pimp than her boyfriend.

      “Hey, what stupid frick did you spout out this time, huh?” Meia screamed at the sight of Tuwa.

      Tuwa shoved out of Vor’s grasp and slammed her face into the bars of Meia’s cell. “Shut up! Shut up, you skank! Stop lying!”

      “You stop lying, hag!”

      “Oh, for the love of the ancestors,” Doughas exclaimed with an exhausted sigh. “Both of you, shut up!”

      Vor grabbed Tuwa, but she struggled to break free. She continued spitting insult after insult at Meia. The gobliness responded with so many curses that Doughas wondered if she’d invented some of them on the spot.

      Once Vor wrangled Tuwa into her cell, Doughas grabbed the key and locked it. He and Vor rushed to the back office, where ArnUthfiel now reclined in his seat.

      “Thanks. We got what we needed,” Doughas informed the Ranger. “You might want to let those two go. They broke a few laws, but nothing worth prosecuting. However, don’t let them out at the same time. Give it an hour or two between releases.”

      As the Ranger tipped his hat in acknowledgment, a loud clang drifted up from the basement. The Ranger growled. “Hey! I hear you down there. Don’t you dare come back up until you have those files!”

      Vor frowned in confusion. “You got someone in the basement?”

      “Ah, yeah,” ArnUthfiel answered. “An idiot deputy sorting out case files. Speaking of cases, what are you two working on?”

      Doughas sat and took a good, long look at the Ranger. Uncertain whether he could trust ArnUthfiel, he replied, “There was a murder at an outlaw rock concert last night. We’re looking for the perps. It doesn’t seem like anything interesting, though. Likely a case of drunks going too far.”

      “Seems like it,” the Ranger agreed. “Well, it’s been a pleasure. I’ve never had the honor of working with Inquisitors before.”

      ArnUthfiel rose and offered to shake their hands. When he did, the partners’ jaws dropped with the up-close look at how tall the Ranger was. Though slim, ArnUthfiel carried a powerful, intimidating presence.

      Doughas shook the elf’s hand. Vor followed.

      “We, uh, we won’t bother you any longer,” Vor asserted. “Please send our thanks to JunRazelien, too.”

      Ranger ArnUthfiel nodded and took his seat. “You know the way out, Inquisitors.”

      The two bid the Ranger a final farewell before they headed back to the car.

      Doughas started the Behemoth, strapped on his seatbelt, and turned to Vor. “We know for sure this was a Feladrien ElanHudraith concert. That means Morg was there.”

      “We can kill two birds with one stone,” Vor stated. “Talk to Morg and fulfill Throm’s request, and at the same time, interview the band for details regarding the murders.”

      Doughas nodded. “I feel productive already. Also, I’ve got a genius idea. How about you check out the band’s concert schedule and see if you can talk to Morg and his bandmates? I’ll go get this capture-corder analyzed so we can have physical evidence.”

      “Sounds like a plan.”

      “All right.” Doughas drove away from the Ranger station. “Let’s get this done.”
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      Esselliar

      I need another cup of coffee. How in the Quadras do I need more coffee? Vor slumped in his seat and rested his head on his desk. He was in their office, surrounded by a dozen or so pairs of Inquisitors. He rarely spent this much time indoors. Even when he wrote reports, he often did so at home or on his shard. He couldn’t remember the last time he’d sat at his desk for more than fifteen minutes.

      He stared at the persocom viewer and swiped the browser tabs away. Let’s try this one more time, eh? He started typing. Let’s see. Harridan concert. Harridan schedule. Harridan Weavesters. Wait, folks still use social networking weavesites, right?

      So far, he hadn’t found any online news about Harridan. Though there were a lot of headlines to sort through, most focused on the band’s mere existence and the buzz surrounding Feladrien ElanHudraith’s return to the music scene. Not much else, though. The band had no official site, their Weavester page was inactive, and they didn’t respond on forums. An hour of searching, with a break for snacks, had brought him no closer to knowing where the band’s next gig would be.

      “VorKluvaith, you’ve been sitting there for half an hour now. That’s like an eternity for you.”

      The speaker was Agent Muskin, a rising star goblin in the Bureau. He and his partner, an elf named Hal’u’fiath, had been going neck-and-neck with Vor and Doughas on finishing big cases.

      Muskin was an oddball of a goblin. For one thing, he always had earphones on. He was also one of the few Inquisitors to carry a gigantic sword. Doughas had a collapsible mace, and Muskin had his sword. The goblin sported tons of abstract tattoos as well. Vor figured they were from when Muskin was a Drip—pale-skinned goblins who stayed underground. That changed when Muskin moved to the surface and adapted his skin to look like a Crusty, or surface dweller. Changing his skin didn’t remove the tattoos or scars, however.

      “Oh, hey.” Vor glanced at the goblin in greeting and stared back at his viewer. “Yeah, it’s a slow day. I can’t seem to find anything regarding a certain citizen of interest.”

      Muskin walked around the desk and checked the viewer. He paused to pull a tumbler out of his coat and sip. “Feladrien? She doesn’t do concerts anymore, right? I mean, after all that controversy.”

      Vor nodded. “Yes and no. She’s back, but she isn’t doing commercial pop songs. She got into an outlaw rock band called Harridan.”

      “She’s the frontelf for Harridan?” Muskin exclaimed. “Huh. Well, color me surprised. I wasn’t expecting that, but I guess we should’ve seen it coming, given her rebellious streak. What do you need her for?”

      Vor leaned back. “Well, there was a series of murders during one of her concerts. Two elves and a goblin. That makes it an interracial case, hence the call for us. We can’t pin down who the perps are, but we know when and where the crime took place. We’ve got corroborating witness reports confirming Feladrien and her bandmates were still present when the murders happened. They fled the scene. I need to get in touch with the band to interrogate them and identify our suspect.”

      Muskin took a deep breath. To Vor’s surprise, the goblin removed his earphones. “Wait, what kind of search did you conduct?”

      “I went all over the Weave, looking for gig schedules or ticket sales.”

      “Remember, you’re looking for Harridan. You shouldn’t look for the band’s official stuff,” Muskin pointed out. “The nature of outlaw rock bands means they won’t follow the usual protocols. That said, they still need to get the word out. Don’t follow the band. Follow the fans.”

      Vor frowned. “I get the idea, but I’m feeling a little lost.”

      “Look for fan groups on Weavester,” Muskin suggested. “Fan forums instead of official sites. The fans will be the ones discussing schedules and handing out flyers or posters. If you want to get in touch with the band, get in touch with a fan.”

      Vor smacked his forehead. “Wow, I feel like an idiot. Thanks for the tip.”

      Muskin shrugged and sipped his drink again. “Don’t worry ‘bout it. You guys helped us a lot with our wild butcher case and the pet thief. We got word about that highway chase, too. You beat us to the tri-racial case bet, so I’m happy to help the Bureau’s biggest stars.”

      “You do know the Inquisitor-General considers me and Doughas the bottom of the barrel, right?” Vor confessed. “Every time we’re in his office, all we hear about are your achievements.”

      “Dad’s got a funny way of boosting morale, I guess,” Muskin stated. “Well, good luck. I’m just waiting for Hal’u’fiath. Then we’re off to the Valley. Got a case regarding some kids across the Quadras gone missing.”

      That was alarming news. Vor shook Muskin’s hand. “Hey, that’s some serious business. Go get ‘em, and again, thanks for the help.”

      “I like outlaw rock music,” Muskin replied as he pointed at his earphones. “I don’t listen to it a lot, but I’m glad my personal interests helped. Anyway, I got to go.”

      The goblin plugged his earphones back in and walked away.

      Vor smiled. It was amazing to find help in the most unexpected place. Okay, let’s put the theory to the test.

      After a few minutes of digging, Vor discovered a handful of outlaw rock forums. He was grateful he didn’t have to delve into the Dark Weave for such sites. The forums he’d found didn’t seem active, but once he made a dummy account and logged into the most promising one, he noticed live chat rooms with folks communicating in real-time.

      “Let’s see here,” Vor mumbled as he began chatting. “I need something big to get their attention.” He had to be believable, or he risked getting kicked out.

      Finally, he typed out:

      
        
        Hey, I’m an event organizer. I’m wondering how much it’d cost to hire Harridan. Does anyone have their number or at least a means to contact their agent?

      

      

      It’s a little weak, but hey, I can always try a different site.

      The fans were more active than he’d anticipated. He got the information he needed almost instantly. Several suggested he contact an elf named Viox’Rhael. They even gave the guy’s number. Viox wasn’t a member of the band or their manager, but he was the middle person to get in touch with. Vor wasn’t even sure if the band had a manager. This was the elf to talk to about concerts and other gigs.

      That’s a start, Vor figured. Viox can point me to Harridan’s agent, and from there, I can get in touch with Feladrien and Morg.

      Vor shut down his persocom and headed to the Bureau’s lounge. It was outside the main offices, closer to the compound gym, but it was spacious, and he found a corner to make a private call.

      “Please pick up, please pick up,” Vor whispered as he dialed. “Come on, come on, come on, pick up already and—”

      “Hello, who is this?” a voice came on the other end.

      Vor’s eyes widened with excitement. “Uh, is this Viox’Rhael?”

      “Yes, who am I speaking to?”

      “Oh, hello, yeah.” Vor panicked. A rush of anxiety tightened his chest. He choked as he tried to come up with the words. “O-oh, uh, I’m… I’m Quorin Lindh, a professional, er, shock-jock promoter. Everybody knows me. Yeah. I heard you can help me get in touch with Harridan. I’m hoping we can work something out for their next big gig.”

      There was a moment of silence on the other end, broken by a crackle. Viox then told Vor, “I don’t know. I’ve never heard of a Quorin Lindh. I’m one of the key organizers for Harridan, so if you want me to shake on this, I need a pitch.”

      A pitch? Oh, for the love of the ancestors, you’ve got to be kidding me. Vor swallowed hard, and then a lightbulb flashed in his head. “Have you been watching the news lately?”

      “Yeah, what about it?”

      Vor licked his lips as he gained confidence and started spit-firing. “Okay, so, you got to think about this, my good elf. Think about it really hard, okay? You’ve got Harridan. You’ve got Feladrien. She’s the hottest thing right now. Even though she’s got that rebellious streak, you know that’s what sells tickets. That’s what gets clicks on the Weave. She’s trending, and she’s your most valuable and most profitable talent right now. So, what do you do? Do you organize regular outlaw rock concerts here and there? Do you keep things out of the spotlight? Sure, that works for a while, but where’s the money in that, right?”

      “You’ve got my attention,” Viox stated. “I’ve got a short attention span, though. This better be leading somewhere.”

      Okay, let’s go all in. Vor spat out his proposal. “Right, right…so, if you’ve seen the news, you’ve seen that whole incident of a few maniacs who drove a muscle car right into the central park, right? They crashed into the topiary garden and wrecked everything right in the middle of a protest. They almost hit a bunch of elves, too! There were a lot of Justicars and even a couple of Inquisitors.

      “If you’re still following along, and I bet you are, I have this killer idea of holding a flash concert right there in the chaos. The city hasn’t fixed the park yet, so there’s still a lot of yellow tape. We could drop in, set up, and host a gig. Who knows? Maybe Harridan can squeeze in half of the new album on stage before the law enforcers jump in and try to ruin the fun.”

      “That would be beyond scandalous,” Viox acknowledged. “Hosting a Harridan concert in the middle of a restricted area in the center of the Quadras…it’s bold. I have to admit that. I like it, but I’m not signing on it yet.”

      Vor wanted to grab Viox through the shard and squeeze the elf’s neck. Why are you making this difficult? Come on, take the bait. “What else do you need?”

      “I need to meet you in person, for one thing,” Viox replied. “I also have to sneak in there and survey the area. You and I will be doing some logistics, too. Where we’ll set up the band and where we can secure an exit route in case the Justicars come running. Mostly stuff like that.”

      That’s not too bad. Vor took it as a win. “Okay. Meet me there later this evening. I’ll wait for your message, so take your time. I’m always ready.”

      “Great, I’ll update you soon.” Viox ended the call.

      Nice. That went better than I thought it would. Vor dialed a different number on his shard. Fortunately, he didn’t have to wait long. After four rings, the shard crackled as the call was answered.

      “Doughas? Can you hear me?” Vor inquired.

      “Loud and clear,” the dwarf responded. “Did you find anything?”

      “Wait, where are you? I thought you were downstairs.”

      “I am downstairs. I’m still working out this capture-corder. What do you need, buddy?”

      Vor kept talking as fast as he could to keep practicing his promoter persona. “Okay, so I got online and everything and started hunting around for a way to contact Harridan. They didn’t have any kind of standard site or social networking pages. Of course, right? I mean, they’re an outlaw rock band, so why would they follow the usual protocols, right? Anyway, so I got talking to Muskin, and he gave me the idea of talking directly to the fans, so I did, and voila.

      “I got in touch with this organizer guy who works directly with Harridan. I told him I was a promoter or whatever, and he bit. I’m meeting him later tonight, and I need to convince him we’re going to organize some kind of random concert. Harridan’s going to be the main attraction. The big thing is that we’ll host it right at the central park where we nearly crashed into those elves while chasing the pixie.”

      “Whoa, slow down,” Doughas pleaded. “And wait, Muskin helped?”

      “Yeah, he saw me struggling a bit,” Vor confessed. “It’s a long, awkward story. I’ll tell you later. Anyway, I need to go down to the topiary garden tonight.”

      Doughas tried to cut him off before the call ended. “Wait! Don’t go yet. I have a few concerns.”

      “Like?”

      “Like, how are you going to convince the organizer that you’re a real outlaw rock fanatic? You like rock music, I get that, but you’re not the outlaw type, laddie.”

      Vor accepted that. “Don’t worry. I have a plan. I’m going to talk to Throm’s bartender for some tips.”

      “Quixiolian?” Doughas queried uncertainly.

      “Yep. You’ve seen her tattoos. She’s been with Throm for years, too. She’s an actual outlaw if I ever saw one, not just a pretty elf pretending to be cool. I bet she’s got a few tips I can pick up, especially in terms of fashion and slang.”

      “Exactly,” Doughas agreed. “If you don’t talk like them and can’t understand their language, this contact will figure out you’re undercover. Don’t blow it. That’s not my only concern, though. How will you make sure you don’t get in over your head with this without me?”

      “See? You do love me.”

      “The question persists.”

      Vor snickered. “Well, I’ve got old friends.”

      “You’re too young to have old friends,” Doughas mentioned. “Plus, all the other Inquisitors are busy.”

      Vor’s heart sank when he realized he had no other option. There was someone he could call, but he wasn’t sure she’d be up to the task, especially after the way they split. He bit his lip, gave it a quick second thought, then dove head-first into the plan. “I won’t go it alone, partner. Trust me on this one. I have a friend I can call. Well, a former friend, I guess. Her name’s Medivh HasLortharien. She was a Justicar in my unit. In fact, she was my training officer.”

      “Was a Justicar?”

      Vor tried to assuage Doughas’ concern. “Remember when I told you I had to investigate someone from my own dynasty and how that all turned into a chaotic, political mess? She was the only one who encouraged me to do the right thing, politics be damned. She saw me for who I was. I wasn’t just a VorKluvaith to her.

      “When I got blackballed, she took some of the blame. It forced her to retire, and now she’s a private investigator. Turns out this was a blessing in disguise. She earns more working as a P.I. for various elven dynasties. It’s driven us apart, though, seeing as we’re both busy on different jobs.”

      “That’s a lot of painful history there,” Doughas noted. “Are you two still okay?”

      “I’ll admit, our relationship’s been strained. Regardless, I trust her as much as I trust you, partner. With my life. She’ll help, I’m sure.”

      There was a short pause on Doughas’ end. Waiting for him to reply increased Vor’s anxiety.

      Finally, Doughas said, “All right. If you trust her, I trust her. That said, she’s walking a tightrope. She’s freelancing for different dynasties. Even though you have a strong past together, she may double-cross you or drop you the moment your relationship interferes with her work. If she gets caught between a rock and a hard place, let’s hope she chooses you.”

      Vor knew the dwarf spoke not only the truth but common sense. “Yeah, I get you. The only folks who choose an ideal over their livelihood are morons like us.”

      Doughas chuckled. “You’d think we’d wise up one of these days.”

      “Well, keep me posted,” Vor stated to wrap things up. “I’ll start working on my end and get in touch with Quixiolian. You take care.”

      “You too. I’ll stay in touch.”
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      Doughas

      After talking to Vor, Doughas brought the capture-corder upstairs to the research labs hoping for better luck than he’d experienced so far. A few rooms up here were outfitted with brand-new interactive viewers and high-end persocoms. He’d need those to view any footage he could salvage from the damaged corder.

      Fortunately, one of the lab rooms was empty. He turned on the persocom in the furthest corner and hooked it up to an interactive viewer. A low humming sound emanated from the device, followed by an orange glow on the screen.

      “Didn’t they just do the rite to install a new batch of elemental spirits on this thing?” he asked out loud and gave the viewer a light bang with his hand. A second later, it turned on. “Great. Even our new equipment seems worse than what I’d find in a charity box.”

      The dwarf propped the battered capture-corder on the desk. The trample damage wasn’t even the worst issue. It had been left in the mud and the cold, both of which tended to ruin magitech equipment.

      “Bio-security measure required,” an automated voice from the viewer called. “Please align for optical scan.”

      Doughas inched his seat closer and watched for the scan. There was a beep and an annoying alarm.

      “Please align for optical scan.”

      He leaned forward to repeat the process.

      “Please align for optical scan.”

      “Oh, you blasted machine!” Doughas raged as he tried one more time. He opened his eyes as wide as he could and held his breath to keep entirely still. His leg wanted to fidget, but he managed to hold back as the viewer scanned one more time.

      “Agent Doughas Ruiridh,” the viewer pronounced, accepting his log-in. It took a few more moments for everything to boot up. As the viewer and persocom whirred a mechanical beat, Doughas turned the capture-corder on its side and tried to pry one of the panels open.

      A basic click-press failed to work. The panel had been smashed in, and Doughas was tempted to chuck the device at the floor. He let out a long exhale and gathered his patience. Thinking smarter and not harder, he grabbed a pen from his pocket and used the tip to open the panel. It came off with a satisfying click.

      Doughas extracted the pebble from the capture-corder’s compartment and plugged it into the persocom. The machine ponderously read the storage device.

      “I hate these things,” Doughas grumbled.

      Finally, he could tap on the viewer to access the folders in the pebble. An automated voice greeted him. “A new device has been detected. Would you like to access it?”

      Doughas read the on-screen prompts. He tapped “yes” and waited. There was a hum, and the viewer went black.

      “Oh, for the love of the ancestors! Work, you obsolete tin can!” Doughas smacked the viewer. It flickered and turned back on.

      The elemental spirits running the system brought up the files. To Doughas’ surprise, there were only four videos. Two of them didn’t matter. Through a quick play, he discovered they were both shorter than two minutes and taken at a different gig four or five months ago. However, the remaining two were footage of the Harridan concert.

      “Now we’re getting somewhere.” He rubbed his hands in glee and tapped to play the first file.

      The screen flickered, and the automated voice repeated, “Please align for optical scan.”

      “What?” Doughas slammed his head on the desk with a groan. He focused on the viewer and tried one more time to pass the optical scan. After a beep, things went back to normal…for a second. As the footage played, he got another prompt for a retinal scan.

      He flipped his hands in the air. “That’s it. I give up. I’m calling Arcano-Techno Services. Archie might be there, or Derg. I hope it’s Derg.”

      Other than calling ATS, let me grab a cup of coffee. Or two. Maybe three. This looks like it could take a while.

      He pulled out the rune pebble, popped it into his coat pocket so no one else would grab it, and kept the persocom and viewer on. From the Bureau-wide shard in the hallway outside the room, he dialed the ATS department and notified them that he needed assistance in Lab Room 331-B.

      After hanging up, he headed down the hall to the restroom. While Doughas wasn’t one to do his business at the workplace, this was a noteworthy exception. He had no idea how long it would take for the ATS technician to fix what he needed. If there was a time for a bathroom break, this was it.

      While on the toilet seat, his shard vibrated with a notification. It was a message from Vor. The elf had sent a few pictures. Vor was at Throm’s, in the back office room with Quixiolian at his side. They’d taken a few selfies together. Quixiolian did know what she was doing. Vor looked the part, and Doughas knew his partner’s new renegade look was all her doing.

      Vor’s hair was sprayed and spiked. He’d dressed in a ripped, sleeveless denim jacket and black leather pants. His jacket boasted myriad skull decorations, including a bloody crossbones emblem. Real metal spikes studded his leather boots. To complete the look, he wore not one, not two, but four different belts that crisscrossed his waist. Quixiolian had even given him temporary tattoos that swirled magically across his muscular arms.

      Wow. He was already way too buff for an elf. Now he looks like a true marauder from the endless wastelands. Maybe he should have studded earrings, too.

      Doughas liked the idea enough to send Vor the message:

      
        
        Ask Quix for studded metal earrings. They might make you look even more badass.

      

      

      Vor replied quickly.

      
        
        Nice idea. Thanks!

      

      

      When he was done, the dwarf washed up, plodded back to the lab, and encountered a large yet lanky ogre in a thin white lab coat sporting the most elaborate goggles he’d ever seen.

      “Oh. Hi, Derg,” Doughas greeted as he slid into a chair.

      Derg prodded the interactive viewer. “There’s nothing wrong with the persocom, but this viewer is all whacked. They installed a new set of elemental spirits that haven’t been attuned to the system yet. Give me a minute to run the proper diagnostics. Then I’ll try to re-do the rite.”

      “Just make sure it runs. I’m trying to watch a video.”

      Derg sucked in his teeth with a click and a sigh. “Everything going slow?”

      “Slow and malfunctioning, to be honest.” Doughas plugged in the pebble, rubbed his forehead with his fingers, and pointed at the viewer. “I don’t know where our funding goes since nothing we get seems to work right even when it’s brand-new.”

      Derg cracked his fingers and started swiping and tapping on the viewer. “I got this.”

      It’s amazing how a nine-foot-tall ogre with fingers as thick as my ARC can type away on fragile magitech toys like this. Doughas figured it was better to sit in silence and wait as Derg ran his maintenance list on the device.

      Of course, he wouldn’t sit there idly the whole time. He got up and headed to the lab’s coffee machine. Fortunately, there was still enough for a few cups. He made himself one. As he mixed the creamer and sugar in, he called to Derg, “Hey, you want a cup of coffee too?”

      “Sure, thanks.” Derg’s gaze remained fixed on the viewer.

      See? Amicable. Why can’t Archie be like that? The little snot always has something sarcastic to say. Doughas thought it over as he brought the drinks back. Maybe it’s because Vor keeps making fun of Archie? Ah, well, I’ll ask the next time I see him.

      He handed a cup to Derg and sipped his own drink. “How’s it going?”

      “Oh, you know. I’m doing fine. I got myself the new Fromnhquad HD, the one with a motion sensor in its camera, and I’ve been playing video games all weekend. I had to set an alarm to remind myself to take a break and go to sleep.”

      Doughas chuckled. “That’s good to hear, but I was talking about the viewer.”

      Derg almost spat out his coffee. He hit his forehead lightly with his fist and smiled. “Silly me. Well, I’m almost done with the rite. Whoever installed this system the first time around didn’t do a spirit-file verification, so the whole thing’s fragmented. I’m defragging right now. It should be done in a minute or two. That’ll do the job. I think. Maybe-sorta-kinda-ish.”

      “Oh,” Doughas replied. “Well, thanks.”

      “You’re welcome. I’m always happy to help.”

      Doughas couldn’t help smiling at the big geek. “Hey, Derg, what do you do when you’re not busy with work?”

      The ogre faced Doughas with a shocked expression. Doughas wondered if this was the first time anyone had struck up an actual conversation with him.

      “Y-you were talking to me?” Derg stammered.

      Doughas nodded.

      “Oh. Uh, y-yeah, I collect model robots and assemble them,” the ogre began. “People think they’re toys for kids, but it takes a lot of effort to put them together. You need the right tools to take the pieces off the plastic holders. You have to shave off and sand the nubs clean, then you’ve got to follow the instructions closely to put the pieces together. There’s the whole fun of posing them, too.”

      Doughas’ jaw dropped.

      “Did I go too far? That was too far, huh? Too nerdy?” Derg stumbled over his words.

      Doughas shook his head and patted the ogre’s back. “Not at all. I’ve seen those things at the mall and such. One of my kids bugs me to buy him one, but I figured they were much more complex than he thinks.”

      “Well, you could build one with him,” Derg suggested. “I’ll send you some video tutorials to help you guys get started…oh, speaking of video, I think yours is ready.”

      Derg started to stand, but Doughas put a hand on the huge technician and sat him back down.

      “W-what?”

      Doughas pointed at the viewer. “Stick around. It’ll be a lot easier in case something happens. I don’t want to bother you again and have you walk all the way back down here. Your office is on the seventh floor, right? That’s too much of a hassle.”

      “All right. Are you sure it’s okay for me to watch this with you?”

      “It’s not classified, so it’s fine,” Doughas assured him. “I’m filing this with Evidence soon, so it’ll go to your department at some point anyway. You won’t want to miss this. It’s the only footage of Harridan’s first official public gig.”

      Derg’s eyes widened, and Doughas detected the ogre’s shift to excitement.

      “What is it?”

      “I’m a huge fan of Fel’El,” Derg revealed as he pointed at Feladrien. “I have a vinyl record of her debut album. The rest I’ve got on my spectro-boom, and I downloaded all her songs on my shard.”

      Doughas tapped the viewer to pause the video and stared at Derg with a dumbfounded expression. “You… You’re a fan?”

      “You betcha,” Derg replied with a massive smile that was legitimately intimidating. It put the ogre’s gigantic fangs inches away from Doughas’ face.

      “I never saw that coming,” Doughas mused as he tapped to start the playback.

      The machine prompted for a retinal scan, and this time Derg leaned in. “I got this. I want to see this so badly. I’ve been dying to get tickets to a Harridan concert since the rumors of her return started spreading.”

      The viewer ran as intended, and Doughas released an audible sigh of relief.

      The clip started as Doughas figured it would. At least four dozen attendees had gathered around the stage. He spotted Morg on the drum set and the other ogre wielding a massive guitar decorated with bones and spikes. A few minutes later, Feladrien ElanHudraith walked onto the stage. Cheering and screaming greeted her.

      “Wow, she took her departure hard,” Derg observed. “Still beautiful, though.”

      “Yeah, she’s in a rebellious stage,” Doughas affirmed. “Maybe a little too rebellious, if you ask me.”

      “No, I agree,” Derg said as they continued to watch the video. “Outlaw rock isn’t my thing. If it was, I wouldn’t be working for the Bureau. There’s shedding your innocent pop star image, and then there’s whatever this is.”

      Doughas sighed. “True. Huh, check out the bandmates, though. They’re loud and on the beat, but I don’t hear much talent. I’m surprised Fel’El agreed to sing with them.”

      Derg watched closer and appeared to agree. After a few moments, Doughas interrupted, “By the way, did I ever mention how VorKluvaith got me into rock music? I’m talking stuff like heavy metal.”

      “I didn’t know Esselliar enjoyed that,” Derg commented.

      “Yeah, he’s into all sorts of music. One time, we had this long conversation about which heavy metal band was more suitable for a movie remake of—whoa!”

      Doughas and Derg fell silent as Feladrien started singing. Her voice was haunting but melodic, piercing yet soothing. A coldness in her tone sent shivers up Doughas’ spine, and the hairs on the back of his neck stood up.

      “Wow,” he muttered.

      “I know,” Derg exclaimed.

      After the first song, Feladrien started cursing and insulting the crowd closest to the stage. She made all sorts of hand signs, some insulting and others wild, random gestures. Morg slammed on the drums, and the band moved on to the next song. The cycle repeated, but Doughas noticed one odd change. As the minutes passed, Feladrien grew more agitated. By the third song, she was kicking equipment on the stage and screaming inches from a fan’s face.

      Morg’s keeping an eye on her. Doughas’ attention flipped from Feladrien to the ogre and back. Something’s on his mind. He isn’t looking at his drum set anymore. His eyes are on her. Is he waiting for a signal or something? What’s there to—wait, there it is!

      “Pause it,” Doughas instructed, and Derg complied. “Go back a few seconds…a little bit more…right there. Hit play.”

      On the second play-through, Derg caught what Doughas noticed. He had to pause the video again when he figured it out. “Did she take a puff out of something hidden in her sleeve?”

      “Yeah.” Doughas pointed at Feladrien’s elbow. Though blurry in the footage, there was some sort of inhalant visible. “Right there. Now, watch her reaction right after that puff. If I saw it correctly, we’ve caught the action and the reaction.”

      Derg hit play, and they watched as Feladrien’s whole body shuddered for a good second or two.

      “Oh, no.” A sad tone infused Derg’s voice. Perhaps it was disappointment. “I thought it was a bunch of gossip and unconfirmed rumors.”

      “Siren shiver,” Doughas stated. “From the looks of it, the lass has it pretty bad.”

      “But isn’t that late-stage Harp-Jet abuse?” Derg’s voice cracked. He clearly didn’t want to believe what he was seeing. “She’s still so young!”

      Doughas sighed. “Yep, but if you've got a lot of money and the will to spend it, you can tear yourself up with that stuff in short order.”

      The ogre adjusted his glasses and flipped his hands in disbelief. “I don't understand why anyone would take hits of scraped and processed harpy glands, least of all her.”

      “Most of 'em get started for pain management,” Doughas expounded. “That’s how it starts for other substances, too. Some folks get injured. They take drugs for treatment, then later rely on those drugs merely to keep going. It becomes their state of equilibrium.”

      Derg frowned in thought. “What do you think got her into it? Some concert mishap? Maybe a car accident they covered up?”

      “Remember, she had a huge falling out with her studio and agent,” Doughas reminded the ogre. “Maybe it was an accident, but it's also worth remembering that not all hurts are in your flesh and bones.”

      “Now I feel really sad,” Derg pronounced. “I hope she gets the help she needs.”

      Doughas rubbed Derg’s shoulder. “Unfortunately, my friend, I don’t think she will. Not anytime soon. Why do you think I’m here investigating this?”

      Derg has to know by now. We’re Inquisitors. We wouldn’t be here watching this footage if it wasn’t a serious interracial case. Doughas felt bad about asking Derg to stay. The ogre clearly had some attachment to Fel’El. Maybe her music once touched him in a way other songs didn’t.

      It was after the fourth song that Doughas found what he needed. Right as the band finished the tune, Feladrien grabbed two archaic-looking ARCs. She had them holstered the whole time, but no one noticed since they were older models. The elfess began firing wildly into the air, much to the crowd’s pleasure.

      Morg shot up from his seat at the drums and shouted something at Feladrien. Doughas couldn’t make out the words. There was too much noise from the instruments and the crowd.

      Feladrien fired another volley, and the crowd went nuts. Folks chanted “Harridan” as loudly as they could in cadence while pumping their fists in the air. That was all the motivation Feladrien needed for one more stunt. She lowered one of the weapons and pressed it against her head.

      Morg lost it. He moved so quickly that he blurred. Before Doughas could make sense of what was going on, something hit the capture-corder, and the view spun. The capture-corder hit the ground and was trampled. The video cut to a black screen.

      “Whoa, what in the Quadras?” Doughas felt confused and dizzy. “Play it back, Derg. Can you slow it down or run it frame-by-frame?”

      “Sure. Where do you want it to start?”

      Doughas narrowed his eyes as he thought about it. “Go to the point where she aimed the ARC at her head. Don’t focus on her, though. Zoom in on the drummer.”

      Derg moved the video back and manually tapped on the viewer to advance to each succeeding frame.

      Morg leapt from behind the drum set and barreled into Feladrien. He pushed her forward and swiped the ARC out of her hand. In the next frame, it was clear Feladrien had fired the ARC. Its bolt struck the capture-corder’s mount and crashed it to the ground.

      If Morg hadn’t intervened, she would’ve killed herself. What in the Quadras is going on with that girl?

      “Hold it. Focus on the drummer’s hands,” Doughas requested.

      Derg complied. They both stared at Morg’s hands. The ogre wore metal rings on each finger shaped into skulls of fanged creatures with horns.

      “Now his boots,” Doughas urged. When Derg did so, the screen showed Morg wearing a pair of heavy, steel-toed boots with metal studs.

      “Well,” Doughas exclaimed. “We know the drummer didn’t kill the three victims found at the crime scene. They were killed fast, likely with a few heavy blows to the head, but none of the victims’ injuries indicated they were hit by studded boots or horned metal rings.”

      Derg pointed at the guitarist, the other ogre. “Let’s look at his hands, then.”

      When they zoomed in, they learned the guitarist wore no rings. His boots were of a similar style but absent metal studs.

      “Interesting,” Doughas commented. “That doesn’t confirm that the guitarist was the murderer. It only proves that the drummer was innocent unless there’s visual evidence proving he removed all his jewelry before stepping down to kill three attendees.”

      Derg shrugged. “In the heat of that kind of chaos? Nah, the drummer wouldn’t have even thought of removing his rings. I think this rules him out.”

      “For now, yeah,” Doughas agreed. “That means someone else here was responsible for the crime. I need to discuss this with my partner. Thanks, Derg. You were a big help.”

      “No problem,” the ogre replied. “Hey, if you’re going to interrogate Harridan, can you do me a favor?”

      Doughas knew where this was going. “Fine. I’ll take a photo of Fel’El and get you an autograph or something. Assuming she’s sober enough to do it without causing a fuss. The last thing I want is to punch a famous person in the face. I’d never survive the hate from her fans.”

      Derg laughed. “Well, count me out on that one. After seeing what she did here, I’m re-evaluating how far I’d go for her. I love her to death, but I wouldn’t allow her to harm anyone, herself included.”

      “I’ll see what I can do about that autograph.” Doughas took the pebble back, dropped it into his pocket, and headed out of the lab. He’d swing by Evidence later to leave it with them. “Can you write up a quick addendum? I’ll add it to my case report. Thanks again, Derg.”

      “Take care, Ruiridh!”

      Doughas waved and exited the room. It was time to find Vor and start putting all the pieces they had together. This would only work if Vor didn’t get himself in trouble playing undercover agent.
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      Esselliar

      It was a quarter past eight in the evening when Vor reached the elven quarter a few blocks from the topiary garden where he’d meet with Viox’Rhael. Before heading there, he had to connect with Medivh. She’d not only read his message but agreed to talk to him in person.

      Vor was still walking down the city sidewalk when his shard rang. He picked up the call when he saw it was Doughas. “Hey, I’m on my way to meet up with my old friend. What’s up?”

      “I went through the capture-corder footage,” Doughas informed his partner. “It’s a lot to take in. Wait, where are you exactly?”

      “Near the topiary garden.” Vor crossed the street, entered a small café, and sat at a corner table. He gestured for a waitress to bring him a cup of coffee, then finally returned to the conversation. “Was it Morg and Feladrien? We’re sure it’s Harridan, right? Oh, sorry, it took me a second there. I detoured at Oh-Chelo’s.”

      “Yep,” Doughas confirmed. “Look, if you can really get an in with the band, you better be careful.”

      Vor rolled his eyes. “I know. They’re an outlaw rock band now. They’re supposed to be all rebellious and dangerous and violent.”

      “No, it’s not only that,” Doughas insisted. “Fel’s a Harper. It was caught on corder. She had Harp-Jet up her sleeve and took a few puffs in the middle of their gig. She’s violent, Vor. Incredibly violent and maybe even suicidal. When you see what she did on corder, it’ll blow your nuts off.”

      Vor blinked in disbelief. “That’s freaking insane. You’d think she’d be more responsible about something so dangerous. I mean, taking Harp-Jet in her free time would be enough, but to squeeze in a puff or two in front of a live audience?”

      The waitress returned with a cup of black coffee. Vor smiled and paid with the leftover cash in his pocket. He sipped his drink, then continued, “Well, if Fel was there, Morg couldn’t have been far behind. What’s the lowdown concerning him?”

      “I don’t think he killed those folks,” Doughas claimed. “Morg was wearing metal rings and studded steel-toed boots. None of the victims had injuries to match that. We’re not sure about the guitarist, though. He had nothing to clear his name, but there was nothing to incriminate him, either. The footage cut short.”

      Vor hummed in disappointment. “It would’ve been nice if we got the crime on video record.”

      Doughas agreed before adding, “Oh, and from the way Morg behaved, I think he has more than a passing affection for Feladrien. Don’t quote me on it, though.”

      “Interesting,” Vor noted. “Anyway, I’ll have to call you back. I’m meeting Medivh. Then we’re off to see Harridan’s middle guy.”

      “Take care,” Doughas replied and ended the call.

      Vor pocketed his shard and finished half of his drink. He didn’t have time to enjoy more of it. He departed the café, walked for a block, and turned left into an alley.

      There was a sudden flash of light. Vor sidestepped in time to avoid an ARC pressing against his head. He moved closer and almost struck the attacker before he realized who it was.

      “Hey!” Vor exclaimed to the assailant. It was an elfess, on the short side, with a long scar running down her cheek. She had strong, sharp features, including a small but pointed nose and eyes that reminded Vor of a bird of prey.

      “Esselliar?” The elfess took a step forward. When she got a better look at Vor’s face, she chuckled and holstered her weapon. “It is you. By the ancestors, I almost shot you. What’s with the weird look? I only recognized you because of the way you walk. You never could hide that strut.”

      Vor scratched the back of his head. “Well, I’ll explain more in a bit…wait, really? You figured me out by my walk?”

      “That and those chiseled arms,” she confirmed. “No other elf has muscles that big.”

      Vor’s cheeks warmed. He stood there with bubbling words that wouldn’t form. As he moved to hug her, she did the same thing, and they both stepped back in response. He tried again, but this time she offered to shake his hand. He reached down, and she pulled back and attempted to hug him.

      Great, I look like a fool. Try not to be weird. Vor smiled and let out a nervous chuckle. “Uh, so, it’s been…”

      “A few years, give or take.” She finished his sentence and gestured for them to walk. “I lost track since that last time we hung out for breakfast.”

      “T-that was the last time?” Vor stuttered. He slowed his pace and looked at her, unsure whether he should stick close or keep his distance. “Anyway, how have you been? How’s Horv?”

      “I got rid of her,” Medivh answered. “I wasn’t home a lot to take care of her, so it was for the best. A fish needs attention, too.”

      “Right, right…” Vor trailed off, and he walked beside her in silence. Neither uttered another word for a good moment. Vor felt more than a little awkward. He had plenty to say but couldn’t bring any words to the surface. Instead, he bit down on his thoughts and wondered what Medivh would say in response to—

      There was a sudden clatter of metal. Both Vor and Medivh drew their ARCs and spun toward the sound from a nearby trash bin.

      Fortunately, it was only a brownie scurrying off. Two pixies chased it out of the dumpster and down the alley. The brownie must’ve been digging through the pixies’ food.

      Wait, that brownie looked like the one I tried to squash at the Bureau. He squinted and tried to get a better look, but the pixies had already chased it too far away. He shrugged the thought off. Nah, that would be too much of a coincidence.

      Medivh interrupted his train of thought. “Okay, I think we’re far enough from prying eyes, so tell me what this is all about. If you had to call me for help, it must be serious.”

      “Well, you’re not wrong on that point,” Vor confirmed. He leaned against a wall and took a second look to ensure there were no bystanders. “I’m about to talk to a guy who represents an outlaw rock band connected to a recent triple murder.”

      “A triple murder?” Medivh exclaimed under her breath. “That’s a heavy case. What can I do to help?”

      Vor pulled out his shard and started typing a message. “I need you to shadow me in case things go south, so you’ll be there to save my butt. If worse comes to worst, you’ll have to call my partner. I sent you his number.”

      Doughas isn’t going to like that, but I think the situation explains itself. Vor figured he’d sit through Doughas’ rant later. Right now, he needed the security and assurance Medivh’s presence offered.

      Medivh checked her shard, nodded, and slid it back into her pocket.

      “Do you still have the Hellion?” Vor inquired.

      The elfess winked.

      “Great. Is it nearby?”

      Instead of answering, Medivh grabbed his arm and led him farther down the alley. At the end, close to one of the city’s main streets, she pointed at a motorcycle parked by a few street food stalls. It looked plain as day with muted black colors and no fancy decals, but Vor knew better than to judge it by its cover.

      That thing is more capable than any vehicle in the Quadras. Medivh’s outfitted it so heavily that I’d believe her if she said it could fly.

      “All right.” Vor faced her. “I’ll head to the topiary gardens, and you watch my back. Stay on the Hellion in case we have to move fast.”

      “I got you,” she assured him. “Wherever you go, I’ll be right behind you.”

      He tried for a hug again, but she opted to reach out for a handshake. Vor responded with an awkward smile as he shook.

      Without another word, he stepped out of the alley and headed down the sidewalk with his hands in his pockets. He started getting into character by slouching forward and pushing his chin out for an angry and rebellious expression. He adjusted his gait, added a stomp to his stride, and glared at every person he passed.

      I’m a rebel. I hate society. Screw the system. Down with the governments and the enforcers. There’s nothing meaningful in life except for the downfall of order. Chaos and destruction are the true masters of the universe. He recited the words in his head as he continued.

      He had to pull this off. Otherwise, he’d lose the only lead they had.

      When Vor came to a large display window for a clothing shop, he stopped and observed himself in the reflection. What he saw shocked him. He pulled off the rebellious look well, but his demeanor and facial expression revolted him.

      This was how I looked when I was a Justicar, investigating my own dynasty. Hmm. If I’d gone down a different path, I might’ve become a genuine outlaw rock fanatic. It requires the same kind of anger and emptiness. I never want to feel this void in my heart again.

      Dismayed and shaken, he fixed his posture a bit and eased the pressure on his eyebrows. He wanted to look like a legitimate rebel, but he wouldn’t push himself back into the shadows of his former rage.

      There was only one problem. He had to acknowledge that diving into the darkness of his soul felt good.

      However, he had no time to dwell on it. He’d come to the garden entrance. Vor walked into the area where he and Doughas crashed, ignoring the red tape prohibiting entry, and leaned on a nearby tree. He was in the shadows but close enough to the street lamps for a good vantage point over the park.

      I need to stay in character. I should check out where we could put a stage and whatnot. Vor spotted an elfess in a business suit walking toward him, likely taking the pathway to hail a cab. As soon as she passed by, Vor glared and barked at her. She hurried off in a panic.

      He did the same to three other civilians. Though he made himself as scary as he could, he avoided overdoing it. The last thing he wanted was for someone to call the Justicars and ruin his meeting.

      A good ten minutes had passed when an elf approached. The newcomer wore a formal, light gray business suit with a white undershirt and black shoes. A black necktie and a fedora completed the ensemble.

      “Good evening,” the elf greeted Vor. “We need to talk about a few things, like this venue and merchandising. I have to know what kind of estimates we’re talking about here. Otherwise, you can kiss this whole idea goodbye.”

      What? Vor peered at the elf.

      “Also, we need to finalize upfront pricing,” the elf blathered on, oblivious to Vor’s confusion. “We’re not pushing through with any sort of business unless you make a reasonable deposit.”

      This was definitely Viox’Rhael, but Vor suspected all the financial babble was a test. He needed to prove he was the real deal.

      He grabbed Viox by the collar. “Look ‘ere, you little punk,” he growled. “I ain’t givin’ you a damn thing until I know for sure you’re road level.”

      Viox blinked fast and started kicking as he struggled and squirmed in Vor’s grasp. “W-w-what? Hey, if you’re going to c-cause me trouble, I’ll holler out for a Justicar!”

      Ah, damn it, did I go too far? No, he’s still baiting me. He pulled Viox closer and nearly slammed their foreheads together. “Go ahead. I dare ye. Call the Justicars all you like, pixie-meat. I’d like to pyre out glorious and hound-blooded.”

      Viox stopped squirming and dropped all pretense. The elf stared at Vor with fire in his eyes and spoke in a low, guttural growl.

      “I had to make sure you were real, Mr. Quorin Lindh.” He grabbed Vor’s hand, shoved it off, and fixed his necktie before giving Vor a nod. “My real name’s Ulosien BazTurnareth. I have to say you picked the perfect spot. There’s a large crowd here since it’s in the busiest district of the elven quarter and close to the center of the Quadras. The red tape is also attractive. Every fan of Harridan wants to mess up law enforcement, and rampaging at a wild concert in a prohibited public spot is perfect.”

      “So, you’ll take my offer?” Vor asked.

      Ulosien nodded. “Of course, but only if you can guarantee a crowd and an exit lane in case the Justicars come rushing in…and they will charge with weapons drawn. No one hates Feladrien more than the elven law enforcers. We love the offer, though. When I told Feladrien about it, she got excited. She wants this. I’ve never seen her this personally interested in a gig before.”

      Vor didn’t want to break his good-luck streak. He dusted off his hands, feigning disgust after touching Ulosien, and brushed dirt from his shoulder. “Look, trust goes both ways, aye? I won’t lie to your face and say I ain’t rootin’ for this. We can both make a lot of money here, and we give the middle finger to the folks on their fancy golden thrones. I can guarantee a paying audience and a secure exit, but I need to know you’re legit too.”

      Ulosien growled and stepped forward. “Hey, you’re not the toughest roughhead around here, all right? Don’t push.”

      Vor raised an eyebrow. Instead of matching Ulosien’s step, he put his hands on his hips and flexed his muscles. He knew they were far bigger than most elves, even those who went to the gym.

      Once Ulosien got a better glimpse of Vor’s physique, he swallowed, moved back, and laughed. “All right, big lad. I know an alpha pissin’ fire when I see one.”

      “What do you propose, then?” Vor had run out of patience. The sooner he could talk to Morg and Feladrien, the better. He had to check out the second ogre as well. If Morg wasn’t responsible for the murders, Vor needed to investigate the other two band members. He hadn’t ruled out the possibility that someone in the crowd killed the three victims.

      After a pause, Ulosien said, “How about we go meet the band now, and you can explain more to Fel about your offer?”

      “You’re not shittin’ bricks on me, are you?”

      Ulosien shook his head. “We’re talking about a lot of money here, kid. I want money. You want money. The band wants money. If we have to wrestle a bit to hash out a deal, sure. I ain’t screwin’ with your head, though. I’ll take you to meet them right now and leave it to you to convince Feladrien you’re legit. She ain’t an easy cookie to crack, by the way, so don’t think I’m making things easier for you. I ain’t.”

      Vor paused briefly. He couldn’t look around for Medivh because Ulosien might get suspicious. He didn’t want the elf to drop the deal or the offer. Hopefully, Medivh was nearby and ready to follow.

      Well, I wanted to talk to the band. Here’s my chance. I only hope Morg doesn’t freak out and blow my cover. I mean, would he even recognize me? Medivh didn’t, but then again, she hadn’t seen me in quite a while. Vor stared at Ulosien as he pondered his choices.

      “I ain’t staying forever, kid,” Ulosien prompted.

      Ah, screw it. “All right, let’s go. You got a car or something? I doubt you fancy business folk like to walk for more than a minute. I don’t wanna hear you whining about sore heels and all that.”

      Ulosien gritted his teeth but knew he stood no chance against Vor. He began to walk away. “I have a car down the road a bit. This way.”

      Medivh, you’d better be following me. Vor inhaled and went after the elf. Around the fifth block they walked, Vor realized they were moving away from the business district into a more suburban area. This neighborhood had fewer streetlights, fewer vehicles on the road, and almost no pedestrians around. It was dark, dangerous, and late in the evening.

      This is getting a lot riskier than I anticipated. Vor wanted to look behind him and check for Medivh, but Ulosien kept a close eye on him.

      After five more minutes, they came to a small intersection with an old laundromat and a carpet store. A large, black vehicle sat along the curb. When they approached, an elf in an all-black suit with black sunglasses climbed out of the car. The driver stood nearly as tall as Vor. Tattoos on his neck and hands suggested more beneath the suit, likely all over his body. Which, like Vor’s, was buffer than the average elf.

      Oh, great. A bodyguard who can actually put up a fight. I’ve got a bad feeling about this. Vor didn’t let the unease push him out of character, however. He stepped closer and turned to Ulosien.

      “How special. You’ve got a brute of your own.”

      Ulosien smirked. “You think I’d fight you one-on-one? I ain’t that stupid. There’s no way I’d bring you to Harridan without assurance for my own safety. Outlaw rock is a dangerous world to live in. I take my precautions, kid. It’s nothing personal.”

      Vor cocked his head and spat on the ground. “Weak…but I’ll forgive it this one time. You’re not the one I’m s’posed to talk to anyway. You get me to Feladrien, we’re square. Just make sure this ugly thing doesn’t try to flex his muscles and get in my way.”

      “Get in,” the driver commanded as he opened the passenger door.

      Vor growled and barked back, “Don’t tell me what to do, dog.”

      Ulosien opened the back door and gestured him in. “Don’t worry, he’ll behave. Take a seat so we can get going. I’ve already contacted Feladrien and the boys. They’re waiting for you.”

      “Good.” Vor clambered into the back, and Ulosien sat beside him and got comfortable.

      There was a moment of silence. Vor wondered where the driver had gone. He glanced over and saw that Ulosien not only hadn’t secured his seatbelt but was digging through a bag kept under the seats.

      “What are you looking for?” Vor asked. Please don’t be an ARC. I don’t want to get into a random fight inside a vehicle like—

      His thoughts were cut off when a cloth bag came down over his head. He struggled and attempted to push the attacker off, but another pair of hands pressed on his chest and arms.

      “I was looking for this,” Ulosien remarked. It was the last thing Vor heard before something cold and metal pressed against his neck and shocked him unconscious.
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      Doughas

      Doughas stared at his viewer, bored out of his mind. He’d had four cups of coffee already. He stared at the empty seat across from him and imagined Vor seated in his usual spot. It didn’t help.

      Everyone else in the office was pretty busy. Most of the Inquisitors were out in the field, doing their jobs, while those who remained here were completing paperwork…

      Just like him.

      Doughas sighed and rolled his eyes. He glanced at the clock every few minutes, only to be disappointed by how little time had passed.

      Let’s see. I’m almost done with the report covering our asses at the Ranger station. The only problem was he’d forgotten to ask for JunRazelien and ArnUthfiel’s full names and titles. Rangers had their own way of doing things, but he had to file their identities properly. For the moment, he simply listed them as “Ranger JunRazelien” and “Ranger ArnUthfiel” and hoped the boss wouldn’t berate him for the missing details. I should’ve asked for some kind of ID. Protocol, Doughas, protocol!

      With that out of the way, he needed to file the details regarding the victims’ bodies by noting the schedule for the autopsies. That shouldn’t be too difficult. Agent Khae was a responsible medical examiner. He’d bet she already had everything filed and ready to go—

      What? He stared at his persocom viewer. There was nothing listed. Using the pixie pointer, he clicked on a few other tabs and options. None of them produced the details he needed. Why is there no autopsy scheduled?

      Frustrated, Doughas got up and approached the nearest Inquisitor. Agent Olyphrous was an ogre newbie who’d impressed the Bureau with his lightning-fast mathematical skills. He’d started in the forensic department, but his compassion for helping others got him out into the field. Also, he was as big as Throm. Nobody wanted to screw with that. Luckily for Doughas, it looked like Olyphrous was done with his paperwork and about to step out for a late-night dinner.

      “Uh, hey.” Doughas tapped the ogre’s arm. “Sorry to bug you. Do you know the number for the guys in the morgue downstairs?”

      Olyphrous shook his head. “I don’t recommend using your shard. There’s no reception down there. You could call all day, and they won’t receive the notification. Just use the office shard line.” The ogre pointed at the closest one on the wall beside the closed offices for the higher-up investigators.

      “Oh, right. I forgot about that reception thing,” Doughas acknowledged. “Haven’t been down there in a while.”

      “Just dial nine. That’s the hotline for the morgue,” Olyphrous mentioned. “I’m heading down for some coffee. You want a cup?”

      Doughas pointed to the empty paper cups on his desk. “Nah, I already had way too much coffee for one night. Thanks, though. I appreciate it.”

      “No worries,” the ogre responded. “Say hi to VorKluvaith for me. He was pretty nice to me on my first day on the job.”

      Doughas nodded. That’s awfully sweet, but it doesn’t surprise me. Vor is the people person. It’s rubbing off on me a bit, though I still can’t help looking at things differently sometimes.

      The dwarf sauntered over to the shard line. To his surprise, there was a piece of paper with all of the hotline numbers taped to the wall. Huh, it’s idiot-proof.

      He dialed the morgue. It rang and rang and rang. After a few more rings, Doughas placed the shard back on the holder. He tried it again. There was still no answer.

      Oh, come on. I get that you have lousy reception, but this is a wired shard line. What in the world is keeping them so busy down there? Doughas sighed. He had no other option but to go down there and ask for the documents and schedule himself.

      “If only they’d fix the darn elevators,” Doughas grumbled as he walked back to his desk. He shut down his viewer and persocom, threw the empty coffee cups in the trash bin, and grabbed a pen and a pad of paper from his drawer.

      The descent to the lower levels was a silent walk that oddly gave Doughas a feeling of peace and satisfaction. He hummed a bit as he reached the ground floor. He still had five more basement floors to go, but with this kind of quiet, he wasn’t one to complain.

      That peaceful feeling popped like a balloon when a loud scuffling came from behind him. Doughas turned and spotted a pixie following him, scurrying across the ceiling pipes.

      Seriously, someone has to take care of these vermin. He tried to shoo the pixie away, but it fluttered its glossy, butterfly-like wings right back at him. It wasn’t until Doughas threatened to throw his boot at it that the tiny creature buzzed off.

      “Annoying,” Doughas mumbled. The pixie encounter made Doughas look around more carefully, and his tactical mind kicked in right when he wished it didn’t. The stairs weren’t as evenly spaced down here, and the walls looked like they would collapse. If he had to run up the stairs during an emergency, this whole section might fall. That would spell instant death in case of an earthquake or fire.

      Now he was in a rotten mood.

      How do all these wee folk get in here? First, we spotted a brownie, now a pixie. Folks, learn to shut your windows or something! Doughas heaved a sigh. His steps felt heavier as he continued down the last few flights of stairs to the morgue.

      It was a large department, and Doughas navigated several empty hallways before he found Agent Khae in an autopsy room. She was standing on top of a heavy box, conducting an autopsy on a male goblin. Next to her, a few other tables contained the corpses of an ogre and an elderly elf.

      “Hi,” Doughas greeted her.

      Khae put down her instruments and looked up. “Oh, Agent Ruiridh. How may I help you?”

      Doughas shrugged and pointed at the bodies. “Are you busy?”

      “No, not really,” she answered. “This guy here drove into a cab driven by that ogre who had an elven passenger.”

      Doughas’ jaw dropped. “And they all died? How fast was this guy going?”

      “He was high on Gloomboomer,” Khae explained.

      “Ah, that explains a lot,” Doughas sighed. “All this for a quick high. Ah, well. Anyway, I’m here regarding those bodies from the concert. You remember the two elves and the goblin?”

      Khae nodded. “Oh, those? Yeah, I never got them.”

      Doughas stared at her blankly and made wild gestures. “What? Huh?”

      Khae didn’t reply. She was preoccupied with the corpse in front of her, focused on sewing the goblin’s chest cavity closed.

      “Wait,” Doughas called, this time a little louder. “What do you mean you never got the bodies? I thought they were supposed to be sent directly back here.”

      That was the whole reason she was there at the crime scene, right? Doughas scratched his head in confusion.

      Khae put down her tools and stepped off the box to approach Doughas. “They never arrived. Some representative from an elven Clade came to take ’em. It was the Harbinger Clade, if I recall.”

      Harbinger Clade. The name was familiar. Doughas bit his lip as he tried to remember where he’d heard about them before. As his thoughts raced, he pressed a few more questions. “They can do that? Elven politics don’t matter much here. This isn’t their jurisdiction.”

      Khae wagged a finger. “I thought about that, but the truth is, the Clades and the Gatekeepers Guild have special clauses that allow them to reclaim bodies for spectral protection and preservation. You know, for their necropoli and stuff.”

      Doughas frowned. “There was a corpus collector back at the crime scene. Shouldn’t that cover it?”

      “I don’t know,” Khae admitted. “I asked the clerk who manages the morgue paperwork, and he said the Clade had everything in order. I wasn’t going to question due process. That’s not my place. If it’s legal, it’s legal, you know? Besides, one less batch for me to finish isn’t going to break my heart, if you get what I mean.”

      “I do,” Doughas answered, but his voice trailed off. “I can see the Clade taking the two dead elves…but where’s the dead goblin?”

      “Oh, they took all three.”

      “Excuse me?” Doughas raised his voice. This was getting ridiculous. Goblin remains had nothing to do with elven politics or their traditions with the dead. Something was going on, and he didn’t like running around in circles like a fool.

      Khae explained further. “There’s nothing in the clause stating the Clade can only take back elves. As long as there’s no counter-claim from the deceased person’s relatives or a notice of biological quarantine from a medical center, the Clade had clearance to take the goblin too, so they did.”

      “What in the Quadras is going on?” Doughas spat. He waved at Khae as he stomped out of the autopsy lab. “Thanks. I’m going to try and figure this out.”

      Khae waved back and continued with her work.

      Doughas shut the door and stood in the fluctuating light of the hallway, thinking he should’ve gone with Olyphrous for a quick bite or a drink. That was when the name Harbinger Clade hit him like a boulder.

      There was a Lord Hyacinth fin Lorial of the Harbinger Clade back at Kroth’s Korner last year. That was way back when Doughas and Vor first met. They were handling their first case together, and Vor had pointed Lord Hyacinth out to him. It was a little suspicious, but it meant the Harbinger Clade had a connection with Throm.

      Yet Kroth’s Korner was known as a neutral zone, a safe haven for everyone. It would take something serious for Throm, or anyone for that matter, to even consider breaking that unspoken rule.

      It’s unlikely, but now I can’t shake the feeling that Throm is connected to this. There was only one way to make sure.

      Doughas strode with purpose to the morgue’s administration desk. The young, pimply-faced dwarf seated there was busy with a fancy shard, oblivious to Doughas’ arrival.

      “Hey, kid,” Doughas interrupted with a heavy tap on the desk. “Mind if I bug you for a second?”

      The young dwarf pointed at a log sheet and a pen. “Please write down your name and today’s date, and we’ll get to you regarding any relatives kept in our morgue. Thanks.”

      Doughas wiped his face with a hand and groaned. “Kid, I’m not here for a body. Well, I am, but I’m not a relative or whatever. I work here. Name’s Doughas Ruiridh of Clan Banlaech, Holt Warden and First Blade of the Kaith nar Tirecuath East Wardens Division, agent of the Inquisitor’s Bureau.”

      That got the dwarf to sit up straight. “Oh. I’m Lorgan of Clan Fergudrahm.”

      “Been working late?” Doughas asked.

      Lorgan shook his head. “No, sir. I just came on shift.”

      “Good. You might know what I need to find out. Keep in mind, I don’t have time to play stupid games,” Doughas warned. “There were supposed to be three bodies delivered here. Two elves and a goblin. Killed during a concert at the Burb-burgs. I went to the medical examiner, and she said someone from the Harbinger Clade took them. I want to see the documentation for that transfer.”

      Lorgan yawned and looked around at his desk. It was mostly empty. Next, he opened one of the drawers as slowly as possible and indicated with both hands that there was nothing to see. The kid wore an insulted expression as if Doughas couldn’t see the obvious.

      “Use your words, laddie, because I’m running out of patience,” Doughas snarled.

      “I don’t remember, to be honest,” Lorgan replied with a nonchalant shrug and went back to fumbling on his shard. “Even if a representative came here, I probably wasn’t the clerk on duty at the time.”

      Few folks come and go down here, you little punk. You’d have to be dumb or ignorant to forget something like that. Doughas wanted to grab the dwarf by the collar and hit him, but instead, he took a deep breath and calmed himself down. He spoke slowly. “I only want some kind of documentation. A signature. A request form. Any of those will do.”

      Lorgan yawned again. Now he was getting on Doughas’ nerves.

      “Oh, here.” Lorgan pulled a small file case from the bottom drawer and tossed it carelessly across the desk.

      Doughas grabbed it and checked the document inside. The single sheet of paper in the heavy case was a request form for the Harbinger Clade to claim all three bodies, but the signature at the bottom wasn’t legible. It was only a few random scribbles. That handwriting looks intentionally horrible.

      None of this made sense. It had to be a cover-up of some kind. An irritating scratch in the back of his brain forced Doughas to press ahead with his scrutiny. He wouldn’t be able to face himself if he went back upstairs without a reasonable answer.

      The problem was, he couldn’t tell for sure if Lorgan was complicit or simply a dumb punk who thought he was smart. He watched the younger dwarf poke at his shard for a moment.

      Wait a minute. I know that shard. That thing’s way too expensive for a newbie punk kid like him, especially with the pay he’d get. He’d once considered buying an expensive, high-end shard for Huala, which dragged him into a black hole of research. He had reconsidered when he realized how expensive they got. It wasn’t worth it for someone on an Inquisitor’s meager salary.

      So how did Lorgan get one? He wouldn’t even make as much as me, and he’s from Clan Fergudrahm. I know those folks. Hard-working, sure, but they’re mostly blue-collar. It’s unlikely anyone in his clan gave him such an expensive gift.

      Doughas grinned. The pieces of the puzzle were all coming together. Now it was time to test his theory.

      “Whoa, is that the Echo-Sheer 8?” Doughas feigned awe and pointed at the young dwarf’s shard.

      Lorgan shook his head. “Nope. This is the Echo-Sheer 9. Badass, huh? It’s so powerful I can even play that new Phantom Grave’s Eve game on it. That’s something you’d expect to struggle even on a high-end persocom, but it works great here!”

      “No way,” Doughas continued with his ploy. “That’s an Echo-Sheer 9? I haven’t even seen one out on the market yet. It must’ve cost a fortune!”

      The younger dwarf smiled, a glint of arrogance sparkling in his eyes. He swiped the shard’s screen to turn off any active apps and held the device up close to Doughas’ face. “Oh, believe me, old man, it’s the real deal. See?”

      Doughas leaned in closer, squinted, and nodded. “Yup. Thanks.”

      Without another word, Doughas grabbed the shard out of Lorgan’s hand. He held it as far away as he could. Lorgan lunged across his desk in an attempt to retrieve his fancy new gadget, but that was what Doughas wanted. As soon as he was close, Doughas stepped to the side, grabbed the younger dwarf’s hair, and slammed Lorgan’s face into the desk.

      “Okay, laddie. We’re going to do this my way now,” Doughas announced. “Where are the bodies?”

      “I don’t know what you’re talking about, old man. Hand me back my shard!”

      They always have to play tough. Doughas bashed Lorgan’s head a second time. “Where are the bodies?”

      “Eat shit!”

      Doughas sighed. He raised the hand holding the shard. “Talk, laddie, or I’ll drop it and stomp on it.”

      “H-hey, hey, let’s not get too violent.” Lorgan shifted his tone. “There was a guy, some fancy elf from the Harbinger Clade. He really did come by to sign stuff. He, uh, paid me a ‘convenience fee’ and said someone else would drop by to pick up the bodies. I had them transferred before they got to the autopsy labs.”

      Doughas looked at the shard. Well, that’s one heck of a convenience fee.

      “Who picked up the bodies?” Doughas raised the Echo-Sheer 9 even higher.

      Lorgan squirmed in Doughas’ grip. His gaze was fixed on the shard. “I-it was some dwarfess, but she looked so small, I could’ve sworn it was a gnome or some crap. I m-mean it!”

      A small, short dwarfess. Wugsorn? “When you transferred the bodies, was it into a utility truck or a casket limo?”

      Lorgan struggled to shake his head. Most of his right cheek was pressed flat against the desk. He blurted out, “N-no, it was some kind of van. Black. It smelled good, like there was a ton of food and stuff in it. Didn’t look like a mob van.”

      Yeah, that’s a vehicle for Kroth’s Korner. Throm is behind this. Doughas loosened his grip, and the young dwarf pushed himself back into his seat. He handed Lorgan his shard. “Don’t count yourself lucky yet, laddie. I still haven’t decided whether to report you or keep this under wraps until I figure out what else you can do for me. Shut your mouth. I was never here.”

      Lorgan nodded frantically. “Y-yes, sir.”

      “And take better care of your job,” Doughas pointed out. “I don’t care if you’re out in the field like me or a simple morgue clerk. At the end of the day, you’re a professional. Act like one.”

      With that, Doughas walked off. He grumbled as he trudged up the stairs toward the main level. “Okay, so Throm had Wugsorn and the Clade guy take the bodies. He’s worried the autopsy might reveal Morg was responsible. If only he knew that an autopsy would prove his nephew’s innocence. Morg didn’t kill those folks. Their injuries would’ve shown ring marks. Throm taking those bodies only makes Morg look more suspicious.”

      How in the Quadras am I going to bring this up to Throm? If I trigger his temper, he’ll crush my skull.

      The best course of action was to call Vor. It was also a good idea to contact Throm and ask if they could meet. Eager to get shard reception, Doughas started running up the stairs.

      As soon as a signal reached his shard, a flurry of messages flooded in. They were all from an unknown number.

      “Who is this?” Doughas muttered at the shard and paused to lean against the wall. He was still in the stairwell, two floors below the field agents’ offices.

      He read the first message.

      
        
        Hello, this is Medivh, a friend of Agent VorKluvaith.

      

      

      Doughas went through the others. They were all from this Medivh, the one Vor told him about previously.

      
        
        Vor was captured by the folks he was supposed to meet up with and talk to. These were supposed to be outlaw rock band organizers. This isn’t their usual MO, even for an act known for their rebellious ways and business routes.

      

      

      Doughas’ eyes grew wide with concern. The next message was an address and Medivh telling him she was waiting for his reply. She didn’t want to charge in there without him because Vor’s life could be in grave danger. They could be holding him hostage, and she’d have no backup.

      “This is my last message,” Doughas read out loud. “If you’re not here in ten minutes, I’m charging in.”

      No, no, no, no! Doughas bolted down the stairwell and rushed to reach the parking basement. He had to drive to the location as quickly as possible. As he ran, he dialed the number and sent a message.

      
        
        Don’t go in half-cocked, Medivh! You’re going to get yourself and Vor killed!

      

      

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            CHAPTER THIRTEEN

          

        

      

    

    
      Esselliar

      W-where am I? Vor’s eyes fluttered, then he opened them. Everything remained pitch-black. The sack was still on his head. Despite that, his body was moving involuntarily, or his legs were. He stumbled forward, one foot after the other, as someone continued to drag him. He guessed it was the big, buff elf that Ulosien had introduced right before they stunned him.

      Vor shut his eyes. They were of no use to him right now, anyway. Instead, he concentrated on his hearing. He had to figure out some clue regarding their location.

      Odd. I can’t hear any cars or the loud, industrial clanging of the city. Are we on the outskirts of the Quadras? Is this the Valley? A sense of dread washed over him. We can’t be out in the wastelands, right? No one is that stupid. If they wanted to kill me, they’d have done it in the vehicle. No, they want me for something. Right? I mean, right?

      Vor felt the urge to groan or shake his head, but he fought it with all his strength. He had to keep pretending he was unconscious. It would give him enough time to get a sense of where they were.

      The mere fact he was unconscious long enough for them to drag him around concerned him. He had no clue now how many hours or days had passed. He didn’t even know where Medivh was or if she’d been able to follow him.

      They definitely weren’t in the main elven quarters or anywhere in the Quadras that Vor was familiar with. He grew up in the city, so he knew the sights and sounds. He’d spent decades in the elven quarter. Though he didn’t have Doughas’ tactical mind, he paid enough attention to his home district that he could identify his location based on sights, sounds, or smells alone.

      Unfortunately, nothing around him sounded remotely familiar. In fact, there was no sound at all.

      Wait, that sound. It’s air conditioning! Vor’s ears twitched inside the bag. He tried to focus entirely on the soft, consistent sound.

      That wasn’t a standard AC unit. Most of them relied on agitated arctic spirits. Though efficient, that kind of magitech was loud. Low, whispering grumbles were audible between the cold blasts of air. Excited arctic spirits were quieter since there were no breaks within the airflow. However, those units cost a lot of money, especially for a large place.

      I’m in a fancy spot, that’s for sure. Where, though? He continued to listen as he tried to learn more about the individuals lugging him forward. The one to his immediate right was obviously the bodybuilder elf who’d driven them here. Vor could tell from the build of the arms. Those were some powerful arms.

      That meant the one on his left was Ulosien. Any other elf might have a lanky frame. Only Ulosien would wear a suit to a kidnapping.

      I’m with the same two elves. I’m in a fancy place with high-end air conditioning. I probably wasn’t out for too long, so we can’t be too far from the topiary gardens.

      Vor needed more information. He listened again and made out music. It was soft, muffled, and coming from straight ahead. Was he being taken to Harridan after all? If that was the case, he didn’t have to worry. The band was simply taking extra precautions with their security.

      Of course they would. Two elves and a goblin were murdered during one of their gigs. They’d be stupid not to be more careful with who goes in and out of their safe house.

      If this was a crime syndicate, Vor figured he’d be dead already.

      At last, he recognized Feladrien’s haunting, melodic voice. That was when Vor knew for sure he was being dragged into Harridan’s hiding spot. They’re really living up to the whole outlaw rock thing.

      Without warning, they stopped. The person on his left let go, and a loud piece of metal cranked and rotated. There was the creak of a vault door swinging open. As it did, the music instantly got louder. It was such a sudden blast of noise that Vor almost screamed in agony.

      Fel’s voice sounds great, but holy hell, who’s playing the instruments? This sounds worse than kids banging on tin cans.

      “Behave,” a voice whispered in his ear. It was Ulosien. A hand rested on Vor’s head, and someone ripped off the sack.

      Vor shook his head, groaned, and looked around. Yep, this is Harridan’s spot.

      Feladrien, Morg, and an unknown second ogre were on a stage. The rest of the room looked like an old warehouse redesigned into a concert hall. Rows of empty chairs stood close to the performance area, and the walls had been covered for better acoustics. Sound equipment packed the stage, including gigantic sound monitors.

      He spotted three doors. One was open to a small bathroom. The second one, also open, led into a filthy and disorganized kitchen. The third was closed. That one probably concealed the sleeping quarters.

      The buff elven driver shoved Vor, who collapsed to his knees, then walked back to shut the vault door.

      That’s one heck of a door. Are we in some rich kid’s safehouse? Vor collected himself, dusted off his knees and shoulders, and climbed to his feet. “Really?” he spat at Ulosien. “Did you have to go that far?”

      “Sorry, not sorry,” Ulosien replied. “Look, Quorin, we have to be extra careful. You know how it is. Assets like Harridan, they get heat from the law, you know? That’s the nature of the business. I couldn’t let you waltz into their hiding spot. You might blow it to some reckless hounds looking for a paycheck.”

      Vor watched the band rehearsing. Feladrien sounded perfect, which was a given, but Morg on the drums sounded like an auroch beating a dead hog with a stick. The other ogre didn’t look familiar at all. Vor realized that the guitarist wasn’t the same ogre on the posters.

      He sighed and turned back to Ulosien. “The band doesn’t even seem to know I’m right in front of them.”

      “They do,” Ulosien assured him. “They just don’t care. Let me give it a shot, though.”

      Ulosien raised a hand and called for them to cut the music. Feladrien lowered her mic. “What the hell is it? Can’t you see we’re practicing?”

      “This is Quorin Lindh. He’s a promoter,” Ulosien explained. “The crazy one who came up with the idea of hosting a gig at the topiary garden.”

      Fel’s mood shifted. She gestured at the two ogres, and they stopped playing.

      “You already know Fel,” Ulosien introduced the band members. “That’s Morg on the drums, and this here is Grof on guitar.”

      Morg didn’t recognize me. Then again, he’s not really looking my way. Morg’s attention was fixated on Fel, and it sank Vor’s heart. The kid clearly had some kind of affection for Feladrien. Yet judging by the way she’d performed just now, wild and eccentric even without an audience, it was obviously a one-sided affair.

      I’m not sure if Morg doesn’t know me because of my outfit or because of those big puppy-dog eyes only for Fel. Maybe it’s both. Maybe I’m a dead elf walking. Morg might call me out and blow my cover.

      Vor held his breath as Fel fiddled with her microphone stand, then turned away without a word. Apparently, she wasn’t as impressed with the topiary garden idea as Ulosien had suggested.

      “Come on, this was stupid,” the lanky elf babbled in response to Fel’s snub. “It’s time to kick you out.”

      Vor shoved Ulosien in the chest and pointed at the new guitarist. “Why the change? I didn’t see this Grof on the posters or anything. He’s a new face.”

      Fel turned to look down at Vor. This was the first time she’d so much as glanced his way.

      Ulosien’s lips quivered. He looked from the guitarist to Fel then back at Vor. “Oh, yeah, we had to replace the old band member. He, uh, he was a poser to the lifestyle, you know? It didn’t jive with Fel.”

      “Are you nuts?” Fel threw her head back and burst out laughing. Her high-pitched voice pierced the room, manic and shrill.

      Even her laughter seems broken. Vor had to ask. “Why? What’s wrong?”

      “Woth was the only real outlaw in this whole outfit,” Fel revealed. Her eyes kept darting left and right. Vor wasn’t sure if she was trying to look at him or Ulosien. He glanced at Morg, who seemed disheartened. He was clearly trying his best to impress Feladrien.

      Ulosien sighed and raised his hands in defeat. “Woth was reckless and wild.”

      “Let’s not be like that,” Grof chimed in. His voice was surprisingly high-pitched and friendly. “Woth was a good ogre. Let’s not trash-talk him behind his back, huh?”

      “Reckless and wild are the perfect descriptions for Harridan, you timbleweed-suited moron,” Fel snapped at him. “He was the only one who embodied what Harridan stood for. Everyone else here is a freaking coward in black wool.”

      Ulosien’s head sank and beckoned for Fel to join him. “We need to discuss details, like the set for the gig. Morg, Grof, can you keep our guest entertained? Get him something to drink.”

      Feladrien didn’t hesitate to follow Ulosien out of the room and into the kitchen. Ulosien closed and locked the door, sealing them inside a soundproof area. Once they were gone, Grof shoved his guitar into a nearby case and grunted loudly. His friendly demeanor vanished when Ulosien and Fel were out of hearing range. He walked past Vor and snarled right in the elf’s face. “Punk.”

      Without another word, Grof opened the vault door, walked out, and slammed the massive metal portal behind him.

      That left Vor alone with Morg. Perfect.

      Morg didn’t even seem to be aware that Grof had left. He stood by his drum set, his gaze fixed on the kitchen door. Though he couldn’t see Fel, he was straining as hard as he could to catch another glimpse.

      Oh, boy. He’s in way over his head.

      “Hey, big guy!” he hollered. “You got time?”

      Morg turned to regard him with confusion sprawled across his face as if he’d just realized Vor was in the room. “Huh? Oh, yeah, sure. Come over here.”

      Good. Vor stepped onto the stage and casually approached Morg. He took a quick look around to make sure no one was listening. He doubted Fel or Ulosien had planted any audio bugs, but he also had to check the band’s music equipment. It would only take one microphone to record their conversation, and that would be the end of the line.

      Once he was sure they were in the clear, he poked Morg’s shoulder. “Hey, don’t you recognize me?”

      Morg smirked and puffed up his chest to look bigger and more intimidating. He didn’t need to. Vor had already seen him in action once. The kid was young but already as big and nearly as strong as his Uncle Throm.

      “What? Get out of here. I’ve never seen you in my life.” Morg tried to dismiss Vor with his best impression of a tough outlaw.

      Vor wasn’t having it. He grabbed Morg and yanked the ogre close. “Look harder, you big buffoon. I don’t want to waste any more time than I have to.”

      Morg leaned in and studied Vor. After a good two or three minutes, he still didn’t recognize the elf.

      Vor shook his head and pointed at his biceps. “How many elves do you know with arms like these?”

      That was when it finally hit Morg. The ogre’s eyes widened, and his jaw dropped. He glanced frantically at the kitchen door. “No, no, no. I can’t be seen with you. Fel will never accept me if she sees me associating with a damn hound. Y-you got to go, Agent VorKluvaith.”

      “I’m here to save your skin, you moron,” Vor snapped. Time was running out as fast as his patience. “Keep it down, by the way. I’m in disguise for a reason. Try to keep that detail in your thick skull. Did you know your uncle told us about your little rebellious streak? It’s time to go home, Morg, before real trouble starts flooding in. You’re already on the verge of it. Do you want to be caught in the spotlight when the bodies start piling up?”

      “I’m done with my uncle.” Morg plopped down on his drummer’s seat.

      “It’s already past that,” Vor insisted. “Folks died, Morg. Three of them. There could be more victims if we don’t sort this out. You’ll get into more trouble than you can handle. Fel will, too. I need to know what happened during that concert.”

      Morg’s leg trembled, and his breathing grew heavy. “I c-can’t say anything. I don’t want to get Fel in trouble.”

      He’s getting anxious. That’s bad, but maybe I can use it.

      Vor snarled and grabbed a microphone. He kept a finger on the audio mixing board, threatening to turn the system on. “Tell me what I want to know, Morg, or I’ll blow both our covers to Fel and Ulosien. See this mic? Don’t think I won’t turn it on and blast the truth.”

      Okay, that was a dumb bluff. If Fel and Ulosien find out, they might kill us both. That’s a risk I’m willing to take, though. He likes Fel too much to risk losing all this. Vor pulled the microphone closer and pressed it up to his lips.

      “Okay!” Morg cried and beckoned Vor closer. “I don’t want them to hear us.”

      “No one’s listening, but sure,” Vor mumbled as he stepped right up to Morg’s side. “Spill it. What happened?”

      Morg’s gaze fell to the floor, and he let out a long sigh. “Everything was fine. It all started fine. But then, Fel was getting too deep into it. She got so wrapped up in the music and the crowd. It was dangerous. I had to intervene and save her.”

      Liar. I know she’s a Harper. Vor squinted and glued an angry stare on Morg. This big moron isn’t going to admit it, though. That would make him a witness and an accessory to her substance abuse.

      Vor didn’t press the issue. “Intervene? What do you mean? What happened next?”

      “I grabbed her before she could hurt herself,” Morg explained as vaguely as he could. “That caused the crowd to start rioting. They were mobbing the stage and pushing through the security lines.”

      “You had security lines?” Vor didn’t recall any of that when he and Doughas investigated the area.

      Morg exhaled loudly. “For all our talk about outlaw bands giving the finger to the hounds, we still had to get Ranger deputies to organize a security line. Of course, they didn’t do anything. When the crowd started mobbing, the deputies stood there and watched. They barely lifted a finger.”

      “Okay, I see how things got crazy.” Vor tried to push Morg further. “How did it go from there? Who instigated a scuffle with the civilians?”

      “That was Woth, the guitarist we had to replace,” Morg admitted as moisture welled in his eyes. It looked like the ogre was actually going to cry. “Everything was getting out of hand. I had Fel on my shoulder, Ulosien was shoving us out of the place, and the crowd kept getting wilder. Woth lost his temper and screamed his head off at Fel.

      “When I took her away, he started screaming at the crowd and the deputies. I don’t know. He was tired and completely out of his mind. He pointed out two elves and a goblin. I remember that. He kept calling them phonies. He said they weren’t real outlaws. He said they were a disgrace, and their presence was an insult to Harridan. Then, he bashed ‘em.”

      “Woth was responsible,” Vor mumbled more to himself than to Morg. “Wait, you said there were deputies. What did they do?”

      Morg shrugged. “Ulosien said they’d handle the situation. We had to book it out of there. He took us here.”

      “Where’s here?” Vor demanded. He was no longer losing his patience. He had lost it several moments ago. “I need to know, Morg. It’s urgent.”

      “We call this place the Dangling Den,” Morg informed him.

      Well, that’s useless information. Even with the name, I still have no clue where in the Quadras we are. He rubbed his forehead. “Well, we know the deputies didn’t lift a finger. They could’ve told us what happened and made our lives a whole lot easier. What about Woth? I see you guys replaced him with that hypocrite who thinks he can shred a guitar.”

      “Oh, Grof? He’s harsh, but he’s not like Woth,” Morg rambled. “Ulosien said that Woth needs to keep a low profile. He brought in a friend to help.”

      “A friend?” Vor raised an eyebrow.

      Morg nodded. “He was weird. Elf, like you. Tall. Wore white all the time. He seemed a little off, to be honest, but everyone is in some way, I guess. He took Woth, said he could help him hide. We never heard from them again. I only wish we had a clue. I hope Woth’s okay, you know?”

      He ain’t okay, Morg. Woth’s dead. Vor balled his hand into a fist. Everything was getting out of control. Woth had killed three during a public event, then someone had gotten rid of Woth and hid the evidence. Plus, the deputies had kept their mouths shut about the whole incident. Someone had to be pulling the strings or lining the deputies’ pockets with cash.

      “Wait, you mentioned one of the guys was wearing all white,” Vor pointed out. “That was a deputy?”

      “A Ranger. He was really tall. I’ve seen tall elves before, but this guy was an intimidating elf. I could’ve mistaken him for an Inquisitor. He’s got that mysterious, scary vibe you guys have.”

      Vor’s shoulders drooped. “I’m not scary. You must mean Doughas.”

      Morg pointed at the mic in Vor’s hand. “Your threats will haunt me in my dreams.”

      “Ah, never mind that.” Vor waved it off. “The Ranger…was he wearing a hat? Like a wide-brimmed hat you’d wear out in the Valley or the wastelands?”

      All these coincidences had to be simply that—coincidence. If his suspicions were true, he’d have to run back to Doughas. There was too much to unravel and piece back together. Vor wasn’t comfortable trying to figure it out without his partner.

      Morg nodded enthusiastically. “Yeah, that’s exactly it! How’d you know?”

      Vor gritted his teeth. ArnUthfiel. What game are you playing? What’s your angle? What’s your goal?

      The elf stared at Morg. “You’re sure about this, right?”

      A loud metallic groan announced the vault door opening. Footsteps with a heavy tread followed.

      Did Grof bring someone back with him?

      It wasn’t Grof. Morg tapped Vor and pointed at the pair coming through the door. “Him. It was him.”

      Vor lurched back at the sight of the new arrivals. One was Ranger ArnUthfiel, clad in his ivory coat and wide-brimmed hat, but he wasn’t alone. Right beside him was a bulky goblin with pale skin, jet-black fangs and claws, and his right eye stitched shut.

      The goblin wasn’t random, either. The scar on his face ran through his eye. Vor remembered it like it was yesterday. He’d taken that eye a year ago during his and Doughas’ first case together.

      Vor gulped and hoped no one would recognize him in his new outfit. He could only pray to the ancestors that Morg wasn’t dumb enough to blow his cover. He also had to work around ArnUthfiel. Rangers had a strange, almost sorcerous ability to sniff out lies.

      In the blink of an eye, everything became heavier for Vor. He could feel his own breath and the weight of his outfit. His gaze darted in every direction as he attempted to look for a way out. He needed some kind of tactical advantage in case all hell broke loose.

      Come at me. Let’s play a game. Whoever gives up first dies. Vor stepped back and looked around the Dangling Den. Medivh, Doughas, where the heck are you guys?

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            CHAPTER FOURTEEN

          

        

      

    

    
      Doughas

      “This is the right address, right?” Doughas checked his shard one more time.

      He looked up and marveled at the elven undercity. It was like nothing he had ever seen before. He’d been down here a few times before, but this was the first visit he got to soak in the view.

      This place wasn’t like the winding mines of the dwarven undercity or the sprawling city blocks of the ogre and goblin zones. Instead, it was a long strip of large, fancy buildings under one gigantic open cavern. Every structure was a throne of decadence and lavish leisure. Casinos, luxurious resorts, high-end taverns and restaurants, and other dens that only the rich and famous would venture into were the norm, not the exception. Out to the far west, an artificial beach covered with expensive black sand waited.

      That was only the beginning. Overhead, monstrously large stalactites hung from the cavern ceiling. They were more than beautiful rock formations. Each stalactite had been hollowed out and redesigned from the inside, transforming them into exuberant buildings. Many were hotels or resorts. Others were big game casinos. Some were resorts with big game casinos.

      To reach these stalactite establishments, one would need to either navigate the few highways that swirled up that way or use a personal aeroship. Public transportation didn’t exist down here. Those who couldn’t afford their own vehicle had no place in this city. The furthest the middle class could go was the strip of casinos on the ground floor. Such establishments would chew them up and take their money, only for them to return and gamble their savings away again.

      Everything reeked of millennia worth of excessive spending that only the most powerful elven dynasties could afford. The elven undercity was sin come to life.

      Doughas reached a crossroads. He parked along the side of a highway with two branching paths. One led up to the stalactite neighborhood, while the other curved toward the casino strip.

      He typed a message on his shard and sent it to Medivh.

      
        
        Where are you?

      

      

      There was no response. She was either on the road heading to his location, or something had already happened and she was dead.

      She’d better not be dead. If she is, I’ll bring her back to life so I can kill her myself. Well, I need to deal with Vor first.

      He stepped out of the car, tried to dial her number, and slumped right back into the Street Behemoth when she didn’t answer. He rested his head on the steering wheel.

      He was still fighting with a nuisance of a headache when someone tapped on his window.

      Please don’t be a Justicar handing me an illegal parking ticket. Doughas groaned and looked up to find a female elf.

      He rolled down his window. “Medivh, I presume?” It’s not like any other armed elfess would randomly knock on my car.

      Medivh nodded and pointed to her motorcycle close by. “Follow me. We need to park your car somewhere. There’s a big parking complex right down the street.”

      “Why do we have to park the car?” Doughas asked.

      Medivh gestured at the stalactite neighborhood. “Because we need to go up there, and you don’t have clearance to drive. The neighborhood is treated like private property. You need special identification to go in. The only other way is via private aeroship, and I don’t see either of us owning one. In short, your car won’t get us to Vor. We need to ditch it.”

      Wait, so how are we going up there in the…ah, I’ll ask later. He nodded and started the car. Medivh hopped on her motorcycle and drove ahead. Doughas followed her to an exquisite parking complex with automated machinery to pick up and deposit vehicles. The service wasn’t free, and Doughas grumbled as he paid the initial parking fee. He pocketed the receipt and walked out of the building, where Medivh waited at the curb.

      “Okay, what’s the plan, lass?” he asked. “I’ve never been up there. I figure you wouldn’t see dwarves up there on a daily basis.”

      “Oh, I have,” she countered. “You’d be surprised at the weird crap that goes on in the homes of the wealthy and powerful. We’ll use the Hellion to head up.”

      Doughas frowned. “The what now?”

      Medivh pointed at her motorcycle.

      “Doesn’t that mean we’ll still have to go through the guards?” Doughas’ patience had stretched thin. Vor was in trouble, and he wanted to reach him before things got too hot to handle. “What was the point of parking the car if we’re going to drive anyway? I don’t think barging our way in is the right course of action. It’ll get results, but it also could lead to Vor blowing his cover or getting killed.”

      Medivh dismounted her motorcycle and walked in a circle around Doughas. “You really care about him, huh? I wanted to make sure. Vor trusts you, so I trust you. How far are you willing to go for him, though?”

      Doughas’ eyes narrowed as he replied in a tough, stern tone. “He’s my partner. ‘Nuff said.”

      “Are you willing to go with me to the stalactite where he’s being held, even if the route we take isn’t exactly…uh, legal?”

      Doughas cursed under a whisper of a breath. He looked from Medivh to the bright stalactites hanging from the ceiling, then at the city of evening lights, gambling, prostitution, and more. He inhaled deeply and considered the way Medivh had phrased the question. She wasn’t a Justicar anymore. She wasn’t an Inquisitor. She was a mercenary, and they had to bend the rules to get the job done.

      What’s there to lose? Vor could be dead. I might die, too. Let’s do this. “Sure.”

      Medivh returned to her motorcycle, hit the ignition, and flipped a couple of switches in a sequence that reminded Doughas of the old special forces code. He wondered if Medivh had some kind of background beyond her time as a Justicar. Maybe she’d done time as the elven equivalent of a Tunnel-Raker or Bulwark?

      A few moments later, the motorcycle whirred. With a jarring clang, the bike segmented and grew half a foot longer and a few inches wider. Doughas had no idea how the vehicle grew in size, but he noticed the faint green-blue glow of magitech. The wheels got thicker and larger. Thousands, if not millions, of strange black bristles protruded from the tires. They moved independently like the legs of a millipede.

      “Well, color me impressed,” Doughas remarked. “You can also call me an idiot because I have no clue what just happened. I’ve never seen this kind of bio-mechanical alteration in a vehicle before. It’s obviously some kind of high-end mixture of genius engineering and vast knowledge of complicated magic and magitech combined.”

      “You haven’t seen it before because I invented it, dwarf,” Medivh said proudly. “You like it?”

      “I’d like it more if I knew what I saw.”

      Medivh pointed at the fatter, bristle-covered tires. “That mod allows the Hellion to scale walls. You ever seen a Tyranno Arachnos?”

      Doughas nodded. “Seen one? I had to kill one. They’re as big as a dump truck but agile and sneaky. Those big bastards can scale any surface and—oh. Now I get it.”

      Medivh smiled when realization smacked Doughas in the face. “Yep. The tires have been modified with the essence of a Tyranno Arachnos. They can scale slippery walls or even ceilings. They can definitely climb one of those fancy stalactite buildings the stupidly rich like to call their homes.”

      Wow. That’s legitimately impressive. Doughas stared at Medivh. I was about to say the Bureau should hire her to get rid of our wee folk infestation, but she’d probably take that as an insult to her genius. She’s way too talented for getting rid of brownies and pixies in an under-financed building.

      “Okay. I have to admit, that’s cool,” Doughas pronounced. “That thing can scale any surface? Whew. Yeah, that’s awesome and badass, especially considering you invented it yourself and…oh. Oh, crap.”

      I have to ride this thing with her. Doughas glanced above. He blanched when he realized it would only take one fall from that height from him to end his life. Tough as his species was, no dwarf could survive a fall like that. He might even die mid-fall from the shock and panic.

      “Are you okay? You don’t look okay,” Medivh chuckled. “By the ancestors, you’re trembling. You’d better stop that before you start an earthquake, dwarf.”

      Doughas glared at her. “Now I see where Vor gets his irreverent sense of humor.”

      “Well, hop on so we can get more of that.” Medivh straddled the motorcycle and leaned forward as she gripped the handlebars.

      Yeah, we need to stop wasting time. Vor’s life is on the line. He scrambled onto the Hellion behind Medivh and was about to wrap his arms around her waist when she poked his hands away.

      “Hey, we’re not that kind of friends yet,” she protested.

      He sighed and scratched his forehead. “How in the Quadras am I supposed to stay on a motorcycle that’s racing upside-down on a cavern ceiling? I don’t like the idea of falling off, lassie.”

      Medivh laughed. “Lighten up, old man. Don’t worry about that. You have a higher chance of turning into an elf than falling off the Hellion. Go ahead. I dare you to try and get off right now.”

      “This instant?”

      “This instant.”

      Doughas shrugged. “Sure.”

      He attempted to shift his left leg to dismount the bike. To his surprise, he couldn’t budge it. He noticed a thin layer of some sticky substance gluing his pants to the machine. It was clear with no scent, yet so strong that he couldn’t even shift an inch.

      “That’s steelsilk webbing,” Medivh explained. “With the push of a button, I can regulate the temperature flowing through the Hellion, using a mixture of pneumatic energy and vitriol spectral heating. That allows me to switch the webbing on and off. There’s no way you’re falling off this motorcycle without my permission.”

      A huge weight rolled off Doughas’ chest. However, he still pushed forth another question. “What happens if it malfunctions?”

      Medivh chortled and shook her head. “That’s never happened before. Never. If by the off chance it did, falling would be the least of your concerns.”

      “What do you mean?” Doughas prodded.

      “Well, if it malfunctions, that means someone is shooting live ARC bolts at us,” she explained. “We’d be dead and on fire before this motorcycle malfunctions. A breakdown is a low rung on the ladder of dangerous mishaps we could encounter.”

      Doughas nodded. “I think you’re right on that account.”

      “I once had to save someone who hopped on here naked from the waist down,” Medivh remembered. “Tore off a side wall to do it. The webs might seem weird, but at least you’re wearing pants. It’s a whole different level of uncomfortable when you're hanging upside-down by your shooter and your tooter.”

      Doughas had no clue how to respond to that. “I… I’ll take your word for it, lass.”

      “Let’s do this.” Medivh stepped on the pedal. The motorcycle revved up, and they sped forward. She maneuvered down highways until they reached a cave wall sandwiched in a dark alley between two tall buildings. Medivh glanced around to make sure they were alone. The coast was clear, so she kicked the bike onto the back wheel and started driving up the wall.

      I hate this, I hate this, I hate this! Doughas squeezed his eyes shut for the first few minutes. His legs cramped as he struggled to tighten his grip on the Hellion. There was no need to, given the strength of the webbing, but Doughas felt helpless if he didn’t try. Every time the motorcycle bumped over loose rocks or swerved around obstacles, Doughas bit down and held his breath.

      At once, it all stopped.

      Doughas opened his eyes to make sure he was still alive. They were forty or fifty feet above the ground. “Huh?”

      “Oh, I’m just making sure everything’s running,” Medivh told him. “That’s why I was going slow.”

      “That was going slow?” Doughas snarled. “Come on. How much faster can a vehicle go along a wall or ceiling—”

      Medivh put the pedal to the metal, cutting him off. She raced ahead faster with each second. Despite its acceleration, the Hellion remained quiet as a butterfly.

      “Hey, don’t sweat too much, all right?” Medivh called.

      “What?” he responded. Doughas could barely hear her through the wind slapping their faces.

      “I said, you shouldn’t sweat that much! It might loosen the webbing!”

      A fresh sense of panic weighed Doughas down. “Hold on. How much is too much? How in the Quadras am I supposed to stop sweating? Are you freaking kidding me? Do you see this? We’re literally glued to a motorcycle, driving up a wall, and—wait, is that the ceiling?”

      Medivh only laughed.

      Oh, you find this amusing, huh? Yeah, you and Vor are two fruits from the same tree.

      Before he knew it, they were on the cavern ceiling. An odd, sudden emotional rush swept over Doughas when they began zipping upside-down above the elven undercity. Blood rushed through his body, and his legs squeezed the motorcycle in a vain attempt to keep from falling. Many times, he shoved away the temptation to close his eyes and grab Medivh’s waist.

      Instead, Doughas looked down. For the first time since they’d started their ascent, he marveled at the beauty of the city.

      The elven undercity was gorgeous from the ground. The fancy lights, loud sounds and music, and elegance of the stalactite establishments made the place a living, breathing locale bursting with elegance and lavish spending. Up here, however, Doughas formed a different point of view.

      From above, the elven undercity looked like an ocean of stars. The lights blinked the same way stars twinkled in the sky. It ain’t that ugly from up here. When you can fit the entire undercity in your eye, you only see the beauty of the lights and the architecture.

      “Ow!” Doughas exclaimed when they hit a small bump.

      “Okay, now might be a good time to tell you things are about to get rough,” Medivh reported.

      “What do you mean?” Doughas felt the blood leave his cheeks. “I thought you said this was safe.”

      Medivh pointed ahead. There was a large section of rough stalactites, the smaller ones made of hard stone, interspersed by multiple potholes. Beyond sprawled a series of craters likely created by pockets of water or air back when this was an unoccupied cavern. The stalactite compound was past all that.

      “The Hellion is safe,” she persisted as she sped up. “The cave isn’t.”

      Doughas fought to keep from screaming. His insides jostled around as Medivh wove around the obstacles. Every bump, shift, drifting turn, and sudden acceleration made him fear for his life. Though he knew the bristles on the tires would hold them on the ceiling, he couldn’t help thinking the next bump would break their contact with the surface, and he’d plummet to his death.

      “Just go faster,” he muttered. “If we fall, we fall.”

      Medivh revved the engine and sped up. “I’m going as fast as we can without risking breaking contact. We’ll have to slow down when we approach. There might be individual—watch out!”

      Doughas swerved his head to the side right as Medivh did the same. Something flew by them. The dwarf twisted to look back. It was a cave pixie with wings of stretched-out membranes like bloodless skin rippling between its digits. The cave pixie was a far cry from its surface-dwelling cousins. Where surface pixies had beautiful wings and playful, mischievous faces, this creature was a few steps away from a bat.

      “Cave pixie!” Doughas shouted for Medivh’s benefit. “Keep an eye out. If there’s one, there’s bound to be more!”

      Medivh pointed at several of the stone structures around them. “Yeah, I can see that!”

      Oh, boy. Doughas gazed around the maze of stalactites. Swarms of cave pixies were rising from their nests. As they drove by, the light vibrations of the Hellion sent the wee folk scrambling to chase after the machine.

      “Keep driving,” Doughas ordered. “I’ll handle these pests.”

      Medivh remained focused on the path ahead. She was already driving too fast to handle any further distractions, and the circling cave pixies restricted her vision even further.

      “Whatever you’ve got planned, do it now!” Medivh shouted. “I can’t see where we’re heading!”

      There’s no way I can blast these things away with an ARC. We’re going to need a more elegant and civilized method of brutal retaliation. Doughas folded his coat sleeves up and tapped a metal trigger beneath his gauntlets. A collapsible mace shot out and folded open. The head of the mace was twice as big as Doughas’ fist when fully open, adorned with half a dozen razor-sharp edges. It was both an effective blunt weapon and a dangerous slashing tool.

      Doughas gripped the mace in his right hand. Whenever a cave pixie flew too close for comfort, he slammed his left fist or tried to grab the wee folk first. When a second or third creature zipped nearby and threatened to overwhelm him, he’d swing his mace to shove them all away and gain some distance.

      Despite his best efforts, there were simply too many for Doughas to deal with. For every two or three pixies he’d punch or swat away, four more would land and start ripping at his flesh. Medivh was starting to lose control over the Hellion, and it turned every stalactite, bump, and crevice on the ceiling surface into potential death traps.

      Doughas felt woozy. The pixies’ bites and tears weren’t all that painful, but the various injuries combined with driving upside-down were taking a toll on him.

      He had to do something now. He couldn’t risk using his ARC or any other type of magitech gear. The lights and explosions might draw the attention of the Clades or the Justicars. Instead, Doughas started slamming his mace against his own gauntlet.

      The sound reverberated like a monstrous roar. He was sure no one on the ground would hear it. The stalactite community was still too far. Yet the loud sounds were enough to shake off the cave pixies, creatures who had grown sensitive to sounds as they lived and hunted in the dark.

      “Can you shut off the thing that keeps the motorcycle quiet?” Doughas hollered.

      Medivh nodded and flipped a few switches on the Hellion. Seconds later, roaring engine sounds bombarded the cavern. Paired with Doughas clanging on his gauntlet, the racket forced the cave pixies to back off. Two were adamant about making a meal out of Doughas and Medivh, but that wasn’t a huge problem. He solved the issue with a swipe of his mace.

      Once they were clear of the pixies, Medivh silenced the Hellion, and they slowed down.

      “That was a lot worse than I thought it would be,” Medivh admitted. “The last time I went up this way to bypass the stalactite community’s security entrance, I got chased by a Drakenwyrm.”

      “What in the Quadras is a Drakenwyrm?” Doughas blurted.

      Medivh chuckled in nervous relief. “Imagine a centipede, but ten thousand times larger with huge wings. Oh, and it can camouflage at will and spit acid.”

      The imagery sent a shiver down Doughas’ spine. He shook his arms to get rid of the phantom centipedes tickling the back of his imagination. “I hate bugs. They bring all sorts of trouble.”

      “Well, you’re in for a different kind of trouble,” Medivh intoned. She slowed even more. “We’re here. I’m taking a quick detour to get us onto one of the regular highways.”

      Doughas observed the hanging community up close. Tons of highways arched from the ground far below, but there weren’t many vehicles. “Won’t there be guards or roaming Justicars?”

      Medivh shook her head. “Most of the security is at the gate. Once you enter the neighborhood, there isn’t much in the way of patrols. You’ll find the occasional Justicar vehicle making a few rounds, but it’s rare. This is mostly private property.”

      “I don’t like the sound of that,” Doughas mused. “Private property like this… I wonder how they keep it all safe? These dynasties and lavish elven organizations would have to hire private security. At least, that’s what I would need to get a good night’s rest.”

      “I hate to break it to you, but that’s exactly the case here.” Medivh piled onto the issues already aggravating Doughas’ anxiety. “Many of these places are owned by old elven dynasties. Some are run by the Clades. You’ll also find a few owned and policed by crime organizations. Then there are the smart ones who combine all those groups into a conglomerate. Breaking into one establishment might mean facing off against multiple powerful hands. Oh, look, a road.”

      Medivh drove the Hellion down a pillar and finally reached a regular highway. As soon as they were right-side-up, she flipped a switch, and the Hellion returned to its normal form. Doughas felt the temperature change as the machine's surface cooled and the webbing disappeared. At last, he was able to shift in his seat.

      “I’m so happy that’s all over,” Doughas avowed. “Let’s try not to drive upside-down while fighting cave pixies and avoiding obstacles of instant death a second time around, huh?”

      Medivh shrugged and flashed a sarcastic smile. “I don’t know. This was the most fun I’ve had in a while.”

      “You really do hang around Vor too much,” Doughas complained.

      Medivh laughed and headed across a small bridge that connected several stalactite resorts. She pointed at a specific resort about half a mile away. “That’s where they’re keeping Esselliar. I followed them far enough to see them go in. You ready?”

      “After all that?” Doughas remarked. “I’m ready for anything.”

      Medivh parked across from what appeared to be the stalactite’s garage. It was wide open, with a large military vehicle parked inside. The road continued to three more hanging structures and a distant helipad for private hovercraft. She whispered to Doughas, “I’m keeping this here. We might need to make a quick escape.”

      Doughas folded his mace and slid it back beneath his gauntlet. He checked for his ARC hidden at his back under his coat, then nodded in acknowledgment. “I’m ready. Look, there’s an open garage.”

      “It’s not empty, though.” Medivh dashed to hide behind one of the pillars that spiraled from the ceiling. She gestured for Doughas to follow suit, which he promptly did.

      These guys look familiar. Doughas tapped Medivh and pointed at two goblins wearing what appeared to be Ranger deputy uniforms. Both looked like they had seen better days. They had multiple bruises and cuts swaddled in crude bandaging. Worst of all, they showed signs of severe burns.

      “I’m not sure, but I think I saw these guys during our investigation,” Doughas muttered. “There were a lot of deputies that day, though. I can’t tell without checking identification.”

      “Does it matter? Let’s knock them out, break in, and save Esselliar.” Medivh pulled out her ARC, cocked it, and waited for Doughas to give the green light.

      With a nod, Doughas charged in with Medivh at his heels. Before the two goblins realized they weren’t alone, heavy blows to the backs of their heads knocked them both out.

      “Quick, dump them under that car or in the trunk or something,” Doughas instructed as he pointed at the black vehicle parked in the garage. “Gag them, too. We don’t want them screaming bloody murder when they wake—”

      “You’re not going anywhere with anyone,” a deep voice called.

      A tall, muscular elf stood in a doorway leading into the building. He wore a formal suit, but even with the thick fabric, it was apparent that he was even more physically built than Vor. Worst of all, the elf had an ARC primed and aimed at Doughas’ head.
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      Esselliar

      Vor stared at ArnUthfiel and the goblin. I can’t let them discover my identity here. All hope of saving Morg and solving this case will go out the window. If the worst occurred, he’d have to rely on the mic and its stand as a blunt weapon. His ARC wouldn’t last long against a goblin and a Ranger armed to the teeth, but it might give Morg enough time to escape. If the ogre could reach Medivh or Doughas, there was still a chance to set things right.

      The vault door opened again, and this time Grof entered. The scowl on his face worsened when he saw Ranger ArnUthfiel.

      “Disgusting,” Grof growled as he passed the Ranger. He sniffed a few times before moving further into the room to stand halfway between ArnUthfiel and Vor. “Why are you here, hound?”

      ArnUthfiel stared at him. “I’m looking for Ulosien. I don’t like being summoned, so I assume this is for something important.”

      Grof spat on the floor. The wad landed an inch from ArnUthfiel’s boots. “If a hound doesn’t come when summoned, what’s the damn point? You dogs all stink the same way anyway, waving your law enforcement badges as if it means something.”

      Vor edged back. ArnUthfiel’s a Ranger. He’s dangerous. This Grof better learn to shut his mouth before things take a wild turn.

      He wasn’t the only one to realize Grof was in trouble. The goblin cowered behind ArnUthfiel. His demeanor shocked Vor. When did a goblin fear anything?

      “Drown,” ArnUthfiel muttered.

      Grof’s features twisted in confusion. The expression shifted into one of horror when his body began to convulse. Water shot from Grof’s nostrils. A moment later, he was on the floor, coughing out water. His whole body trembled as he continued to choke on the water erupting from his body.

      Vor sidled closer to Morg and slowly reached for the ARC tucked behind him.

      “Hey, that’s enough,” another voice demanded. Ulosien emerged from the kitchen with Fel right behind him. She shoved him to the side and ran to the stage.

      Vor thought she was headed toward him and Morg. To his surprise, she shoved one of the large speakers aside to reveal a small flight of stairs. Fel glanced at Vor and Morg one last time and ran up the stairs, her arms crossed tight over her chest.

      Everyone’s attention returned to Ulosien, who made his way slowly toward ArnUthfiel and the goblin. “Stop it. We can’t afford another incident. We’ve got a lot of heat on us already.”

      With a snarl, ArnUthfiel snapped his fingers, and Grof stopped drowning. The ogre was still breathing but had already lost consciousness. He remained prone on the floor and began to snore loudly. Now and then, Grof’s body twitched and shuddered.

      Ulosien approached with caution, not charging but not slowing down either. ArnUthfiel, Ulosien, and the goblin were apparently together on some sort of plan.

      A plan I need to figure out. This triple murder case just got a lot more complicated.

      “Who’s the punk?” ArnUthfiel asked Ulosien while pointing at Vor.

      “Oh, yeah. Him,” Ulosien commented. “I’ll tell you more in a bit. Let’s not talk business here, though. We should step outside, huh? Oh, and what about your, uh, pet?”

      ArnUthfiel stiffened. “He goes where I go. Come on, let’s get this over with. I have some other stuff to finish after this.”

      Ulosien addressed Vor. “I’ll get back to you soon. Don’t worry; this won’t take long. Oh, Morg, can you see to Grof and our guest? Do it. Now.”

      Morg responded with a nod. Ulosien, ArnUthfiel, and the goblin headed back through the vault door. Ulosien shut it behind them.

      As soon as they were alone, Vor spoke to Morg. “Okay, the shit’s hit the fan. We need to go now. Our lives are at stake here, Morg.”

      “I-I saw his magic. What in the Quadras was that?” the ogre stammered, his voice quivering in agitation and fear.

      Even Morg knows sorcery like that isn’t something a Ranger would know, even with all their wild tactics. “That Ranger, ArnUthfiel? I’ve met him before. I’m lucky he didn’t recognize me here, thanks to this get-up. You saw what he could do. Also, since he’s a Ranger, he’ll be able to smell any lies I tell him. It’ll blow my cover, and I’ll be a dead elf. If he interrogates you about me, he’ll sniff out your lies too, and we’ll both be killed before morning.”

      Morg remained glued to his seat behind the safety of his drum set. “No, ArnUthfiel’s only for paid security. We approached him, and he brought a few deputies to monitor our gigs. Yeah, they did a piss-poor job, which is how the crowd broke through and started rioting.”

      “No matter how you frame it, Woth was violent,” Vor pointed out. “He killed three folks at the concert.”

      Morg’s eyes widened with shock. “No, that’s impossible.”

      “Morg…the two elves and the goblin that Woth called phonies? He killed them. I’m pretty sure Ulosien discussed that incident with ArnUthfiel, who brought his goblin lackey to get rid of Woth. I bet you the goblin ate Woth. He’s dead, Morg. Dead and gone, along with all the evidence and official statements he could’ve offered.”

      The ogre finally got to his feet.

      “That Ranger will kill us, too,” Vor pressed. “You saw what he did to Grof. He’s some kind of sorcerer.”

      “That’s…no, that’s stupid.” Morg tried to dismiss it. “Only humans dabble in that kind of direct magic. It’s too wild and unpredictable, and no one would try something that stupid. I mean, that’s why we have magitech mediums to manipulate and control the flow of energy. ArnUthfiel’s just adept with his abilities.”

      “Abilities?” Vor wanted to smack Morg in the face. “He whispered a word and almost killed Grof with it. That’s sorcery. Now, I don’t know what they’re talking about behind that vault door. But when they’re done and we’re still here, we’re going to die. I have no intention of being killed in some random, smelly, makeshift concert hall in ancestors-knows-where. The thing is, I’m not only worried about ArnUthfiel. The goblin with him. I know him, too.”

      “You do?”

      Vor nodded. “The scar on his face? That was me. I took out his eye with a gleamed dagger. Also, about the Ranger’s powers? There’s something called the Elvish Sentinel Clade. It’s an underground society that polices taboo magic. ArnUthfiel must have a connection with the Clade because he’s spellcasting right out in the open. He didn’t flinch or consider the consequences with potential witnesses watching. He’s dangerous, Morg. Far more than we can imagine. Him and his goblin will be the end of us if we’re still standing here with nothing but our dicks in our hands.”

      “Fine, but only if we get Fel, too,” Morg shot back and pointed at the staircase. “She’s in her room. You saw her bolt that way. We can bring her with us.”

      Oh, Morg. You idiot. “Morg, she’s got Siren Shivers. She won’t last long. Even with help, I doubt she’ll make it more than a year or two.”

      “I don’t care.” Morg crossed his arms and glared back. “Either she comes, or we all die right here. I love her, Agent VorKluvaith. To be honest, I was ready to give up this outlaw lifestyle when my uncle thrashed me. He beat me good. More than that, believe it or not, he knocked some sense into me. I didn't want to be the ogre I was becoming, and I didn't want to end up where I was headed. Yet I'd already met Fel. After that, how could I leave?"

      Vor hung his head. Well, what’s there to lose at this point? “All right. If push comes to shove, though, I’m prioritizing you over her. You understand? Try to do anything stupid or heroic, and I’m knocking you out and dragging you back to Throm, regardless of Fel’s condition. You whine about it, I’m knocking you out. You interfere, I’m knocking you out. You dare breathe an ounce of complaint, I’m knocking you out.”

      How in the Quadras am I going to do that? He’s way bigger than me. Ah, what the heck? Let’s hope it works out.

      Morg nodded. “Have it your way, Inquisitor. I only want Fel safe.”

      “Lead the way, then,” Vor invited. “We have to hurry.”

      Morg stepped carefully away from the drum set as quietly as possible for a young ogre his size and beckoned for Vor to follow him up the stairs. As they did, Vor managed to find a window and peek outside. They were in an elaborate penthouse.

      No, wait. This is one of the stalactites in the undercity. Now I get why it’s called the Dangling Den. Vor figured out the layout of the penthouse in his head. They’d come from a vaulted concert hall with rooms leading to a kitchen, a bathroom, a private bedroom, and a staircase up to another bedroom. The rest of the unit must have been outside that vault door. They couldn’t escape that way, even if it was the most direct route to the undercity.

      “Morg, are there any other exits besides the vault?” he asked the ogre.

      “Yeah, there’s a door in the kitchen leading to the penthouse living room. We can take the hallway there to the garage.”

      Garage? Vor snuck a smile. They brought me here in a big vehicle. We can use that to book out of here.

      At the top of a spiraling flight of stairs, they burst through a wooden door and into Fel’s room. They caught her in the middle of another Harp-Jet session, but unlike before, she wasn’t inhaling the substance. Paraphernalia was scattered around her—a syringe to the side, a small oil lamp with an open flame, and a spoon with a bit of Harp-Jet still smoking on it. The thick, avian stench of the substance was unavoidable.

      Fel had already tied a tourniquet around her arm in search of a suitable vein.

      Morg rushed in and swiped the needle out of her reach. “Enough! Fel, we’re getting you out of here.”

      Vor studied Fel. Her underwear was stretched and ripped. Her hair was a mess. There was light bruising on her cheek and around her neck and lips.

      Ulosien. He probably sexually assaulted her. Maybe he hit her a few times when she fought back. Maybe he gave her that Harp-Jet in exchange for sex or something. Vor couldn’t help feeling sorry for the elfess. Don’t worry, Fel. I’ll do my best to get you and Morg out of here.

      “Stop! Please let me deal with this my way.” Her voice broke as tears flowed down her cheeks. Her expression was a deep void of aching emptiness. “I’m so damn tired of it all!” she wailed as she leapt from her bed and crawled across the floor, stretching an arm toward the Harp-Jet.

      Morg crushed the substance beneath his massive foot. “You’ve got to stop this! We’re here to rescue you and get away from Ulosien.”

      Fel spat in Morg’s direction and pulled her head back to laugh hysterically. “It’s not his fault. It’s mine. This was my life, and I squandered it for nothing. I knew from the beginning what it took to be famous. He offered it all to me, but I couldn’t hack it. I couldn’t. It’s too much, and I’m freaking done!”

      “ArnUthfiel is going to kill us if we don’t make a run for it right now,” Morg pleaded.

      She pushed him away. Her movements were weak and tired, and Morg didn’t try to stop her. His gaze lingered on her for a moment as he let her pass. “I already knew that Ranger was dangerous,” she professed. “He killed Woth. I asked him to kill me too, but he wouldn’t. Damn sorcerer wouldn’t grant a girl her dying wish. Now that I think about it, I don’t want him to kill me. I want to die, but not like that.”

      “Fel…” Morg whispered. He was losing hope.

      I need to get them to the Bureau. They’re witnesses. If all this plays out right, we’ll solve the murder case and unmask a corrupt Ranger.

      That wasn’t everything, though. Vor still needed to figure out the goblin’s role in this. He wondered if the goblin’s connection to ArnUthfiel had anything to do with the lightning bomb case he and Doughas had tackled last year.

      I need to get to ArnUthfiel before the Sentinels lock him up in their Citadel of Silence. If that happens, I’ll never get him to sing.

      “First things first,” Vor said out loud. “We need to move. They could be finished with their business discussion, and we’ll have no way out. We don’t stand a chance in a fight against them.”

      A sudden loud noise erupted from below, close to the suspended roads that connected the stalactites. Vor looked at Morg. “Where was that?”

      “It sounded like something’s happening in the garage.”

      “There’s no time, then. We might lose our ride,” Vor concluded. He grabbed Fel around the waist and attempted to haul her out. “Come on, pop princess, let’s get out of here.”

      “No!” Fel slapped him in the face.

      It was a weak hit. She wasn’t only drugged but physically, mentally, and emotionally exhausted. There was no fight left in her. He grabbed her again, and she tried to push him off.

      “Agent VorKluvaith, let her go!” Morg intervened.

      Vor shot a glare at the ogre. He spun Fel around and knocked her out with a light hit to the back of her head. She collapsed into Morg’s arms.

      “Try to stop me again, and I’m knocking you out too. Piss me off, and your head’s bouncing off these stairs.” Vor didn’t mean it, but he needed to present a sterner tone lest the ogre presume he was in charge of the situation. Morg hadn’t been in control for weeks.

      Morg bared his tusks. “You. Hit. Her.”

      “Yeah, to save her, you giant moron,” Vor noted. “If I hadn’t knocked her out, she’d wail and fight back all the way to the garage. ArnUthfiel or that goblin will hear her screaming.”

      Morg sighed at the unconscious elfess in his arms. “Let’s go. I only want this nightmare to end.”

      Vor didn’t need to be told twice. Once Morg had a better hold on Fel, the two ran down the stairs and back into the concert hall. Luckily, the vault door was shut. No sign of the goblin, Ulosien, or ArnUthfiel. Grof was still on the floor, unconscious but breathing.

      “Here.” Vor pulled out his ARC and stepped into the kitchen. He ignored the condition of the room and bolted straight for the exit.

      When he slammed the door open, it crashed into the buff elven driver on the other side.

      The big driver stumbled, and something whistled. Vor glimpsed the blue streak of an ARC bolt as it struck the elf and dropped him. There was a crash as the driver’s head and torso banged into the wall on the way down.

      “What the…” Vor stepped into the garage and found Doughas and Medivh crouched behind the downed driver. An ARC lay on the floor a few feet from the body, and Medivh had her weapon out. Blue smoke residue still curled from the barrel. It didn’t take long for Vor to piece the scenario together.

      He waved at them. “Ah, so you did call my partner and come to rescue me.”

      “What’s going on in there?” Doughas asked.

      “I found Morg,” Vor announced. “This will make more sense if we discuss it far away from here. There’s more trouble than you think, and—”

      Vor’s statement cut off when the elven driver jumped back to his feet and rushed toward Medivh. The enemy held a gleamed dagger, swinging right toward Medivh’s heart.
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      Doughas

      “Medivh!” Doughas hollered at the top of his lungs.

      Without thinking, the dwarf grabbed his collapsible mace and flung it at the elven driver. It unfolded in midair and struck the elf in the chest, distracting him long enough for Medivh to twist clear and yank out a dagger. She twirled the blade and slashed.

      The buff elf used his elbow to push her hand above his head. In one fluid motion, the driver twisted his arm around Medivh’s, using the fabric of his coat to lock her hand in place. Now she was right where he wanted her, within his fist’s range.

      Before the driver could use his other hand to knock Medivh out, Vor rushed from behind and smacked the butt of his ARC into the other elf’s jaw. That gave Doughas time to barrel forward and ram his shoulder into the buff elf. Both of them flew backward and crashed against the garage wall.

      “Vor, now!” Doughas bellowed.

      “Already there, partner.” Vor rolled across the ground, twirled, and fired three ARC shots at the elf. The bolts whizzed with lightning speed and searing blue-white light toward the target. They met the elf’s body armor, but the impact knocked him unconscious. That wouldn’t last long, though.

      “Quick, before Muscles here gets up,” Doughas urged. He glanced at Morg, who’d just walked into the garage holding Feladrien. “We need to get them the heck out of here.”

      “Take the big off-road vehicle.” Vor pointed at the black luxury car. “Grab Morg and Fel. Medivh and I will go on the Hellion. I assume that’s how you guys got here.”

      Medivh nodded. “It is. Let’s go before that sorcerer gets here and screws everything up.”

      “Sorcerer?” Doughas raised an eyebrow.

      “Ranger ArnUthfiel,” Vor elaborated as he checked the vehicle doors. “That ivory walking stick uses magic. Remember the goblin we fought last year, the one working with the lightning bomb crew? They’re in cahoots, too.”

      Doughas sighed. “In a situation like this, you’re the more experienced one. I haven’t dealt with magic users before. You have the training for it.”

      “We don’t have time for a crash course,” Medivh pointed out. She opened the vehicle’s passenger doors and ushered Morg inside. “Get in. Keep Fel safe. We’re going to get you guys out of here.”

      “Th-thank you,” Morg stammered before he carried Fel inside.

      Medivh slammed the door shut and looked at Doughas. “Sorcerers rely on steady concentration and semantic spellcasting.”

      “That means we can break their focus with distraction or pain,” Vor added. “Killing them gets the job done, too. Can’t forget that bit.”

      “Maybe we can sew his mouth shut,” Doughas joked. “How do we stop him from blowing up this vehicle?”

      Vor raised an eyebrow at Medivh. “Still know any warding glyphs?”

      “A few.” She gripped her dagger, gleamed it, and started etching a large circular glyph on the vehicle’s door. “Let’s start with an anti-magic zone and a few counter-glyphs to fire back anything he tries to throw.”

      Vor nodded and walked to the other side of the vehicle. He gleamed his dagger as well and began etching.

      As the two elves worked, Doughas hopped into the driver’s seat. He checked the dashboard and the glove compartment. To his dismay, there was no ARC or any other weapon hidden inside. He twisted in his seat to check on Morg and Fel.

      “How is she?”

      Morg caressed Fel’s face. “She’s…alive. That’s all that matters right now. Everything else can come later.”

      Doughas nodded and started the car. “Right. You’ll be safer at the Bureau. We need you and Fel to give official statements. It’ll clear your names and help us take down the real bad guys, like ArnUthfiel.”

      “We’re done,” Vor informed Doughas. The elf was covered in sweat and struggling to breathe.

      “You okay?” Doughas asked.

      Vor nodded. “Yeah. It’s just gleaming for that long to cast a strong ward on a vehicle this big takes a lot. We’ll be fine, don’t worry.”

      Doughas cocked his head and frowned. “I hope so. It looks like we’ve still got a lot ahead of us.”

      Medivh caught her breath and waved. “Let’s not waste time here. The longer we stay, the more exposed we are.”

      Vor and Medivh prepared to head out toward the Hellion. The two elves were a few paces from the garage door when something glinted in the darkness. It took a moment for Doughas to recognize what it was. By the time he did, it was too late. He tried to roll down the windows and warn Vor, but the goblin had already lunged out of the shadows.

      The goblin caught Vor by surprise and sank his teeth deep into Vor’s shoulder. Blood splattered all over the garage as the goblin latched on and dug his claws into the elf’s torso. Medivh attempted to push the goblin off, but the goblin fought back and kicked her away.

      Pissed off, Medivh retaliated by unsheathing her dagger and slashing toward the goblin’s head. The goblin squirmed and manipulated Vor into stepping aside. Still, the dagger sliced off a portion of his left ear, then bit deeper and remained stuck in the goblin’s face.

      Though it wasn’t a fatal slash, it forced the goblin to release his bite as he howled in pain. Vor took the opportunity to grab the goblin by the neck. He spun and flung the creature off, despite the claws tearing through his leather clothing and the flesh below.

      “Oh, nice landing,” Doughas whispered at the goblin standing directly in front of the vehicle. He jammed his foot on the pedal, and the car charged forward. The goblin couldn’t react in time. He howled as the vehicle crushed him against the garage door.

      “Gotcha,” Doughas smirked. He checked the rearview mirror, only to find ArnUthfiel, Ulosien, and a couple of goblins running into the garage. Deputies working under ArnUthfiel? Or do they work for that shady guy managing Fel’s band?

      Something was off. Ulosien and the goblins held ARCs at the ready, but ArnUthfiel simply extended a hand toward the vehicle.

      There was a sudden thud as Medivh and Vor dropped, writhing in pain. Vor’s arms were twisted so badly that Doughas thought the bones would pop out of his skin. Medivh’s back contorted, and her mouth gaped. Something shimmered beneath the elves’ skin.

      Doughas cursed himself for a fool as he recalled ArnUthfiel’s capabilities. The ivory-clad elf focused his attention on Vor and Medivh. His lips moved, though Doughas couldn’t hear what he was muttering.

      “Oh, no, you don’t.”

      Doughas shifted the car into reverse and hit the pedal. The vehicle shot backward. Ulosien and their henchmen dodged out of the way, but ArnUthfiel didn’t notice until the last second. Though he jumped clear, the back bumper slammed into his hip and spun him around. He stumbled and crashed against the nearby wall.

      “Focus on that, you son of a witch,” Doughas growled. I can’t let ArnUthfiel use his magic. We don’t know the full extent of his capabilities yet. I’m not willing to risk finding out. He shot a thumbs-up to Vor and Medivh as they recovered and climbed their feet.

      “Go!” Doughas shouted.

      The elven duo rushed out of the garage toward the Hellion. A moment later, Doughas heard the custom motorcycle’s engine revving.

      “T-t-t-the goblin!” Morg stuttered as he pointed ahead.

      Ahead of them, the goblin was slowly getting up. Behind them, ArnUthfiel and his henchmen were also rising. Their ARCs were aimed, ready to fire.

      “Yeah, that ain’t going to fly,” Doughas whispered as he shifted gears and stomped on the accelerator. The goblin glanced up for half a second before Doughas drove the car right into him and through the garage door. ArnUthfiel’s goons had started shooting, their ARC bolts plinking off the vehicle's shell. Though they didn’t damage the car, Doughas didn’t want to wait until they put a round through a window or tire.

      I hope those blasts don’t damage the warding glyphs. The last thing I need is ArnUthfiel flinging while those ugly goons are shooting.

      “Well, it’s their car.” Doughas took some relief in that. For once, the Street Behemoth wasn’t at the forefront of a battle. He could already see the look on Vor’s face if their car suffered another round of damages.

      Are they still behind us? Doughas wouldn’t risk slowing down to look. He tried using the rearview, but Morg’s big head blocked the view. “Stay down, Morg.”

      “What?”

      Doughas kept one hand on the steering wheel. With the other, he checked his shard and his ARC. “Stay low. I can’t see through the mirror. Also, those guys might catch up and start shooting.”

      A loud roar sounded above them. Doughas looked up to see Vor and Medivh charging across the ceiling on the Hellion. “Great. Now we only need to get out of here in one piece.”

      Doughas’ shard buzzed with a call from Vor. When he answered and looked up again, he noticed Vor waving and grinning.

      “You got a plan, laddie?”

      Vor answered with a wince in his voice. “Yeah. We’re going to drive ahead and see what we can do about the main gate.”

      “Gate?” It took a second for Doughas to remember. “Oh, yeah. The front gate to this whole stalactite neighborhood. All right, good luck. Stay alive.”

      “You too. Don’t get your head blown off—”

      The sentence cut off when a loud explosion erupted from behind. Black and blue flames burst from the stalactite unit they’d escaped from seconds ago.

      “I hate it when these spell-slingers lose their tempers,” Vor muttered over the line.

      “What?” Doughas didn’t get it.

      There was no time for an explanation. As the smoke cleared and the traffic on the descending highway thinned, Doughas glimpsed a large Ranger Rover vehicle approaching from behind. ArnUthfiel stood tall at the back, with smoke and black and blue flames trailing behind him like an ethereal cape of doom. One hand gripped the Rover’s rails. The other was stretched out, suggesting the Ranger planned to attack with another spell.

      Doughas kept a firm hold on his shard. “Hey, Vor, you might need to hurry up on that thing with the front gate. I can’t afford to slow down. That crazy mage Ranger is trailing right behind us.”

      “The glyphs will keep you safe,” Vor reassured him.

      “Maybe, but what happens when ArnUthfiel breaks them or figures out another way to catch us?”

      “All right, partner,” Vor acquiesced. “I got you.”

      The elf ended the call. Doughas pressed the pedal further and grimaced when he realized they were still a long way off from the ground. The highway descended in long, looping circles as it took them from the cavern ceiling to the ground far below.

      Doughas checked the dashboard to see how fast they were going. There’s no time to slow down. ArnUthfiel’s catching up. With a shrug, he gripped the steering wheel in both hands and stomped on the accelerator. The car sped faster. His vision blurred slightly as the surroundings sped past. Doughas had to focus on not making a single wrong move. One slight miscalculation, and he’d veer off the highway and send the vehicle flying.

      During this moment of sheer concentration, Doughas noticed something glimmering in the side mirror. Another look showed that someone was hanging onto the vehicle.

      “What in the Quadras?” Doughas exclaimed as he looked out his window…and stared into the empty eye socket of the goblin.
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      Esselliar

      “What was that sound?” Medivh asked as she piloted the Hellion across the ceiling. Her focus remained on weaving through and around the potholes, bumps, and wild stalactites that were in their way.

      Vor glanced down. “It’s ArnUthfiel and his men. They’re in a big Rover chasing my partner. We need to go a lot faster. Otherwise, Doughas will have to slow down when he approaches the gate.”

      “I hear you,” Medivh replied. “Even a large vehicle like the one he’s driving will vaporize the moment it touches the gate shield. By the way, it seems you’ve already met the mage.”

      “ArnUthfiel? Yeah, he’s a Ranger out in the Valley. We met him early in the investigation. I knew there was something off about him, but you know how it goes.”

      Medivh nodded. “Yeah, I do. You can’t prosecute him or even bring him in for questioning without some kind of proof or warrant. That’s why I prefer my line of work now. I don’t need to deal with bureaucratic paperwork. I only have to focus on the here and now.”

      “Well, our here and now at this moment is opening that gate!”

      Medivh chuckled. “If you’re ready, we’re dropping!”

      “What?”

      Instead of answering, Medivh drove the Hellion onto a large stalactite apartment building. She spiraled down the exterior and heaved the machine off the building and onto the street, smack dab in front of the guards at the community’s front gates. They were still only halfway down the path to the ground.

      The two elven guards stared at the tricked-out bike with shock and utter confusion. Medivh pressed a button, and the Hellion reverted to its regular form. Esselliar sighed in relief when the webbing released him from its grasp.

      “Hi.” Vor waved and flashed his Inquisitor’s badge. “I’m Agent Esselliar VorKluvaith. Open the gate.”

      The guards exchanged glances. The one closest to the button that powered the gate’s energy field shook his head. “Uh, don’t you need a warrant or something, Officer?”

      “Warrant? I…huh?”

      Medivh looked at the guards in disgust. “A warrant is for coming in. We’re trying to go out. Open the gates before all the chaos behind us spreads through the community, and we end up with stalactite apartments crashing down from the ceiling.”

      A loud explosion punctuated her statement and drew everyone’s attention. Farther down the road, two cars slammed their brakes and smashed into the side rails as Doughas barreled past them in the big black vehicle. Right behind him was the Ranger Rover, bellowing smoke and fire like a rampaging black and blue dragon with ArnUthfiel standing on its back.

      “Yeah, see that?” Vor gestured for emphasis. “We need to leave.”

      The other guard shoved his companion aside and pressed the button. The forcefield dissipated.

      “Why’d you do that?” the first guard asked.

      The second one pointed at the oncoming vehicle chase. “We’re supposed to protect the citizens here. If that is on the way out, we might as well help it along! Do you want to explain to the customers why their apartments fell from the ceiling?”

      “Good call,” Vor exclaimed. He and Medivh gave a quick salute before the latter revved the Hellion’s engine and sped forward. As the bike drove off, the elven guards rushed inside the checkpoint stall and hid under the desk.

      “Thanks for the assist, by the way,” Vor expressed.

      A loud blast echoed as ARC shots were fired from ArnUthfiel’s vehicle. Vor squinted toward the commotion and noticed the goblin hanging from the driver’s side door of Doughas’ car. The goblin was halfway through the window, attempting to swipe his claws at the dwarf. Doughas drove erratically as he tried to dislodge the goblin, which also slowed him down. It was only a matter of time before either ArnUthfiel caught up or Doughas lost control, and the vehicle plummeted over the edge of the highway into the chasm below.

      As Vor watched, Doughas used his ARC to knock the goblin back. Unfortunately, the move caused the vehicle to veer sharply. In a panic, Doughas grabbed the wheel with both hands. His ARC clattered back inside the vehicle, out of his reach.

      Vor tapped Medivh to get her attention. “Hey, this isn’t going to cut it. That goblin’s clinging to Doughas’ car like there’s no tomorrow. We need to swat the bug off so my partner can drive.”

      “That’ll bring us within range of the sorcerer,” Medivh retorted. “Are you sure you’re willing to risk that?”

      “Just do it!”

      Without pause, Medivh dropped a foot to the ground and hit the brakes. The motorcycle did a one-eighty turn, and she drove facing Doughas’ vehicle. She slowed gradually until they were less than ten feet ahead.

      “What are we going to do?” Medivh urged as her gaze skated between the motorcycle’s side mirrors, focused on driving.

      “Get beside them,” Vor decided.

      Medivh rolled her eyes, swerved to the side, and cautiously tapped the brakes a few times until the Hellion and Doughas’ vehicle were side by side.

      Vor leaned toward the vehicle, forcing Medivh to maneuver them closer. As soon as the goblin was within reach, Vor grabbed his feet.

      “Hit him!” Vor shouted to Doughas. “Chuck him out of there!”

      “Yeah, no problem!” Doughas retorted as he struggled to push the goblin away while keeping one hand on the steering wheel.

      Vor leaned in again. They had only one shot at doing this right. He yanked the goblin’s feet as Medivh steered the bike away. The goblin panicked, and his claws scrabbled for a better grip. Doughas swerved to the far side of the road as he tried to avoid the black talons.

      “Medivh! Get to the other side!” Vor shouted.

      Medivh shook her head. “There’s a curve coming up! I’m pulling out, Vor!”

      “Wait, what?”

      Before he could understand what was going on, Medivh pulled away. Vor kept a tight hold on the goblin. However, instead of dragging the creature away from Doughas’ vehicle, Vor was yanked off the motorcycle.

      The goblin scrambled to pull away from Vor. The elf shoved him down with a heavy hand.

      “You’re not getting rid of me!” Vor screamed as he got purchase around the redcap’s throat and tightened his grip. The goblin crawled toward the top of the vehicle, dragging Vor with him.

      Vor released the goblin and grabbed the driver’s side door with one hand while reaching for his ARC with the other. The goblin noticed and lunged at him, his maw full of black teeth stretching so wide that Vor wondered if he would snap his own head in half.

      The goblin’s teeth glistened in the dark, drawing closer to Vor’s face. He wasn’t going to get his weapon up in time. The elf shut his eyes and prepared for the inevitable agony.

      The bite never came. Vor opened one eye and realized why.

      A cave pixie had flown into the redcap’s mouth.

      Vor blinked. Another cave pixie buzzed past his head. A third appeared and almost crashed into the windshield.

      “Ha!” Doughas shouted through the open window. “Medivh and I drove by a bunch of cave pixies on the way here. We disturbed their peaceful rest or whatever.”

      Vor smirked and turned back to the goblin. He was still choking on the pixie that had flown down his throat. The elf sprang up and shoulder-checked the goblin, who stumbled back and almost lost his footing.

      Before Vor could follow up with another blow, the air filled with cave pixies.

      He dropped flat on the vehicle's roof, his right hand still gripping the door to avoid being knocked off by the swarm. The cave pixies buzzed over his prone form and smacked into the goblin.

      The wee folk began gnawing on the redcap’s flesh. Two chomped down on his neck, another dug into his empty eye socket, and four more chewed on his torso.

      A loud cacophony of wings announced a second wave of cave pixies. They swarmed around the goblin, and several flew into him with impressive force, considering their tiny bodies.

      The goblin flew off the vehicle. There was a loud smack as it impacted the road. Before it could roll away, the cave pixies bit down and flew off, carrying the goblin with them.

      “How do you like being eaten for a change?” Vor spat as he watched the pixies disappear into the darkness with their meal.

      The elf tried to ignore his aching injuries and stabilize himself on the vehicle roof. “Now, where’s that—oh. There he is.” ArnUthfiel’s Rover had gained a lot of ground. Much closer and the sorcerer would be within range to end Vor’s life with unstoppable magic.

      No. I can’t give up. Not now. More determined than ever to keep fighting, he screamed at the top of his lungs to power through the pain and dizziness. He hauled himself to the other side of the vehicle and banged on the passenger side window.

      “Open up!” he demanded.

      Behind them, ArnUthfiel had raised his arm with a hand extended to cast a spell. One of the goblins hung out of a window, its ARC ready to fire.

      “Well, I guess I’m staying here to fight.” Vor reached behind him, grabbed his ARC, and aimed for ArnUthfiel. Before he could pull the trigger, the window below him opened, and a large ogre hand grabbed him.

      Morg yanked the elf into the vehicle with a single swift move. Vor tumbled against the leather seat and nearly slammed his forehead into a still-unconscious Fel.

      “Thanks, Morg.” Vor didn’t wait for a response from the ogre. He scrambled through the gap between the front seats to plop in the passenger side next to Doughas, then grabbed his shard and called Medivh. She picked up on the second ring.

      “Hey, get out of here,” Vor launched at her without preamble. “You’re vulnerable on the Hellion. We’ve at least got the warding glyphs. We’ll catch up and rendezvous later when we can.”

      Medivh pulled ahead and took the next turn at a fork in the highway. “No need to tell me twice. Take care!”

      Once she was out of sight, Vor assessed their situation. “That was the perfect time to split,” he remarked and pointed at the volume of traffic around them, which increased by the moment. “We’re close to the ground now.”

      Doughas struggled to weave through the traffic. Sweat beads rained down his forehead. “Aye, laddie, but now we’ve got other problems to deal with. I don’t think ArnUthfiel is going to reconsider this chase, even with dozens of civilian bystanders.”

      “Yeah, these folks are collateral damage to a wild card like him.” Vor peeked at the side mirror and saw ArnUthfiel attempting to cast a spell on their vehicle. Whatever it was, ArnUthfiel’s disgusted, disappointed expression seemed to convey its failure. “You really think he’ll follow us all the way to the Inquisitor’s Bureau like this?”

      “If only. He keeps this up, and magic or no, he’ll get his ass shot off the back of that buggy. Good riddance, I say.”

      That was true. If they got within range of the Bureau, it wouldn’t take long for the Inquisitor-General to summon a squad or two and open fire on ArnUthfiel.

      Vor glanced back at the sorcerer again and realized ArnUthfiel hadn’t actually stopped casting. Whatever spell he’d started working on, it was a big one and getting bigger. That sinking feeling returned to Vor’s gut. If the Ranger completed what he was doing, it definitely wouldn’t be good for them.

      “Vor?” Doughas flashed a concerned sidelong glance. “What’s happening back there?”

      Vor didn’t bother answering. He kicked his door open, slid halfway out, and began unloading his ARC at ArnUthfiel. With each squeeze of the trigger, he howled in fury.

      To his utter horror, every bolt burst into flames and crumbled into ash before they even got close to ArnUthfiel.

      “No!” Vor shrieked when he realized his ARC was empty and ArnUthfiel was still about to cast his spell.

      As he scrambled to devise a backup plan, ArnUthfiel swirled his hands and unleashed the energy he had been gathering throughout the highway chase. A bright corona of black and blue fire appeared in front of the Ranger, expanding in a rapidly-growing vortex. With a whispered command, ArnUthfiel condensed the energy until it coalesced into long, vicious tendrils of fire.

      “What in the—” Vor sputtered as ArnUthfiel sent the flaming arms across the cavern, destroying dozens of gigantic stalactites. The structures collapsed on the road and blocked the path forward. Dust, debris, flames, and a wave of smashed vehicles spilled in every direction.

      There was no way they’d reach the Inquisitor’s Bureau now.
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      Doughas

      “Doughas!” Vor shouted as the dwarf slammed on the brakes.

      The vehicle emitted a screeching howl as it skidded along the highway. Vor braced for impact and, from the corner of his eye, saw Doughas doing the same. The vehicle swung broadside and halted inches from the debris ahead of them.

      “Quick, everybody out!” Doughas commanded.

      Vor bolted out and rushed to yank one of the back doors open. Morg hustled from the vehicle, carrying Fel. The elven singer was regaining consciousness, but her eyes were still closed, and she could barely move so much as her fingers. She groaned in Morg’s arms.

      Doughas pointed at the rubble. “Look, there’s an opening. It’s a tight fit, but I think we can squeeze through. Morg, take Fel and go ahead. I’m sure the Justicars and a few Inquisitors will already be on their way here. They would’ve noticed all the commotion, so someone is bound to meet you on the other side.”

      “What if it’s the someone else?” Morg stuttered.

      Vor refrained from decking the ogre. “Worry about that later. We’ve got you. Just save yourself and Fel, and we’ll hold these guys off for a while.”

      Morg glanced at the opening and did a double-take. Doubt covered his face. “I don’t think I’ll fit.”

      Doughas strutted over and prodded the ogre’s chest. “Look here, laddie. You wanted to play grownup games and win grownup prizes without paying grownup prices. Now it’s time to prove you’ve got what it takes. If you love that elf—hell, even if you just don’t want to die a screw-up who pissed away his future and the love of a good ogre—get your ass up and bring her to the other side. You hear me?”

      Morg’s expression twisted in anger and frustration. His eyebrows furrowed, and his eyes glistened with determination. He inhaled hard and released a growl so deep and guttural it would’ve made his uncle proud.

      “Fel, let’s go,” Morg whispered to the elfess as she stirred. “We need to get out while we can.”

      The ogre helped Fel squeeze through the opening in the rubble first. He started in after her and rushed to catch up so he could guide her the rest of the way.

      Once Morg and Fel were safely on the other side, Vor and Doughas turned to watch ArnUthfiel’s approach.

      “Well,” Vor mumbled. “I would say we’ve been through worse.”

      “But that would be a lie,” Doughas rejoined.

      Vor nodded and chuckled softly. “Hey, at least you got to spend some time with Huala today.”

      The thought of his wife brought a smile to Doughas’ face. “Yeah. Too bad somebody couldn’t let me finish my time with her.”

      That made Vor burst out laughing. He thrust his hands into his pockets. “Sad it has to end like this, huh?”

      Doughas exhaled and slammed his chest with his fists before he strode toward the vehicle and hopped in. “End? Speak for yourself, elf. I plan to go home tonight and finish what I started.”

      Vor followed suit and climbed into the passenger’s seat.

      Doughas started the engine, revved it up, and mashed the accelerator as he cranked the wheel away from the rubble barrier. The car charged back toward their pursuers. Vor opened his window and howled.

      “We need to give Morg and Fel more time,” Doughas explained. “I have a plan. Stay ready.”

      “Roger that,” Vor replied.

      Doughas drove in a straight line at first, attempting to get as close as he could to ArnUthfiel and his goons. Once they were within shooting range, the dwarf swerved around a large piece of debris and shot past them. ArnUthfiel’s vehicle abruptly pulled a one-eighty and tried to follow.

      “Good, they’re taking the bait,” Doughas whispered.

      Vor glanced at the mirrors. ArnUthfiel was pursuing them, and he was gaining. “Yeah…do we have any further plans beyond letting them chase us down a wrecked highway?”

      “Watch and learn,” Doughas proclaimed. “Are they still following us?”

      Vor verified with a quick glimpse. “Yup.”

      A sudden blast rocked the vehicle as ArnUthfiel lobbed a fireball at them. Fortunately, the glyphs shielded them from the damage, though they didn’t seem to reflect any of the attacks at the sorcerer. Maybe that glyph had been damaged already.

      Two more blasts followed. With each consecutive hit, the vehicle swerved and bounced. The damage to the car was limited to surface scratches, but the force sent the vehicle weaving wildly. More than once, Doughas skirted the edges of the road and nearly veered off into the abyss.

      “Doughas! If he keeps this up, he’ll destroy the glyphs. Then there won’t be anything keeping us safe.”

      Doughas blinked at Vor. “Wait, these things aren’t permanent?”

      “That’s not how anti-magic works!” Vor shouted. He whipped out his reloaded ARC and rolled down his window. “We need to do something, or we’ll be in big trouble.”

      “Put the ARC down, laddie. I’ve got this,” Doughas grabbed the handbrake and forced the car into a donut turn. As it jerked in a circle, ArnUthfiel’s vehicle swerved to avoid them.

      Doughas smiled, and with a sudden gear shift, he swerved in the other direction and rammed the side of their vehicle into ArnUthfiel’s Rover. Both vehicles’ windows shattered upon impact, but the dwarf didn’t stop there. He ground the vehicle against the Rover until both cars teetered on the edge of the highway. As the goons inside prepared to fire, Doughas jerked the wheel and bashed into the Rover again.

      The Rover spun out and nearly fell over the edge. Panicked, the passengers scrambled through the space where the windshield had been and leapt out. Ulosien and two goblins landed on the tarmac. Doughas opened his door, used it to smack each of them unconscious as they drove by, then slammed on the brakes. He couldn’t drive any further. The vehicles were wedged against each other, and even the slightest movement could send them both over the edge.

      “Where’s ArnUthfiel?” he asked. “I didn’t see him fall.”

      Vor looked out his window and checked the roads. He spotted the Ranger sprawled beside a jumble of destroyed stalactites and battered cars. “He’s down. Come on, let’s take him out permanently.”

      Doughas reached below the seat. After fumbling around, he remembered this wasn’t the Street Behemoth. He snorted, pulled out his ARC, and kicked the door open. “Argh! I don’t have my long heater. Guess this will have to do.”

      Vor followed quickly. With their weapons drawn and aimed at the Ranger, the Inquisitors approached slowly.

      “You think he’s out? I hope he’s out,” Doughas hedged. “Let’s cuff him and call it a day.”

      Vor nodded. He knelt by ArnUthfiel’s side and grabbed the Ranger’s hand. “Ranger ArnUthfiel, you are hereby under arrest on the authority of the Inquisitor’s Bureau. Anything you say can and will be—”

      ArnUthfiel whipped a hand out, grabbed Vor’s wrist, and whispered, “Burn…slow.”

      Pain surged through Vor’s body from the inside. ArnUthfiel kicked him back and rose.

      Doughas stumbled when ArnUthfiel cast the spell. It took him a moment to understand the magic had hit them both. It’s like my bones are on fire. He could feel ashes in his mouth. “W-what…is this?”

      Determined to fight, Doughas fumbled his collapsible mace out and unfolded it. As he gripped the weapon, the pain in his body increased tenfold. His insides felt like they were melting. His tongue sat loose and lifeless in his mouth.

      He gripped the mace tighter and took a step forward.

      “Burn,” ArnUthfiel repeated.

      Instantly, the pain multiplied again. Doughas dropped his mace and fell to his knees. He despaired as the weapon rolled beyond his reach, and sweat flowed down his face. He collapsed further, only one hand holding him away from the ground.

      “Get up, Doughas.”

      The dwarf looked up to find Vor still approaching ArnUthfiel. His partner was on fire, but he maintained a steady pace toward the target. The flames slowly melted the outlaw rocker disguise Vor had on, but they also did more than that. The top layer of Vor’s skin sizzled away, revealing intricate scrollwork engraved all over his body. The etched lines glowed silver and white in the dark.

      I knew Vor underwent anti-magic training when he was a Justicar, but this is beyond anything I could’ve imagined. Doughas forced himself up, even if it was only to one knee, and witnessed his partner advancing on the sorcerer like an agent of doom. Witchfinders. I wonder what kind of surgeries and mystical work Vor went through for that…

      ArnUthfiel turned his attention from Doughas to Vor. “Elf! Back off. This isn’t your fight.”

      Vor didn’t budge or utter a word. He simply stared in defiance and continued to march toward his foe.

      Doughas spat a mouthful of blood and ashes. Despite the pain, the burning sensation was subsiding now that ArnUthfiel had focused primarily on Vor.

      Keep at it, partner. I got your back. The two elves drew closer. ArnUthfiel kept his arm up and empowered his spell with soft, mystical whispers. Vor struggled with each step but refused to stop.

      That was when Doughas realized he could reach his mace. He inched forward, making his way closer to the weapon.

      “Esselliar, don’t you realize you’re fighting on the wrong side? We’re trying to help you!” ArnUthfiel screamed. “I’ve sacrificed my soul to serve our race…to serve you. Now here you are, a whelp ignorant of the truth, working to undo everything I’ve done to keep our race alive.”

      Doughas spat on the ground. What in the Quadras is this fool blabbering on about?

      “You’re ruining everything by working with this lout and supporting the integration policy!” ArnUthfiel ranted as spittle flew from his lips. He couldn’t take his wide eyes away from Vor. “This policy is an insult. It makes goblins equal to us. It places dwarves and ogres on the same platform. The world doesn’t work that way, Agent VorKluvaith. It’s not natural!"

      “Shut up,” Vor ground out.

      ArnUthfiel was like a dog with a bone, teeth bared and gnashing. “We aren’t equal. We can’t be. No matter what bogeyman they hang over our heads, nothing will change that. Do you not understand, or do you truly hate your own race that much?”

      “I’m not the one who covered up the death of two innocent elves.”

      The Ranger stomped a foot and increased his spell’s potency with a flick of his fingers. For a moment, it made Vor pause, but only for a moment.

      “We stand on the edge of erasure, and you want to quibble about two posers playing at being thugs? I’m talking about saving our race!” ArnUthfiel screamed hysterically.

      Vor halted and looked ArnUthfiel dead in the eye. “If you are what it costs to save our race, we deserve to die.”

      Doughas inched another step closer to his mace.

      “Die?” ArnUthfiel was frothing at the mouth. “You first!”

      At that moment, ArnUthfiel shifted all his attention to Vor. Though it forced Vor to the ground, where he began vomiting ash and blood, it also released Doughas from the spell. That moment of freedom was all he needed.

      Doughas Ruiridh snatched his mace and charged toward ArnUthfiel. His deep bellow echoed in the darkness of the elven undercity. He raised his arm and swung with all his might, the strength flowing from his legs and hips to his arms.

      One hit. I only need one hit.

      As the dwarf swung, he heard the familiar whiz of an ARC bolt streaking through the air. There was a flash of white-blue light, and a bolt dug into his back. Doughas roared in pain, but even as his mouth filled with blood, he maintained momentum and landed his attack.

      Unfortunately, the sudden pain caused Doughas to swing low. The blow intended for the sorcerer’s head struck his shoulder and shattered flesh and bone. A pop signified the dislocation of what remained of the socket. Doughas stumbled back and collapsed, mace still in hand.

      ArnUthfiel bellowed as blood stained his white attire. His legs trembled and threatened to drop him.

      As Vor fought to stay upright, he took a deep breath and gleamed his dagger with the last of his strength. He swung for the sorcerer. ArnUthfiel hissed and twisted his body, but the dagger plunged into his other shoulder. The blade sheared through the sorcerer's coat, flesh, and bones like they were made of butter.

      ArnUthfiel buckled. Vor rammed his knee into the sorcerer's face and knocked him flat on his back. He mounted the Ranger and started strangling him with both hands.

      Doughas groaned as he located the source of the bolt in his back. Ulosien was approaching with his ARC trained on Vor.

      “Nope. Not happening.”

      Doughas gripped his mace. His vision blurred, his body moved sluggishly, and his chest tightened with every breath. Despite the pain, he charged forward, screaming, and took a wide swing at Ulosien.

      Ulosien spotted the dwarf a second before Doughas landed his blow. He shifted his stance, but it wasn’t enough to completely dodge the attack. The mace struck Ulosien’s hand hard enough to knock the ARC away.

      Ulosien howled, reversed his footing, and used the momentum to pivot his elbow into Doughas’ face. He followed up with a kick to the chest that knocked the wind out of Doughas as he hit the ground. The dwarf’s body stopped responding to his commands. Even his eyes were losing focus.

      Vor let go of ArnUthfiel’s throat when he heard Doughas fall. “D-Doughas…” was all he could mumble as he struggled to his feet and attacked Ulosien. He was already too slow to fight back, and Ulosien punched him twice in the face. When Vor dropped to his knees, Ulosien grabbed his head and kneed him in the face. His nose broke with the blow.

      Doughas reached out for him. “Vor…no…”

      Ulosien didn’t care. He grabbed Doughas’ mace and approached ArnUthfiel. The sorcerer's face was purplish-blue, and there was heavy bruising around his neck. He could barely keep his eyes open too.

      “This is the most road-level thing anyone has ever done,” Ulosien commented as he held the mace in both hands and looked down at ArnUthfiel. “Killing three hounds at once. That’s one for the record books.”

      ArnUthfiel wrenched his eyes open and looked up at Ulosien. His lips quivered as he tried to mumble something, maybe a spell or a plea. Ulosien only smiled one last time at the Ranger and brought the mace down on his head.

      ArnUthfiel’s skull caved in upon impact.

      Satisfied, Ulosien planted a foot on ArnUthfiel’s chest and pressed down to yank the mace out of the mess before he turned to Vor. “He was a bad asset,” the promoter remarked. “Too dangerous to control but too full of himself to be useful. Your cousin warned me, and I should have listened.”

      What is he talking about? Doughas reached forward and tried to pull himself closer to Ulosien and Vor. This is bad. The rubble is blocking any hope of reinforcements, but at least Morg and Fel got out of here. I can take solace in that.

      Vor fixed Ulosien with a confused stare. The look on his face made Ulosien burst out in laughter.

      “Yeah, I recognized you the moment your disguise melted away,” Ulosien tossed out. “Color me surprised, huh?”

      There was a loud thud close to Doughas. The dwarf wasn’t sure if that was the sound of his heart leaping or the road starting to collapse. Either way, there wasn’t much hope left. Whether his heart gave up or the road collapsed, he was going to die. This was it.

      Ulosien wasn’t done with Vor, though. The elf kicked his partner in the chest and taunted him with the tip of the mace, sliding the cold, blood-slicked metal over Vor’s face. “Valorius will be disappointed he didn’t get to end your life himself. Don’t worry, Esselliar VorKluvaith. I’ll put in some extra effort to make it up to him. He should know that your death was special.”

      Vor was too exhausted and weak to spit back a witty reply.

      “Well, this is how you die.” Ulosien shrugged. He hefted the mace over his shoulder and prepared to swing.

      “No!” came a loud bellow from Doughas’ corner of the road. Ulosien turned to see Morg lunging toward him. Before the elf could reposition for a swing, Morg raised a fist and swung. Physics did the rest.

      With a single downward smash, Morg battered the mace out of Ulosien’s hand and snapped the arm holding it in the process. Ulosien shrieked, his arm dangling as he staggered back. He was still within Morg’s reach, however, and the ogre swung his massive fist in a sweeping backhand that sent Ulosien spinning like a top.

      That wasn’t enough, though. Morg planted his left foot forward and kicked Ulosien’s chest with his right. The blow sent Ulosien flying backward to smash against the Ranger Rover. A strange sucking sound came from the crumpled elf as he tried to breathe.

      “Y-you!” Ulosien choked out before a screech of twisting metal and crumbling pavement split the air. The elf's eyes bulged in horror as he realized what was happening. His broken body refused to comply with his desperate wish to flee, and Ulosien flopped weakly on the disintegrating pavement, one hand outstretched.

      Both he and the two vehicles disappeared along with the tortured section of the roadway. A bubbling cry echoed through the cavern, followed by nothing but cold silence. Several heartbeats later, the noise of the impact with the cavern floor drifted from far, far below.

      Doughas shifted and tried to call for Morg. His lips moved, but his voice was so weak and soft that he couldn’t form any words.

      Vor approached and patted Doughas’ shoulder. “I got this,” he assured and turned to Morg. “Why are you here? We thought you and Fel were already on the other side.”

      Doughas pointed at the rubble from which Fel was approaching. She looked scared, but not in the same way she had when they were on the run. The glimmer in her eyes suggested there might be hope somewhere in there.

      Did they both come back here? Doughas tapped Vor, and the elf got the hint.

      “Morg, what happened?” Vor repeated.

      The ogre shrugged. “I could only fit halfway through the hole. Fel didn’t want to keep going alone, so I figured the only way to keep her safe was to get rid of the bad guys.”

      Doughas and Vor shared a look of surprise and simultaneously started laughing. It hurt a lot, and Doughas wished he wasn’t laughing so hard, but it felt good to be alive.

      “You hear that?” Vor asked as his ears perked up.

      Doughas cocked his head and caught the wail of sirens. Ambulances, and likely a few Justicars too. The sound put a smile on his face.

      That’s the sound of life. The sound of hope.
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      Esselliar

      Esselliar VorKluvaith awoke to a light mechanical buzz. He opened his eyes and realized it was the rhythmic sound of the medical equipment beside his hospital bed.

      Vor attempted to sit up, but the pain halted that effort. He groaned at the intense ache in his shoulder, torso, and legs. Bandages swathed most of his upper body, though the layer of skin he’d lost was already regenerating. Well, at least I’m not dead. That’s a good thing, right?

      His ears twitched as he recalled that not everyone was in good shape. The last thing he remembered was Doughas losing consciousness after Morg and Fel rescued them. Before the medical aides carried them into the ambulances, one of the EMTs had stated that Doughas was in far worse shape than Vor.

      Doughas. I need to get to Doughas. Vor fumbled around until he felt the control panel. He pressed a button to raise the upper half of his bed. As it moved, Vor checked his surroundings and found he was not alone in the room.

      “Medivh?” His voice crackled and croaked, making him aware of how dry his throat was.

      Medivh took the hint. She stood, grabbed a glass of water, and handed it to him. He drank it in one go. Once his throat was more comfortable, he asked, “What happened to Doughas?”

      The elfess’ face sank with sorrow. “He’s not here.”

      “What do you mean?”

      “They took him to a hospital in the dwarven quarter,” Medivh explained as she perched on the edge of the bed. “I heard he was in really bad shape. It has to do with the ARC bolt in his back. They were afraid it did something to his spine. The doctors were wondering if he’d ever be able to walk again. I don’t know. I don’t want to sound like the herald of doom, but that’s why they had to transfer him.”

      Doughas is in trouble. Vor pawed at his bandages and yanked off the wires binding him to the medical equipment. Despite Medivh’s attempts to stop him, he pushed her aside and did his best to get off the bed. When his feet hit the floor, his knees gave out, and he nearly collapsed. Medivh managed to catch him and guide him back to the bed.

      “Hey, you need to rest.”

      Vor shook his head. He grabbed Medivh by the waist and pulled her closer. “If I have to drag my body to his side, I will.”

      Medivh grinned. “Funny. I don’t think you’d do the same if I was in his situation.”

      Vor turned away briefly in shame but faced her again. “You know that’s not true.”

      Tears welled in Medivh’s eyes. The sight of them was enough to melt Vor’s heart. His chest tightened with a swirl of emotions. Without a word, Medivh cupped his face, her fingers lightly tracing the contours of his cheek.

      He grabbed her hand and planted a soft, light kiss on it.

      A voice thundered from the hallway outside the room.

      “Where are my Inquisitors? Why in the Quadras did no one give me a proper update, especially since one of them isn’t even here anymore? Who gave the authorization to wheel off one of my agents to another quarter? Are all of you brain-dead, or did you regress to primary school? What is this, a daycare center for the mentally impaired and idiots who bought and slept their way through their professional careers? Get out of my way! You think a wheelchair makes you special?”

      I know that voice anywhere. Vor groaned though he wasn't sure if it was relief or despair. One of these days, dreams of the Inquisitor-General yapping two inches from my face are going to be relegated to lesser nightmares. A few more adventures like this, and it’s bound to happen.

      The door burst open, and the Inquisitor-General stormed in, accompanied by two nurses and an elderly elven doctor.

      “Agent VorKluvaith.” Not bothering with proper protocol, the Inquisitor paced in front of the bed as if this was an extension of his office. “That was a lot of chaos back there in the elven undercity. I need a proper financial report regarding the collateral damages and the costs to the city. Taxes aren’t exactly my favorite topic right now, but I figure it’s all in the red anyway. Fortunately, you and your partner somehow made the debris work in your favor. That was smart thinking, although I have to say a good portion of your success is owed to Ms. Medivh here and to Feladrien and Morg. That said, good work, Agent VorKluvaith. You blundered through this mission, but at the end of the day, you got the job done.”

      Vor sat up straighter with Medivh’s assistance and turned to the Inquisitor. “Fel talked?”

      The Inquisitor-General nodded. “She’s singing like a canary on a stage. We’ll need to verify her story by comparing it with Morg’s, yours, and Doughas’. There’s still a mountain of parchment ahead, so prepare for the paperwork, VorKluvaith.”

      Vor nodded slowly.

      “Is there anything you need? You earned it.”

      “Doughas. Is he okay?” Vor felt brave enough to ask the Inquisitor. He might as well give it a shot. It wasn’t like he was going anywhere other than another medical bed.

      The Inquisitor-General turned to the medical staff. “Where is my other agent? I was told I had two Inquisitors currently here and under your care. Lo and behold, upon my arrival, I discover only one of them is here while you went ahead, without permission from my office or anyone in the Bureau, and whisked my Inquisitor to the other end of the city.”

      The elven doctor grabbed a bunch of papers from one of the nurses and started flipping through them. He tried to answer the Inquisitor, but only senseless mumbling emerged from his lips. A few moments later, the nurses chimed in, and they all spoke over each other. No one could understand a single word between the three.

      This didn’t fly with the Inquisitor-General. He smacked a palm to his face and shook his head in dismay. “Okay, enough! You’re all useless, pecking at one another like a bunch of cheap livestock birds. Get me a form so I can take Agent VorKluvaith. We’re heading to the dwarven quarter to check on Agent Ruiridh ourselves.”

      “B-but sir, the patient isn’t in good enough condition to travel and—”

      The Inquisitor-General pressed a finger to the doctor’s lips. “I don’t want to hear it. Just get it done,” he said and turned to Vor. “You’re okay with a bumpy ride, right? Ah, don’t answer that question. You were on the verge of limping your way over there anyway.”

      Medivh stood and reached forward to shake the Inquisitor-General’s hand. The Inquisitor accepted with a nod of acknowledgment.

      “You guys at the Bureau are lucky to have VorKluvaith and Ruiridh,” Medivh told the Inquisitor as she walked to the door. “I’ll call you, Vor.”

      “I’ll pick up,” Vor replied and watched her leave. Once she was gone, he faced the Inquisitor-General. “Yeah, I’ll limp my way there if I have to.”

      The Inquisitor-General nodded and barked at the medical staff. “You heard him. Get it done. I don’t want to waste more time. Move it.”

      “B-but the paperwork alone, sir,” one of the nurses protested.

      “We’ll get that done later,” the Inquisitor interrupted.

      Reluctant but aware they couldn’t win this fight, the doctor and nurses gave in to the Inquisitor’s demands. Vor and the Inquisitor had to sign a few documents before they were even allowed into the hospital lobby, but within the hour, they were in a luxury vehicle on their way to the dwarven quarter.

      The drive was silent for the most part. The Inquisitor-General didn’t utter a word and kept his face buried in his shard. Vor liked the idea that the Inquisitor was only pretending to work and was, in fact, on some kind of social media network. Vor couldn’t imagine what kind of online personality the Inquisitor might hide behind, but he found it amusing to keep guessing.

      Upon arrival at the dwarven hospital, a small medical team greeted them. The dwarves provided a wheelchair for Vor and left him to the side of the lobby while the Inquisitor-General explained the situation to the nurses. They looked confused, and the Inquisitor did his best not to scream at everyone in the vicinity. When it took too long, Vor wheeled himself over to assess the situation.

      “What’s going on?” Vor asked.

      The Inquisitor-General pointed to the nurses. “They don’t like our kind here.”

      “Sir, we’re not trying to stop you because you’re elves,” one of the dwarfess nurses tried to explain. “Our hospital has a strict policy about who gets to visit our patients. You’d have to be on a special list. Given that you’re not exactly from around here, I think it’s safe to assume neither of you will be on it.”

      Vor raised a hand in question. “What kind of list are we talking about?”

      “A list of allowed visitors,” a male dwarf answered. “Our patients are only allowed a select few visitors during their stay in our institution. It helps prevent the spread of infectious diseases, and, well, it upholds certain dwarven beliefs. Let’s keep it at that.”

      The Inquisitor-General and Vor looked at each other.

      It can’t hurt to try, right? Vor shrugged and suggested, “Well, let’s check the list. I know it’s a long shot, but maybe I’m on it?”

      The dwarfess sighed and shook her head but relented. “Fine. What’s your name, sir?”

      “Esselliar VorKluvaith. It might be under ‘Vor,’ so check that too,” Vor answered.

      The male dwarf headed to the lobby’s front desk and returned with a paper sheet attached to a clipboard. He and the dwarfess spent a few moments going down a long list of names and room numbers.

      The dwarfess’ face twisted with shock, and she looked at Vor with huge, apologetic eyes. “I… I’m sorry, sir. You are on the list, but there must be some mistake."

      "What are you yammering about?" the Inquisitor demanded.

      The dwarfess looked nervous and raised a placating hand.

      "I mean, you can come in. It’s just that we have Esselliar VorKluvaith listed as family.”

      Vor's mouth hung open, and the Inquisitor-General managed a low chuckle.

      "No, I don’t think there's been any mistake,” the Inquisitor said. “Can't you see the family resemblance?"

      Vor’s eyes welled with tears. His cheeks warmed as they flushed red. It was almost too much for him to handle, but he inhaled deeply and stopped himself from sobbing.

      He glanced at the Inquisitor-General. “I’ll make this quick. I know you can’t hang around here too long.”

      The Inquisitor didn’t look back. “Take all the time in the world, VorKluvaith. You’ve earned it.”

      Thanks, boss. Vor nodded at one of the nurses, and they wheeled him off to the eastern wing of the dwarven hospital. Because of the wheelchair, they had to take a short ramp and go around the hallway to reach the second floor.

      “He’s in the room down this hall,” the dwarfess nurse informed Vor as they approached.

      “How…how is he doing?”

      The nurse smiled. “Oh, he’s doing better. He looks to be making a full recovery. He does need some time to rest, so please make this a quick visit if you can.”

      “No problem,” Vor assured her. They approached the door, and the nurse patted his shoulder. She left him and walked back to check on other patients.

      Vor cleared his throat and straightened his posture. He fixed his hospital clothes to eliminate awkward-looking wrinkles and reached for the door. It was unlocked, and he pushed it open.

      The elf stopped half a second later and refrained from entering the room. Through the small opening, he heard a few familiar sounds. Grunts, loud moans, and the creak of the hospital bed as it shifted and moved under someone’s…uh, multiple someones' weight. Doughas was not alone in there.

      As fast as he could manage without dumping himself out of the wheelchair, Vor reversed and let the door close behind him. He turned the wheelchair around and waited outside. It didn’t take long for the dwarfess nurse to return and spot him idling in the hallway.

      “I thought you were in a hurry to see Mr. Ruiridh?” the nurse asked.

      Vor smiled and hooked a thumb at the room. “Yeah, but for right now, I’m giving my partner a chance to wrap up some unfinished business.”
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      Doughas

      “How do you take this ride every day?” Doughas asked as he and Vor stepped off the trolley platform. All around them were dozens, if not hundreds, of elves going about their business in the elven undercity.

      Vor shrugged and led his partner out of the station to the undercity main streets. “Hey, the public transportation here isn’t that bad. Remember when we had to take the bus in the goblin quarter? That was a freaking nightmare.”

      “Okay, fair point,” Doughas noted. He paused and stretched his back. There was a loud cracking sound. “Argh, that's going to take some getting used to.”

      “It’s been almost a month,” Vor commented. “That bolt really dug in deep, huh?”

      “It did,” Doughas confirmed. They walked further, and Doughas pointed down an intersection to the right. “It was somewhere that way. Medivh and I had to park it before we got to the gates.”

      Vor hung his head. “I bet it’s probably been towed by now.”

      Doughas looked around for signs regarding parking rules and the like. When he couldn’t spot any, he shrugged and noted, “Well, there’s no sign saying we can’t park here. I hope the Street Behemoth is at least in one piece.”

      “Yeah. That way, we can still slave away our souls to earn enough money to get it repaired,” Vor grumbled. “Can you imagine how much it’ll cost us this time? We just had it detailed.”

      Doughas sighed. “The never-ending horrors of the Street Behemoth, starring yours truly and Esselliar VorKluvaith.”

      A patrolling nightwatcher approached them. The officer noticed the direction the two were heading and stopped them. “Excuse me.”

      Vor flashed his Inquisitor’s badge. Doughas did the same.

      “Ah, sorry, officers,” the patrol elf stated. “I noticed you two seemed to be going toward the highway cutoff to the stalactite community. We had an incident there a few weeks ago.”

      “We know,” Doughas replied. “That’s why we’re going there. We left our car during the chaos.”

      The nightwatch elf’s eyes widened. “Oh, are you talking about the fancy dwarf car?”

      Vor and Doughas looked at each other and at the same time said, “Yep.”

      The nightwatcher sighed and pointed. “It’s still there. We’ve been trying to tow it for weeks.”

      “Wait, so you haven’t?” Doughas questioned.

      The patrol elf shook his head. “It’s been turned into a den for cave pixies and brownies. Those little pests have been residing in it for a while. We keep calling for a Verminator, but they’ve been busy. I dunno what the thing is. There have been cases of those nuisances gathering everywhere lately.”

      Doughas didn’t pay attention to the rest. As soon as he heard that the vehicle hadn’t been towed, he left Vor and the nightwatcher in a hurry. Vor hung back and watched Doughas jog the rest of the way. In his rush, the dwarf almost tripped on loose rocks but managed to catch himself before he sprawled on the pavement.

      The Street Behemoth was right where he and Medivh left it, close to a private parking garage in the middle of two alleyways. It looked in need of a bit of maintenance. The paint had been chipped in places, the windshield was gone, and the door hinges were loose.

      All that was secondary to the ton of wee folk all over the vehicle. Cave pixies had claimed the area beneath the dashboard. More than a dozen brownies hung on the underside of the car. A mix of both wee folk snoozed on the seats. There were probably more in the trunk, given that it was slightly open.

      “Wow, they took a crap all over it,” Vor commented as soon as he caught up.

      “It looks a lot better than I thought it would,” Doughas admitted. “This ain’t so bad. I was legitimately worried for a second there. I can use the buffer at the house to repair the paint job and let the insurance policy from the Bureau replace the cracked windshield and windows.”

      Vor shrugged. “We still need to get rid of the wee folk.”

      Some of them are watching us like we’re their next meal. Doughas sighed. Wee folk were the worst. Of all the pests that could plague the Street Behemoth, it had to be a legion of cave pixies and brownies. “You got any ideas, laddie?”

      “It’s not the prettiest,” Vor answered as he reached for his ARC. “I don’t like it, but the little buggers only understand one language.”

      Doughas grabbed Vor’s arm before the elf could fire. “Hold on.”

      “What?”

      “I don’t wanna damage the car,” Doughas pointed out. He lowered his voice to a soft whisper. “Be ready to run. You know, in case this backfires, and we end up in a worse situation than that highway fight.”

      Vor raised an eyebrow but nodded in agreement.

      Doughas paused, then stomped his feet and bellowed, “Ooga-booga-booga! Get out of my car, or I will devour every single one of you! Get out! Get OUT!”

      Vor’s jaw dropped. He looked from Doughas to the wee folk.

      Rather than fluttering around in panic or anger, the pixies and brownies casually crawled out of the Street Behemoth, taking their time as they gathered on the car’s roof. Simultaneously, every wee being looked at Doughas and Vor. There was something odd and unsettling about the way they stared, but Doughas couldn’t put a finger on what.

      At once, the wee folk departed. There was no angry flutter or sudden freak accident with the creatures attacking the duo or wrecking the car. They were simply on their way as if it was nothing.

      “That went smoother than it should have,” Doughas commented. He reached into the glove box, pulled out a few rags, and handed one to Vor. Together, they started wiping down the Street Behemoth.

      Once it was decent enough for the road, Vor tossed the rags into the trunk. He slammed it shut and took a seat on the passenger’s side.

      Doughas gave the Street Behemoth a tap for good luck and slid into the driver’s seat. He started the car and secured his seat belt while he waited for the car to heat up.

      “So…to Kroth’s Korner? We need to check on Throm,” Doughas suggested.

      “That seems like the best plan,” Vor agreed.

      “This is going to be a long drive,” Doughas noted. “Do you want to stop by that noodle place we found last week? They also sell cheesebread dipped in that delicious ogre-squid sauce.”

      Vor gave a thumbs-up. “Now that seems like the best plan.”

      Doughas chuckled and drove off. For the rest of the trip, the duo stayed in silence. Doughas had finally gotten the shard app that Vor suggested a few weeks ago. It allowed him to play music wirelessly from his shard to the car’s dashboard. It was a simple thing, but Vor and Doughas both liked the dwarf’s choice of music.

      It wasn’t until after their quick food stop that they dove back into a steady conversation. As they neared Kroth’s Korner, Vor raised a question.

      “Hey, do you think those wee folk actually understood what you said?”

      Doughas slowed the car and glanced at his companion. “What?”

      “Those brownies and pixies,” Vor clarified. “It was like they heard you.”

      “What do you mean? They’re pests.” Doughas wasn’t buying it. “They left because I screamed bloody murder at them.”

      Vor shook his head. “No, they weren’t scared. They didn’t panic or run off in frustration. It was like…like they understood you and figured it was time to leave your car alone.”

      Doughas threw his head back and laughed. “That’s ridiculous. I mean, they’re vermin. The only thing they understand is food. At the most, they know how to make fun of us by stealing shiny stuff like that rune pebble.”

      “Maybe you’re right,” Vor relented. “I can’t get it out of my head, though. They acted so strangely.”

      Doughas parked the car by the Korner. As he did, he considered what Vor said. He’s right. It was like they understood every word I said. If that’s true, it changes everything we thought we knew about wee folk. If they do understand, why don’t they communicate? What else have they been listening to and watching?

      His thoughts were interrupted when Vor stepped out of the car and slammed his door shut. Doughas emerged after him, locked the car doors, and followed Vor into Kroth’s Korner.

      Quixiolian greeted them upon entering. She was busy attending tables, but she took the time to straighten, flash a smile, and point to the kitchen.

      “The boss is in the back,” she informed them. “It’s nice to see you two back.”

      “It’s nice to see you too,” Vor said with a wink and gestured at the tables filled with customers. “Also, it’s good to see this place back in order. Folks look happy.”

      Quixiolian nodded. “They are. That’s all thanks to you.”

      “Let’s not get too carried away,” Doughas demurred and gestured toward the kitchen. “I hope you don’t mind. We need to have a quick visit with Throm.”

      The elfess smiled and nodded.

      Doughas and Vor weaved through the crowd and entered the main kitchen. Inside, they saw a very different scenario compared to the last time. There was Morg, shouting commands at assistants and cooks, but his voice was an assuring song that kept everything in order. The kitchen flowed with a system that only Morg could command.

      Throm was there as well, occasionally aiding his nephew. The bigger ogre knew to take a step back and allow Morg to control things, but Throm still dabbled here and there to help keep things moving.

      “Throm,” Vor called.

      The ogre’s ears perked up when he heard his name. He beckoned for them to follow him into his office. Morg waved a greeting, and the duo waved back. Doughas figured he could sit down with Morg and have a longer conversation later.

      In the office, Vor slumped into a large leather chair. Doughas opted to remain standing.

      “Agents Ruiridh and VorKluvaith,” Throm began as he sat in a chair on his side of the desk. “Thank you for…restoring Morg. He’s back here doing what he does best. That benefits not only him but Kroth’s Korner as well. Also, thanks for helping him and Fel avoid any legal entanglements.”

      Vor held up a finger but remembered the ogre was blind. “Uh, yeah, but it was all part of the job.”

      “Now that you’ve done me this favor, I’ll do you one, too,” Throm continued. “How about I pay for the repairs to the Street Behemoth and any other fees so the car can be yours? You’ll get a clean title, and we can call it quits. We’re even, Inquisitors.”

      Doughas interjected with a light tap on Throm’s desk. “Whoa, wait a minute.” He swallowed hard as he collected his wits. This is a bad idea, but let’s see how it goes. “We can’t call it even yet. We know about your involvement with the dead bodies from the morgue. We know about the Harbinger Clade’s involvement.

      “I hope you’ve had the sense to destroy the bodies because from this point on, you’re obligated to take care of the families of the deceased…no questions asked, Throm. Also, we know about the bribe you offered the morgue clerk. That’s taking a crap where we eat, Throm. If you want to stay on friendly terms with the Inquisitors, especially with Vor and me, you’d better swear not to pull something like that within the Bureau ever again.”

      Vor gaped at his partner. He leaned in and whispered, “Are you nuts? He can kill us with his stare, and he’s blind.”

      Throm tapped on his desk. He seemed impatient and a little frustrated. Despite that, he nodded in agreement. “Consider it a deal. I’ll still sign everything for the Street Behemoth. It’s yours. Don’t forget to tell me how else I can make up for what I now owe you. I want to even things out.”

      “Will do, Throm. Just make sure Morg stays out of trouble, okay?” Doughas told the ogre.

      Throm nodded and stood to usher them out. “We can discuss things further next time. As you can see, we’re quite busy today. We’ve got more patrons than ever now that Morg is back on track.”

      Doughas and Vor exited the office into the kitchen. On their way out, Vor approached Morg and tapped his shoulder. “Hey, big guy. Say hi to Fel for us, will ya?”

      Morg nodded acknowledgment and waved to Doughas as well. Doughas was about to walk out but rushed toward Morg with his shard in hand.

      “Hey, can we take a quick photo together?” the dwarf asked. “I know you’re not in the band anymore, but do you mind? It’s for a friend at work.”

      Morg smiled and posed for the picture. The dwarf patted Morg in gratitude and rushed back to the Street Behemoth with Vor.

      “That photo. Who’s it for?” Vor asked when they were in the vehicle.

      “Oh, it’s for Derg,” Doughas told him. “You know, from ATS? He’s a fan of Fel and Harridan.”

      Vor blinked. “I…was not expecting that. Speaking of things I wasn’t expecting, the way you turned the tables on Throm? That was not how I figured this would go down.”

      Doughas started the car. “Aw, thank you. I’m braver than you think, you know.”

      “No, not like that,” Vor corrected. “I didn’t expect that you would penalize Throm for his actions because every choice he made, he did it for his family. You’re big on family. Isn’t that like a conflict of beliefs or something?”

      “I see where you’re coming from,” Doughas concurred. “Yes, family is important to us, but don’t forget that dwarves also value respect and responsibility. These are the two legs that family stands on. Throm did all that for his family, but the duty doesn't end at the deed. It includes accepting responsibility for the deed if it’s found out. Throm had a responsibility as Morg's father. He’s technically the lad’s uncle, but you and I both know Throm is more like a father to Morg. That’s a good thing if you ask me. On the other hand, I have a responsibility as an Inquisitor. It would be disrespectful if either Throm or I didn’t do our jobs well.”

      Vor scratched his chin and leaned on the window as they drove on. “I think I understand. Now I have to ask, though. Would you feel that way if the situation was reversed?”

      “How do you think I became a Warden in the first place?” Doughas shot back.

      Vor’s eyes narrowed. “Oh, no, you don’t. We’ve had this conversation before. You’d better spill the beans. You didn’t get to explain the last time I asked. Come on, tell me the whole story.”

      Doughas laughed as he kept on driving, then threw Vor a sharp look. “Nope.”

      “Please?”

      “Nope. Not today, laddie.”
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      His eye opened slowly. He hadn’t expected that to happen, given the last thing he remembered was being carried off into the darkness by dozens of cave pixies. His whole body ached from the claw and bite marks that covered it.

      I can’t even remember how I passed out. Was it from the bites and the pain or the fear that coursed through me while they dangled me over the damn abyss? Mr. Scratch looked around. He was in some sort of large, dark cave.

      Above him were dozens, if not hundreds, of eyes. He rubbed his vision clear to get a better look at the massive nest of cave pixies dangling from the ceiling.

      There was a flutter behind him. The redcap turned but saw nothing except blackness. The vast emptiness stretched all around him. Another flutter came from the opposite end of the space.

      “W-who’s there?” Mr. Scratch raised a hand and attempted to shield himself from any potential threat.

      A cacophony of clicking sounds replied. There was a light tremble in the air, and a series of clicks and soft, chattering giggles echoed through the cavern. As his vision adjusted, he spotted brownies running around on the floor. A handful of cave pixies zipped about, moving from stalactite to stalagmite.

      Every one of these wee folk stared at him.

      “Yeah, I’m not dealing with this right now,” he whispered as he shot to his feet. Without wasting another moment, he pivoted and started running. However, the pain in his leg and hips shot up his body, and he lost his balance. He tottered back, slipped, and fell on three feet of broken stalagmite. An electric pang of agony crackled through him.

      Mr. Scratch turned and nearly vomited at the sight that greeted him. There was nothing but an abyss. He stood at the edge of a cave opening in one of the large stalactites. He looked down and spotted the distant lights of the elven undercity miles below.

      “I had my darlings go to some effort to keep you from a messy end, so please don't foul it up with your cowardice and stupidity."

      What was that? Who said that?

      Mr. Scratch gulped. He regained his footing and took a cautious step forward. He could see no one in the immediate vicinity. “Who’s there?” he asked again.

      “I am a very old spider sitting on a very old web,” the voice answered. It sounded vaguely female, but the goblin wasn’t sure. The voice continued, “You and your compatriots endanger the status quo I’m happy to live in.”

      “Okay, what are you?” the goblin asked. “Do you work for the Inquisitors or the Clades? Maybe for the city?”

      “No, and yes, but not the way you think.”

      Enough with the games. Enough! Mr. Scratch gnashed his teeth and slammed a fist on the stalagmite beside him. “What do you want?”

      "Isn't it obvious? I've saved your life, so now you work for me. You're going to be useful in helping me deal with your former owners and anyone else who gets in my way." The voice sounded far colder than the tone ArnUthfiel had used when Mr. Scratch worked for him.

      “What happens if I refuse?” the goblin asked. “I’m not keen on working for anybody else. I’ve been burned twice now.”

      There was a soft whoosh of wind, and the cave pixies swarmed toward the goblin. They grabbed him, lifted him off the ground, and carried him to the edge of the cavern opening. The pixies held him high above the abyss.

      “If you refuse? Well, I suppose I’ll put you back right where I found you.”

      “Okay, okay!" the redcap goblin screeched. "I get it! I get the picture, spider lady!”

      The cave pixies brought Mr. Scratch back to solid ground. The wee folk let him go and flew into the shadows.

      “I'm glad we understand each other, but in case you feel tempted to flex that freedom muscle again, remember this."

      The sound of wings, scampering claws, and mocking laughter from thousands of small throats filled the air.

      "I am everywhere, and I see everything."

      As suddenly as the dreadful chorus had arisen, it fell silent.

      Mr. Scratch caught glimpses of movement as the cave pixies and brownies left. Most flew off, but the brownies skittered into small holes in the cave. All of the wee folk moved in unison, like an army under a hive mind. Within minutes, the cavern was empty, and Mr. Scratch was left alone.

      How the hell am I supposed to get out of here? He looked back at the abyss he’d been dangled over, then he stared at the back end of the cavern. Only darkness and a few random stalactites and stalagmites met his gaze.

      From somewhere far away, yet also right behind him, he heard her whisper.

      “I’m sure you’ll figure something out.”
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        The story continues with book three, Silk Webs, and it’s available at Amazon.
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      Dear Reader,

      Another day, another set of dirtbags taken down.

      I hope you enjoyed it because along with thanking you, I come bearing some great news. We've got the next book in the series coming out in December (my Christmas gift to you if you like), but I've been hard at work, and Mike believes enough in the series to ensure that we're looking at three more books after our third release. I'm thrilled and humbled by the chance to explore Quadras and the world beyond. It is my hope and dream to keep running with the stories of Vor and Doughas and visit all the nooks and crannies my brain has been buzzing about for months. Wouldn't it be great to get to explore the Valley, facing down marauder bands and helping rugged frontier towns with grit and the gun at your side? Can't you see the sea to the south, calling you to strange and fantastic islands where whaling villages nestle amid ruins older than the foundations of Quadras?

      Keep reading and spreading the word and we may get to see it all and much more, Lord willing and the crick don't rise, as they say in my neck of the woods.

      Well, speaking of my neck of the woods, things are finally getting cold again, and boy am I loving it. The trees are in their seasonal glory of dying fire, and the bite in the air is bracing and satisfying, carrying the first hints of winter. I've been trying to take better care of myself with all this working, knowing I can't keep up the pace without keeping in as close to top form as I can muster. I found ways to enjoy my morning constitutionals when it was still warmer, but now that the temperature has taken its fantastic dip I'm very nearly in love. I find excuses to walk a little longer, taking a little longer way or one more detour down gravel roads and sidetracks. Sometimes I remind myself that with my schedule I can't enjoy myself too much, but with the cold on my face and in my lungs, it's harder and harder to surrender and finally head back inside.

      There's a pleasantness in returning too. The warmth working its way back into fingers and toes, resting well-worked limbs, the smell of warm cider in a favorite mug. I'm growing to appreciate these things more and more as well.

      Undulations, cold and warmth, work and rest, all those things Jack told us about that are change but constant and give so much to our lives.

      I hope you have your own undulations, the rises and falls that give pitch and pleasure to you, and if my works get to be part of bringing that to you all the better.

      
        
        Until next time.

      

        

      
        My sincerest regards,

        Aaron D. Schneider
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      Thank you for reading this story and staying with Aaron and me for these author notes in the back of the book.

      

      Brain Fog… Or the exhaustion from a conference is real.

      It is 10:15PM and I just woke up from a nap after eating supper. I spent today (a Saturday) picking up a collaborator for a breakfast meeting and dropping him back off at his hotel before running over to play golf with Craig Martelle (Author and best friend) and James Blatch (Author). 

      Mark Dawson (Author, and both he and James run Self-Publishing Formula) was supposed to join us but was down after the conference we all spoke at called 20Booksto50k™ (Craig directed the conference.)

      So Craig, James, and I are on the Revere Course in Las Vegas, freezing our little toes off because of a strange cold front running through the area. I’m not playing because of a wrist injury that flared up.

      It’s James (UK) against Craig (USA) for the second Writer’s Cup (a name I just made up today) and all of the bragging rights.

      Last year, Craig powered ahead of the arguably better team of Mark / James because I sucktastic at golf. I’m the millstone around Craig’s neck when we play the links. 

      Mark was out sick. I was out of play due to a wrist injury, and let’s face it – Craig’s twenty-plus years of golfing around the world at military bases proved too much of an advantage on a new course for James to overcome.

      Congratulations, Team USA, for taking the Annual Las Vegas Writer’s Cup for the second year in a row!

      Exhaustion.

      Oh yeah, I was going to talk about exhaustion, and my mind went to bragging about golf. I don’t let the small fact that I wasn’t a huge help out on the links get in the way that at least I was ON the links, and Mark didn’t even show up. That’s my version of this story, anyway.

      So, I was laying on the couch trying to wake up a few minutes ago, mentally churning through the effort to conceive of something to write about in these author notes.

      Nothing was coming.

      I took in a deep breath and let it out. Deflated, I realized that perhaps my creative juices had dried up. I was now an author that would only speak about ‘the days of old’ and how I couldn’t carry a thought forward to save my life. It was a bit depressing.

      But, words started flowing once I had my laptop sitting on my lap with fingers typing away on the keys. From what mental spring, I’m still a bit clueless. Perhaps my subconscious? I can’t explain, nor do I care.

      All that matters is word flow; for now that is the biggest ‘WOOHOO’ I have. I don’t feel more alive, I don’t feel more energized, nor does my mind feel any less foggy.

      I just know that words come and for an author like myself it is the lifeline I need to sleep peacefully tonight.

      Stupid exhaustion – I’ll kick your ass and get another 1,000 stories told soon enough.

      Have a great weekend or week, and I look forward to chatting to you in the next story!

      

      
        
        Ad Aeternitatem,

      

        

      
        Michael Anderle
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